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ABSTRACT

School connectedness is a significant construct that has various positive outcomes for students,
so it is important to investigate its determinants. Students’ connectedness to school depends
on their interaction with teachers. The aim of this study was to examine the relationship
between teachers” support and students’ perceptions of school connectedness. Participants
were 325 students from 29 high school classes. Data were collected using research tools for
assessing students’ perceptions of teachers’ support, homeroom teachers’ support, and school
connectedness. Multilevel modeling was applied, since students were nested within classrooms.
The obtained results revealed that, after controlling the effects of gender and type of school,
the teachers support significantly predicted the students’ connectedness to school at the
individual (student) level. In addition, class-level homeroom teacher’s support was positively
associated with students’ school connectedness at the class level. The relation between teachers’
support and students’ school connectedness did not significantly vary across classes. This study
indicates that teachers’ support plays an important role in fostering students’ connectedness to
school. Implications of this study are relevant for teachers’ initial education and professional
development.
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@ INTRODUCTION

The contemporary literature suggests that a sense of school belonging is important
for students’ learning and development (Korpershoek, Canrinus, Fokkens-Bruinsma
& de Boer, 2020). Moreover, researchers have tried to identify characteristics of
school settings that are related to students’ connectedness to school (Waters, Cross
& Shaw, 2010). There is a fair amount of evidence that indicates that a teacher’s social
support is positively associated to a student’s connection to school (Allen, Kern,
Vella-Brodrick, Hattie & Waters 2018; Hallinan, 2008). However, there is a lack of
research that has examined the relationship between a homeroom teacher’s support
and students’ school connectedness.

This study aims to better understand the relationship between a teacher’s
support and students’” connectedness to school. We rely on the fact that high school
students have day-to-day interactions with their subject teachers, as well as with the
homeroom teacher. Therefore, it is possible for a student to experience low levels
of support from subject teachers, but to belong to a class that is characterized by a
high level of support from the homeroom teacher. For this reason, it is important
to differentiate the effects of these two types of teacher’s support on student’s
perceptions of school connectedness.

Students’ perceptions of school connectedness

The student’s relationship with the school can be conceptualized and measured in
different ways. Thus, in the current literature various constructs with similar mean-
ings have been used, such as: school connectedness (e.g. Lohmeier & Lee, 2011),
school bonding (e.g. Rovi§ & Bezinovi¢, 2011), and related concepts of attachment
to school (Hallinan, 2008), a sense of belonging to school (e.g. St-Amand, Girard &
Smith, 2017), then school climate (e.g. Pordi¢ & Damjanovi¢, 2016), school engage-
ment (eg. Li, 2011), and school membership (e.g. You, Ritchey, Furlong, Shochet &
Boman, 2011).

The concept of school connectedness is broadly defined as “a student’s
relationship to school” (Libbey, 2004: 274). According to Barber & Schluterman,
(2008), school connectedness consists of three broad dimensions - relationships to
people at school, relationship to school, and attitudes towards school importance.
Marraccini & Brier (2017) argued that school connectedness includes the components
of social affiliations, belonging to school, attitudes towards the importance of school,
and supportive learning environments. A strong connection to the school is based on
positive experiences, such as the perception of high academic expectations, positive
interactions between teachers and students, and a sense of a safe environment
(Marraccini & Brier, 2017).



TEACHERS' SUPPORT AND STUDENTS' PERCEPTIONS OF SCHOOL CONNECTEDNESS: A MULTILEVEL STUDY | 43

Students’ relationship with school is a construct that has often been related
to important student outcomes. Recent meta-analysis has linked school belonging
with academic achievement (Korpershoek et al, 2020). Furthermore, this
relationship was similar across different grade levels and the socioeconomic status of
students. In addition, school connectedness seems to be a protective factor against
suicidal thoughts and behaviors (Marraccini & Brier, 2017). Therefore, previous
research clearly indicates the significant effects of students’ perceptions of school
connectedness.

