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Cues and Conditions 
of Belonging

Equal Opportunity 
Schools (EOS) works with 
high schools across the 
country to encourage 
more underrepresented 
and underserved students 
to enroll in advanced 
courses, such as Advanced 
Placement (AP)™ or 
International baccalaureate 
(IB)™.

Students and staff provide EOS with 
a wealth of information that pairs 
students with educators to help 	
them enroll in advanced courses. 

We often hear from students that 
these classroom environments are not 
welcoming, and they do not feel like they 
belong in these settings. For this reason, 
student belonging is a critical part of the 
work Equal Opportunity Schools engages 
in with our school partners across the 
country. 

Understanding and supporting student 
belonging is an area where we have 
continually made research investments, 
which have allowed for the development 
of innovative tools and programmatic 
offerings. 

EOS collects data each year from 
students and staff at our partner schools 
through multiple survey instruments. 
To date, nearly two million students 
have taken our surveys. As a part of 
our drive to strengthen and improve 
our programmatic offerings, we piloted 
a set of survey questions designed to 
understand the conditions that led 
underserved and underrepresented 
students enrolled in advanced high 
school courses to report feelings of 
belonging. 

Through analyses of survey data from 
over 200,000 students of color and low-
income students enrolled in advanced 
courses, as well as focus groups with 114 
students from diverse partner schools 
across the U.S., we identified five critical 
indicators of belonging. 

We call these the Cues and Conditions 
of Belonging and they are ‘expectations, 
feedback, and assessments' (EFA), 
classroom community, culturally 
relevant curriculum, culturally relevant 
teaching, and conversations about race. 

Each of the five indicators were 
significantly associated with student-
reported belonging in advanced courses 
and with academic outcomes (e.g., GPA 
in AP/IB course). 
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Belonging has been 
an integral aspect 

of our programming 
from the beginning, 

over 15 years ago.



6



7

School belonging describes students’ 
feelings of being accepted, appreciated, 
and included in their school 
community.1,2 Students with a strong, 
positive sense of belonging identify 
with and are connected to not only their 
school, but the individuals in that school 
community. An ever-growing body of 
literature demonstrates that students’ 
school belonging is linked with higher 
academic achievement, motivation, 	
and engagement.3

Understanding and 
increasing students’        
sense of belonging at   
school, in learning, and in 
their interactions with peers 
and educators is important 
for promoting equitable 
inclusion in advanced 
coursework that prepares 
students for college and 
beyond.

Yet work to understand and design 
school environments such that they 
communicate to students that this 	
is a place where they can belong, is 
critically important and a pressing 	
need in many of today’s schools.

In the past, EOS utilized traditional 
measures of belonging uncertainty 
aligned with a measurement approach 
that highlighted inequities in  students’ 

sense of belonging4. It was an 
incomplete measure of a complex 
construct. 

Researchers have suggested the need to 
think differently about socio-emotional 
measures as a consequence of healthy 
school systems, not as the cause.5 

To better understand students’ 
experiences of belonging and provide 
actionable steps for schools to create 
belonging-rich spaces, we adapted 
the framework created by Gray and 
colleagues5 to draw attention to the 
cues and experiences of belonging that 
students encounter in school. They 
frame these as happening at different 
“levels”, and ultimately influencing a 
students’ feelings of and experiences of 
belonging (or not) in that context. 

Although interpersonal cues and 
experiences – things like relationships 
with teachers and peers – are clearly 
important constructs for all students 
to experience feelings of belonging, 
for students of color, the racialized 
experiences of instructional and 
institutional cues can influence how 
those interpersonal interactions 	
unfold and are interpreted.5
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This framework has resonated across 
programmatic and research teams at 
EOS for its ability to identify specific 
cues and experiences, situate them 
within the racialized contexts of 
today’s schools, and offer insights for 
assessment around student belonging.

This, coupled with our increasing internal 
understanding of belonging as an 
insufficient gauge of the experiences of 
students of color in racialized education 
settings, led us to ask a seminal 
question: "Belong to what?"

As an organization, we have become 
increasingly interested in developing 
system accountability mechanisms to 
better understand students of 	
color experiences at school. 