Although a sense of school connectedness is important for all students, Allen
et al. (2018) argue that it is especially important for adolescents. Adolescents have
specific social and emotional needs and adolescence is characterized by the formation
of identity, the expansion of social relations, and preparation for entering the world
of adults. Nevertheless, during the transition from primary to secondary school,
motivation for school learning decreases (Wang & Eccles, 2012). This may be due to
impersonal interactions of students with teachers and the decline in teachers’ social
support. Conversely, if adolescents feel supported by their teachers, they tend to be
interested in school, will enjoy school more and will have a sense of belonging to
the school. Thus, teachers by their behavior in the classroom “can convey a sense of
caring, respect and appreciation for their students” (Wang & Eccles, 2012: 879).

The significance of teacher social support

Krnjaji¢ (2002) argued that the student-teacher relationship has two main charac-
teristics: inter-personality (affection, respect, care) and impersonality (rights and
duties). Social support belongs to the domain of interpersonal teachers’ behavior
and may be available to varying degrees to students (Tomas, Gutiérrez, Pastor &
Sancho, 2020). Teachers’ support can be defined as the “extent to which teachers are
supportive, responsive, and committed to students” well-being” (Wang, 2009: 242).
The construct of teachers’ social support should not be completely equated with a
supportive student-teacher relationship (Tennant, Demaray, Malecki, Terry, Clary
& Elzinga, 2014). Positive student-teacher relationships primarily include warmth
and acceptance. Such behaviors are characteristic of a teacher’s emotional support,
which is only one type of social support. However, in addition to emotional support,
teachers provide informational, appraisal, and instrumental support (Tennant et al.,
2014).

The positive effects of teachers’ social support have been documented in
numerous studies. Teachers’ social support is positively associated with students’
academic achievement (Tennant et al, 2014), school satisfaction, self-esteem
(Aldrup, Klusmann, Lidtke, Gollner & Trautwein, 2018), and attachment to school
(Hallinan, 2008). Students tend to have positive perceptions of schools in which
teachers show care, respect, and provide emotional support (Battistich, Solomon,
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Watson & Schaps, 1997). By providing appropriate support, teachers can create a
sense of acceptance, importance, and connection among students. In such conditions,
students show better academic achievement, more initiative, greater acceptance
of peers, they are more motivated, and behave pro-socially and responsibly (Bear,
Yang, Mantz, Pasipandya, Hearn & Boyer 2014).

The positive effects of teachers’ social support could be explained by the
self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000). According to this theoretical
framework, the three basic needs of people are to feel autonomous, competent, and
related. Fulfillment of those basic needs is crucial for good psychological health
and development (Kaplan & Madjar, 2017). Thus, students have an inner need to
participate in positive interactions with their teachers and peers. Students are more
likely to have a strong connection to schools in which they can meet the need to
be related. Furthermore, Korpershoek et al. (2020) argued that students tend
to internalize values and norms from environments in which they have a sense
of belonging. Deci and Ryan (1985, 1991, 2012) recognize meeting the need for
relatedness, along with the need for autonomy and competence, as a way to achieve
self-determination.

Furthermore, Connell and Wellborn (1991) linked these three needs with
the school context and thus created a school-based Self System Process model that
describes how the school, as a social environment, satisfies individual needs. The
authors state that the following three characteristics of the school environment affect
the satisfaction of the need for competence, autonomy, and belonging.

1. Structure. It refers to the clarity and quality of expectations of certain
behavior and the consequences that come after violating certain rules, as well
as to the trust in the strength of students. The structure satisfies the need for
competence.

2. Autonomy support. It refers to the amount of choices students have and
helping students relate their own behavior to personal values and goals.

3. Involvement. It refers to the commitment of teachers and other staff to
students, in terms of devoting attention, time, resources, or through showing
interest and support (Connell & Wellborn, 1991; Wang, Liu, Kee & Chian,
2019; Waters, Cross & Runions, 2009).

The effects of teachers’ social support have been mainly examined at the individual
(student) level. Studies dealing with the relations of collective perceptions of teachers’
support and students’ outcomes are quite rare. Kilday and Ryan (2019) found that
teachers’ support at the group level has positive effects on students’ classroom
engagement. Moreover, the effects of the collective experience of teachers’ support
were stronger on the emotional than on the behavioral engagement of students in
mathematics/science. Using multilevel structural equation modeling, Aldrup et al.
(2018) showed that teachers’ social support at the class level does not contribute to
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students’ school satisfaction. Lenzi, Sharkey, Furlong, Mayworm, Hunnicutt & Vieno
(2017) found that a teacher’s support at the individual level significantly predicts
students’ perceptions of school safety. On the other hand, a teacher’s support at
the school level did not have a significant predicting effect. The presented research
results together indicate that the effects of teachers’ support at different levels are not
necessarily the same.

The role of homeroom teachers in the Serbian educational context

The role of the homeroom teacher is recognized in education systems around the
world. However, this concept is not established in the same way in different edu-
cational contexts. In Israel, for example, homeroom teachers deal with the social
and emotional needs of students (Kashy-Rosenbaum, Kaplan & Israel-Cohen, 2018).
In the US, advisory programs have been implemented as a way of improving rela-
tionships between teachers and students (McClure, Yonezawa & Jones, 2010). In
Switzerland, homeroom teachers have not only pedagogical but also organizational
responsibility (Baeriswyl, Bratoljic & Krause, 2021).

The Serbian school system consists of four different school types: primary school
(grades 1-4; ages 7-10), lower secondary school (grades 5-8; ages 11-14), vocational
high school (grades 9-12; ages 15-19), and gymnasium (grades 9-12; ages 15-19).
Starting from fifth grade, each class has its own homeroom teacher. Unlike subject
teachers who are responsible only for teaching their subjects, homeroom teachers are
responsible for the overall functioning of one class of students (Baeriswyl, Bratoljic &
Krause, 2021). In Serbia, the activities of the homeroom teacher include cooperation
with parents and coordination of work with other teachers who teach students in the
same class. Homeroom teachers are expected to meet with their students every week
(usually for 45 minutes) outside the regular classes (Luki¢ & Obradovi¢, 2007). The
primary goal of these meetings is to provide support to students’ academic, social,
and emotional needs. The above indicates that it is important to investigate how
the support of homeroom teachers is related to the students’ perceptions of school
connectedness.
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B METHOD

Research problem

Studies in which the relationships between students’ school connectedness and
teachers’ support have been examined at different levels are rare. Scholars (Aldrup
et al., 2018; Kilday & Ryan, 2019) indicate that the multilevel nature of students’
perceptions of teachers’ behavior is often overlooked. Bearing in mind that students
are clustered into classes, the nested nature of the data should be taken into account.
This means that it is reasonable to expect that students who belong to the same
class have similar perceptions of teachers’ interpersonal behavior. Since homeroom
teachers lead one class (usually for several years), students’ individual ratings can be
averaged so that a shared measure of the homeroom teacher’s support is obtained
for each class. In that case, the support of the homeroom teacher is a characteristic
of the class. On the other hand, students from the same class may have different
individual interpretations of the same teacher’s behavior. (Lenzi et al., 2017) argue
that students may have different concepts of supportive teacher’s behavior, based
on their personal frames of reference. Therefore, this paper focuses on the following
research questions:
1. Isthere a relationship between teachers’ support and students’ connectedness
to school at the individual level?
2. Isthere a relationship between the homeroom teachers’ support and students’
school connectedness at the class level?
3. Is the relationship between teachers’ support and students’ school
connectedness moderated by the magnitude of a homeroom teacher’s
support?