While much of the social and 	
emotional learning (SEL) field prioritizes 
understanding individual constructs 
and whether students “have” them or 
“don’t”, we sought to broaden this scope 
to better understand how we could 
develop a system-facing tool to create 
accountability for the conditions that 
facilitate belonging and success. 

As we engaged in this work, we 
prioritized understanding the cues 
and experiences of belonging for 
underserved and underrepresented 
students in advanced high school 
courses. What emerged from our 
research are the Cues and Conditions 		
of Belonging (see Figure 1). 

Our mixed-method approach of 
analyzing student survey responses 
allowed us to gain insight into the views 
of many students (quantitative), as well 
as to deepen our understanding of the 
rich experiences and perspectives of our 
students via focus groups (qualitative). 

Focus groups engaged students using 
multiple formats, including drawing, 
writing, and oral discussion. For example, 
students showed our team their 
classrooms from their perspectives by 
drawing classes where they most and 
least felt a sense of belonging. 

These drawings helped us see where 
students were experiencing the Cues 
and Conditions of Belonging, and how 
these cues differentiated classrooms 
where students did and did not 
experience belonging (see drawings 		
on page 9).

In addition to highlighting these Cues 
and Conditions of Belonging, students 
also emphasized the importance of 
meaningful relationships with peers 	
and teachers. 

Whether through seating 
arrangements, group 
work, or ice-breaker-style 
games, students valued 
structured opportunities 
and connected them with 
their academic success, 
including through getting 
and giving help in class.
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Students’ used symbols in their drawings of 
their classrooms to show when the five cues 
or experiences were–and were not–present.

Symbols Key

Culturally relevant 
curriculum

Valued as a 
whole person

Feedback 
for growth

Part of
a community

Teachers talk
about race

Students talk
about race

Cues present

Cues not present
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60.1%Cues and 
Conditions 
of Belonging

Student
engagement

Similarly, opportunities for students 
to connect with teachers to form 
meaningful relationships also 
contributed to students’ comfort in 
seeking and receiving help, asking 
questions, and better understanding 
class material.

Through cycles of continuous 
improvement, EOS has iterated on 
these cues over the past few years.       
In our most recent improvement cycle 
we introduced measures of student 
engagement alongside our Cues and 
Conditions of Belonging, so that we 
can further understand the impact 
of belonging-rich environments on 
students’ social and emotional learning. 

A statistical examination of the 
relationships between the five 
constructs that make up the Cues 	
and Conditions of Belonging and 
student engagement demonstrated 
that there is a large overlap in our 	
cues and student engagement.

Approximately 60% of 
student engagement is 
explained by our Cues and 
Conditions of Belonging.

This finding is in line with our 
framework of belonging, wherein 
student engagement is a result of 
belonging-rich environments.
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The relationships between each of 
the Cues and Conditions of Belonging 
and student engagement are partially 
mediated by belonging certainty. 
Mediation is a term in statistics used 
when there are other mechanisms or 
processes at play that bring about the 
relationships we observe. 

When we observe an association 
between A and C, some of that 
relationship, when mediation occurs, 	
is observed because of another variable, 
B. Mediation occurs when A has an 
effect on B and B has an effect on C. In 
that case we would say that some of 
the observed relationship between A 
and C is being mediated by variable B.

The relationships between student 
engagement and ‘expectations, 
feedback, and assessments’ (EFA), 
culturally relevant curriculum, and 
culturally relevant teaching were 
positively mediated by belonging 
certainty. 

Increases in students' ratings of EFA, 
culturally relevant curriculum, and 
culturally relevant teaching were 
associated with increased levels of 
belonging certainty, which were in turn 
associated with higher levels of student 
engagement. 

Conversely, conversations about 
race and classroom community were 
negatively mediated by belonging 
certainty. More specifically, as 
conversations about race and ratings 
of classroom community increased, 
belonging certainty decreased, and this 
was linked with decreasing student-
reported engagement. 

The relationship between classroom 
community and student engagement 
was slightly stronger when we 
controlled for belonging certainty. 
These effects demonstrate that some 
of the observed relationships between 
the five constructs that make up the 
Cues and Conditions of Belonging 
measure and student engagement can 
be explained through the construct of 
belonging certainty (see Figure 2).