Based onareview of the literature, we set out three hypotheses: (H1) Teachers’ support
(student-level variable) is positively associated with students’ school connectedness;
(H2) The homeroom teacher’s support (class-level variable) is a positive predictor
of students’ perceptions of school connectedness; (H3) The relationship between
teachers’” support and students’ connectedness to school is moderated by the support
of the homeroom teacher (Figure 1).
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Class-level variable:
Homeroom teacher X2
support
School connectedness
X3
Student-level variable: X1
Teacher support

Figure 1: Hypothesized multilevel model of relationships between
variables

Sample and procedure

The convenient sample comprised 325 high school students (57.5% girls and 42.5%
boys) from 29 classes. The average age of the respondents was 16.55 (SD = 1.10).
There were 18.2% of first grade students, 16.3% of second grade students, 43.4% of
third grade students and 22.2% of fourth, final grade students in the sample. The
majority of students attended gymnasium (55.4%), while 44.6% of students attended
a vocational high school. In Serbia, regardless of the type of high school, each class
has its own homeroom teacher. The average number of students in the 29 classes
included in the sample was 11. The academic achievement of the students included
in the sample ranged from 1.00 to 5.00 (M = 4.12, SD = .67).

After obtaining permission from the school management, one of the authors
of the paper forwarded a link to the online questionnaire to the students through a
contact person. Data collection was completely anonymous and we did not collect
any personal information. All students participated in the research voluntarily.
Students were informed that they could withdraw from the study at any time. It took
approximately 15 minutes to complete the survey.

Instruments

Teachers’ support. This construct was measured with two items adapted from Jelas,
Azman, Zulnaidi & Ahmad (2016). These are the following items: “There is a teacher
in my school who takes care of me” and “There is a teacher in my school who is ready
to listen to me when I have something to say”. The students gave their answers using
a four-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 4 = strongly agree). The Cronbach’s
internal consistency coeflicient of this scale was .70. Given the sensitivity of the alpha



48 | STEFAN NINKOVIC, OLIVERA KNEZEVIC FLORIC AND DEJAN DORBIC

coeflicient to the number of items (Bandalos, 2018), the estimated internal consis-
tency can be interpreted as acceptable.

Homeroom teacher’s support. The support of the homeroom teacher was
examined with the instrument used in previous studies (Aldrup et al., 2018). This
instrument includes eight items related to students’ collective perception of different
types of support from the homeroom teacher. An example of an item is: “Our
homeroom teacher encourages us to ask if there is something we do not understand®.
The students gave their answers using a four—point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree,
4 = strongly agree). The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of internal consistency of this
scale was excellent (a = .93).

School connectedness. This construct was measured by the School Connectedness
Scale (SCS). We used the five-item version of the scale that has been most often
used (Furlong, O’Brennan & You, 2011). This instrument emerged from the
National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Resnick et al., 1997). Items of
this instrument relate to different school experiences such as closeness, happiness,
belonging, fair treatment, and safety. An example of an item is “I feel like I am part
of this school”. In previous validation studies (Furlong, O’Brennan & You, 2011) it
was found that the SCS is a one-dimensional measure that has good psychometric
properties. Furlong, O’Brennan & You (2011) reported internal consistency
coefficients ranging from .82 to .88 in their study across 18 sociocultural groups. In
the present study the Cronbach’s alpha of this scale was .81.

Control variables. At the student-level we controlled the effect of the gender of
students (0 — males and 1 - females) and at the class-level effect of the type of school
(0 - gymnasium and 1 - vocational high school). These variables were selected as
control based on the results of previous research (Allen et al., 2018; Houtte & Maele,
2012).

Data analysis

Since the students were nested within classes (and therefore within homeroom
teachers), it was justifiable to apply multilevel modeling. In accordance with the rec-
ommendations in the contemporary literature (Hox, Moerbeek & van de Schoot,
2018), we successively fitted five models. The intercept-only (null) model, which
does not include predictors, was tested first. This model allows the estimation of
the between—class and the within—class variance of the outcome variable. The sec-
ond model included first-level predictor variables, teachers’ support and a student’s
gender. In the third model, the homeroom teacher’s support and school type were
introduced as predictors of the second level. In the fourth model, we allowed the
slope for variable teachers’” support to vary across classes. Finally, in the fifth model,
we examined whether there is a moderating effect of the support of the homeroom
teacher in the relationship between teachers’ support and students’ perceptions of
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school connectedness. The restricted maximum likelihood (REML) method was
used to fit all models. REML provides better estimations of variance components
when it comes to small and medium samples (McNeish, 2017). Multilevel modeling
was performed in the R environment, using the “lme4” package (Bates, Machler,
Bolker & Walker, 2015). Testing the significance of random effects was performed
with the “ImerTest” package (Kuznetsova, Brockhoft & Christensen, 2017). To cal-
culate the marginal and conditional R? the “performance” package in R was used
(Ladecke, Ben-Shachar, Patil, Waggoner & Makowski, 2021). The marginal R? indi-
cates the percentage of explained variance only by fixed effects, while the conditional
R? indicates the percentage of explained variance with fixed and random effects.

To facilitate interpretation of the results, continuous explanatory variables were
centered. Teachers’ support was group-mean centered. This way of centering has
been proposed in the literature in situations where the focus is on examining the
relationship between two or more variables at level-one and when the focus is on
examining cross-level interaction (Enders & Tofighi, 2007). This way of centering
implies that the mean value of the group is subtracted from the individual raw scores
on the predictor variable. On the other hand, the variable support of the homeroom
teacher was grand-mean centered. We used a Q-Q plot to check for normality
of residuals. The Q-Q plot indicated that level-one residuals were approximately
normally distributed, which is an important assumption for multilevel models.

B RESULTS

Table 1 shows the results of descriptive statistical analysis. Means and standard
deviations at level one are shown. As can be seen, students perceive the support of
the homeroom teacher as more present in relation to the support of other teachers
in the school. Furthermore, the students indicated that they have a strong sense of
school connectedness.

Table 1: Descriptive statistics of the scales

Teacher support 2 3.12 (.75) 1 4
Homeroom teacher support 8 3.36 (.71) 1 4
School connectedness 5 3.62 (.86) 1 5

Note: Summative scores are divided by the number of items on the scales.
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Table 2 shows the results of multilevel modeling. The intercept-only model was
tested first, and then various parameters were gradually added.

Table 2: Predicting students’ connectedness to school
by teachers’ support at individual and class level: Multilevel models

Fixed effects

Intercept (yoo) 18.19 18.52 (.42)*** 18.41 18.32 18.32 (.46)***
(.32)»“ (A7) (.46)“’*

Teacher support 1.60 (.14)*%* 1.60 (.14)%%* 1.59 1.60 (.17)%*

(Y, (17)*

Gender (y,,) -.53 (.46) -.60 (.46) -.54 -.53 (.46)

(.46)

Homeroom 27 (.10)* 28 27 (L10)*

teacher support (.10)*

(Vo)

School type (y,,) .19 (.64) .32 (.64) .30 (.64)

Cross-level .02 (.05)

interaction (y,,)

Random effects

o 17.30 11.93 11.88 11.45 11.47

@, 129 2.00 1.59 1.65 1.65

o, 21 22

Oy, -24 -22

Marginal R? 261 295 .296 294

Conditional R? .069 .367 .378 .387 402

Note: Standard errors are given in parentheses
*p<.05
#* p < 001
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The intercept-only model

The null (the intercept-only) model does not include any predictor variables. How-
ever, this model allowed us to estimate the variance of the dependent variable at each
level (within-class and between—class). The interclass correlation coefficient (ICC)
was .069 = between—class variance / between-class variance + within-class variance
=1.29/(1.29 + 17.30). In other words, a 7% variance in school connectedness exists
between classes. In addition, the design effect was 1.70. According to Lai & Kwok
(2015), when examining second-level predictor effects and when the design effect is
greater than 1.10, techniques should be used that take into account the nested nature
of the data. As can be seen in Table 2, the intercept (y,) of the outcome variable is
18.19. This value can be interpreted as the mean of school connectedness at the level
of the whole sample.