A C

A C

B
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Through a combination of school, 
staff, and student data, as well as 
long-term partnerships with school 
districts nationwide, EOS focuses on 
understanding the predictors and 
consequences of student belonging, 
and then working closely with schools 
to implement meaningful, evidence-
based changes to create belonging-	
rich environments.

Our work analyzing and refining our 
Cues and Conditions of Belonging has 
three implications for our future work. 

First, it shows that using general 
measures to assess belonging 
might not capture all the different 
experiences students have throughout 
the day.6 Students move between 
classes, interact with different people, 
and encounter various teaching styles 
and subjects. A one-time measurement 
of belonging might miss these nuances 
and is therefore unable to fully capture 
students’ experiences and their impact 
on engagement. Work to assess the 
ongoing and dynamic relations between 
belonging and engagement, with 
special attention to capturing the full 
range and texture of these experiences, 
is our future focus. 

Second, an important detail to consider 
in the relationship between school 
belonging and engagement is school 
subject area, especially subject areas 
where stereotypes and a history of 
exclusion have abounded. Students in 
the schools we work with have said they 
feel less belonging in advanced STEM 

classes compared to other advanced 
classes. 7 Since STEM subjects are so 
important in high school and beyond, 
it's crucial to take what we've learned 
from other subject areas and use it to 
help educators create environments 
where students feel like they belong 
in STEM too. To do this, we will work 
together with educators to build 
psychologically safe learning contexts 
and develop strategies for fostering 
belonging in their schools through 
continuous improvement.

Third, while the positive link between 
belonging and engagement is well 
established across the field of 
education, the strength of these 
associations varies depending on 
the belonging assessment used.8,3	
Often, belonging assessments are 
modified to make them quicker or 
easier for more students to use. While 
this makes sense, it can make it harder 
to understand exactly how belonging 
affects engagement or how to improve 
either. Additionally, belonging and 
engagement can operate differently 
for different student groups3 and at 
different points in time (e.g., school 
transitions).9 School staff need clear, 
practical ways to increase student 
belonging and engagement for their 
underserved students. Our work 
going forward will focus on assessing 
and disaggregating these links by 
student characteristics and providing 
targeted professional development for 	
educators to tailor strategies to their 
students' needs.  
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We know that creating learning 
environments where students 
feel psychologically safe is key 
to students having a sense of 
belonging.10 

Our research uncovers the elements 
in an environment necessary for 
students to feel that they belong, 
giving educators concrete steps 
in developing equitable learning 
environments where all students 
can flourish. 

Further, our research shows 
that evidence of a belonging-
rich environment is student 
engagement. 

When we see 
engagement, we 	
know that learning 		
is happening. 

In this regard, we hope that this 
research will serve as a roadmap 	
for educators seeking ways to 	
create conditions that ensure 
students feel connected, 	
supported, and ready to thrive.
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Figure 1. Cues and Conditions of Belonging Report Sample

Perspectives of high school students of color and low-income students 
currently enrolled in one or more advanced class (i.e., AICE, AP, or IB classes).

Students of Color and Low-Income Students' 
Views of Culturally Relevant Curriculum.

I have had opportunities in class that 
helped me make connections and 
find things in common with students 
whose social, ethnic, or social class 
background are different than mine.

Readings, assignments, activities, 
and classroom decorations include 
role models, writers, and people who 
share my ethnic or racial background.

The activities and assignments in 
class feel relevant to me.

I have participated in activities or 
assignments that explicitly discuss 
things like race or gender.

I have participated in activities or 
assignments that helped me express 
my values and personal identity.

22% 28% 30% 21%

26% 26% 26% 22%

20% 30% 29% 21%

21% 30% 29% 20%

11% 27% 36% 26%

Not at all true of my class Mostly true of my classSomewhat true of my class Completely true of my class
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Figure 2. Mediation Analyses Diagrams

N= 61,403 Students of color and low-
income students.  Data was collected 
by student-reported surveys in the fall 
of 2022-23 academic year.  Mediation 
analyses independently examined 
the mediating effects of belonging 
certainty on the relationships between 
student engagement and each Cue and 
Condition of Belonging.
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