Random intercept and level one predictor variables fixed effects

Within this model, the variables teacher’s support (y,)) and student’s gender (y, )
were introduced as first-level predictors. Gender of students was a control variable
at this level. As can be seen in Table 2, the perceived support from teachers had a
significant (y,, = 1.60, p <.001) positive effect on students’ perceptions of school con-
nectedness. This result confirmed the first hypothesis that the perception of teachers’
support positively contributes to the student’s school connectedness at the individ-
ual level. On the other hand, the gender of students (y, = -.53, p > .05) was not
statistically significantly associated with the dependent variable. It should be borne
in mind that restricted maximum likelihood allows comparison of models that have
identical fixed effects (McNeish, 2017). For this reason, the comparison of this model
with the previous one, due to different fixed effects, was not possible under REML.

Class-level predictor variables fixed effects

In this model, the class-level of perceived the homeroom teacher’s support was ex-
amined as a predictor variable. In this model, the control variable was the type of
school (grammar or vocational high school). The obtained results showed that the
support of the homeroom teacher was significantly positively associated with school
connectedness (y,, = .27, p <.05). This result indicates that in those classes in which
students see the support of the homeroom teacher as more frequent, the average
school connectedness is higher. The variable school type did not have a statistically
significant effect (y, = .19, p > .05).
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Random coefficient model

In this model, we allowed the slope for the variable teachers” support to vary across
classes. To examine whether the relationship between teachers’ support and school
connectedness significantly vary across classes, the deviance value of this model with
arandom intercept and random slope was compared with the previous model. Since
these are nested models, they can be compared using the likelihood ratio test (Hox,
Moerbeek & van de Schoot, 2018). However, the obtained results showed that allow-
ing the slope of teachers’ support to vary did not significantly improve the fit of the
model. The result of the log-likelihood ratio test was x*, = 2.929, p > .05. Based on
this result, it can be concluded that the variation of the regression coefficient of this
predictor is not statistically significant.

Cross-level interaction

The contemporary literature (Bliese, Maltarich & Hendricks, 2018) states that the
likelihood test of random effects is too conservative. For this reason, regardless of
the results of the random coefficient model test, it is useful to examine the existence
of cross-level interaction. Taking these recommendations into account, in the final
model, we examined whether the association between teachers’ support and school
connectedness was moderated by class—level support of the homeroom teacher. The
obtained results showed that the interaction of these variables was not statistically
significant (y, =.02, p >.05).

M DISCUSSION

Research on the effects of teachers’ support on students’ perceptions of school
environment has been done mainly at the individual level. The aim of this study was
to examine the effects of teachers’ support on students’ connectedness to school. We
operationalized teacher’s support at two levels, individual and class-level. To our
knowledge, the effects of the homeroom teacher’s support on students’ perceptions
of school connectedness have not been examined so far.

The interclass correlation coeflicient showed that 7% of the variance in school
connectedness can be attributed to the effect of students belonging to different classes.
This value can be interpreted as relatively low, since in social research the values
of this coefficient range from .05 to .20 (Peugh, 2010). Previous studies of school
belongingness (D’hondt, Van Houtte & Stevens, 2015) and school engagement
(Kilday & Ryan, 2019) have also shown that a significantly greater portion of the
variance of these variables is placed at the individual level.
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In the current research, it was found that students’ individual perceptions
of teachers’ support predict school connectedness. The nature of the interaction
with teachers determines how students will perceive the school environment. If
students consistently participate in positive interactions with their teachers, this can
contribute to the formation of positive beliefs about the school. This finding is fully
consistent with previous studies (Allen et al., 2018) that have shown that teachers
who support their students through care, fairness, and respect increase students’
school connectedness (Hallinan, 2008). Viewed from a motivational perspective,
this result can be explained by the self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000b),
according to which supporting students’ need for relatedness contributes to a
stronger connection of students with the school.

We found that the support of the homeroom teacher, operationalized as a class
characteristic, was positively associated with students’ connectedness to school. This
means that the collective experience of the homeroom teacher’s support significantly
explained between-class variations in school connectedness. This finding is
consistent with the results obtained by Kilday & Ryan (2019) which showed that a
teacher’s support at the class level is positively related to the behavioral and emotional
engagement of students in the classroom. However, our results suggest that the
measure of teachers” support at the individual level has greater predictive power
compared to the class-level measure. These findings are consistent with previous
studies. For example, Aldrup et al. (2018) found that a teacher’s social support is
associated with students’ school adjustment at the individual level. However, the
classroom-average measure of teacher social support was not significantly related
to classroom-level students’ outcomes. Similarly, Lenzi et al. (2017) did not find
a significant effect of teacher’s support aggregated at school level on students’
perceptions of school safety.

Contrary to our expectation, there was no significant slope variation for
teachers’” support across classes. This means that the relationship between teachers’
support and students’ school connectedness was similar across all classes. Moreover,
the examination of the moderating role of the homeroom teacher’s support in the
relationship between teachers’ support and the students’ perceptions of school
connectedness did not yield significant results. This finding is comparable to the
results obtained by Kilday and Ryan (2019) in their study. These researchers found
that the relationships between teacher-student relatedness and two dimensions of
student engagement do not vary across classes.

The final part of the results of this study refers to the role of the examined
control variables. No significant gender differences in the level of students’ school
connectedness were found in our study. This result is in line with previous research
(D’hondt, Van Houtte & Stevens, 2015; Sanchez, Colén & Esparza, 2005). However,
it should be borne in mind that there are studies in which small gender differences
in school connectedness have been found (Allen et al., 2018). We tend to interpret



54 | STEFAN NINKOVIC, OLIVERA KNEZEVIC FLORIC AND DEJAN DORBIC

our findings from a development perspective. In our sample, most students were
attending the third grade of high school. It is possible that at this stage of adolescence,
boys and girls have similar perceptions of the school environment.

The type of school was not a significant predictor of students’ school
connectedness. A small number of studies have considered the relationship
between the type of school and the students’ connectedness to school. Houtte &
Maele (2012) found that students attending technical / vocational schools tend to
have a significantly lower sense of belonging compared to peers from academic
schools. However, in the mentioned research, the central dependent variable,
sense of belonging to school, was differently operationalized in comparison with
the construct of school connectedness. Our results can be interpreted in the
context of the national education system of Serbia. It is possible that in Serbia
the differences between vocational and grammar schools are not as drastic as in
other countries.

This study has several limitations that should be mentioned. The sample
included students from 29 classes. A larger sample at the student and the class
level would enable improvement of the external validity of the obtained results.
Since this study is cross—sectional and correlational, it is not feasible to exclude the
possibility that there is a reciprocal relation between students’ connectedness to
school and teachers’ support. That means that it is possible that those students who
are better connected with the school tend to see their teachers as more supportive.
Longitudinal research would allow studying the trajectory of changes in students’
school connectedness in the function of a teacher’s support. One of the limitations
is related to the measurement of the examined variables. Since all variables were
treated as manifest, it is reasonable to assume the presence of an error in measuring
the constructs of teachers’ social support and the students’ connectedness to
school. It would be beneficial in future research to apply multilevel modeling
techniques with latent variables. Finally, the teacher’s social support can be
defined as a multidimensional construct (Tennant ef al., 2014), which would allow
examining the relationship of different types of teacher’s support with students’
school connectedness.
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@ CONCLUSION

This paper demonstrated that teachers’ social support is a relevant predictor for
students’ connectedness to school. The findings of this study have implications
for the initial training and professional development of teachers. Raising teachers’
awareness of the importance of their support can have positive consequences for
students’ attitudes towards school. Based on our results, it can be concluded that it
is important for teachers to be a constantly available source of social support to their
students.
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