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Abstract
The transition from primary to secondary school has a considerable impact upon the
social and academic lives of adolescenis. An adolescent's sense of belonging (SoB) is
important for detenﬁining school satisfaction and success during this transition. As SoB
is partly developed through an individual's peer social netwdrk, this study exploréd the
peer social networks for _adolcs.cents wiio have a SoB, Using the Psycholo gibal Sense of
School Membership (PSSM) scéle (Goodenow; 1993a), five females and three males
with a high SoB éompleted sociolOgicél maps and participatéd in interviews in order to.
detenﬁine the structure and function of their peer social networks. The rgsults_ indicate
that peer social networks contribute to SoB primarily through their structure and the
psychological functions they serve. Key results include the finding that those networké
which havé a degree of stability, and t_hose in which the adolescent is able to identify a
close friend whom they trust, are most valuable for promoting SoB. The value of having
friends with whom the adolescent feels a sense of history was re.ported to be parﬁcularly
important by the adolescents in this study. Funﬁemore, the fesults indicate that there is
no single structure of peer social nehvofks that is most valuable in promoting SoB, as it is
the psychological function of the network itself which fosters a SOB. Several areas for
future research are identified, including a comparison between thﬁsé students who report
lower SoB at school and those who report high SoB, and a longitudinal study analysing'
trends in peer social networks across the school year after the trénsition to secondary

school.
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Introduction :

The transitidri from primary to secondary school has been found to have a
considerable impact on the social.and ac;;demic lives of adolescents (Eemdt & Keefe,
1995), and it has been found that the largest décline' in perceived quality of school life '
occurs during this transition (Schﬁrﬁachen_*, 1998). Whilst the transition may have a
positive impact by providing an opportunity for renewed académl'c engagement, the
transition.may also result in more negative academic outcomes due to thé disruptive
effect it has on the social and educational environment of the young adolescent.

Research has found that adolescents report numerous stressors associated with
moving to a new secondary school which include finding one’s way to classes, get_ting to
class on time, keeping up witﬁ school work, and personal concerns such as making new
friends.(Schumacher, 1998). In addition, the transition to secondary schooi has been
found to significantly disrupt the peer social networks of adolescents (Hurrelman, 1990;
Urberg, Degirmencioglu, Tolson & Halliday-Scher, 1995) primarily through the necessity
of re-negotiating existing social networks or the requirement to form entirely new
networks wilhiﬁ a new school '.environment {(Ryan, 2001).

The transition to secondary school is a stressful life event for adoleﬁcents
primarily because it .occurs ata time when significant psychosocial changés are
occurring. Aspects of the secondary school enfironment that have been found tobe
particularly challen.gi.ng are changes such as the increased responsibility of secondary
school learning, the move from a small class size to a larger and more impersornial class
size, chan_gj: ﬁ;om one teaché'r to many, the_ introdupti_on of a more heterogenous group of

D SR - - - F - " L -

peers, and an increased focus on academic achievement (Santrock, 1994),
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Whilst adjustment to a new school environment is a multi-faceted process (Berndt
& Keefe, 1995), the ability to cope well with this adjustment may be aided by adequate
social connections with peers. There is a direct correlation between an adolescent's
adjustment and the ease or otherwise of their friend’s adaptation, as well as by the
features of their social networks at school (Berndt & Keefe, 1995). Furthermore, issués of
being included and accepted are dominant when an individual moves to a new
environment, and until individuals negotiate their place in the new social setting, they
have difficulty attending to other tasks at hand, such as schooj work (Goodenow, 1993a).

Adolescence :
It is important to also consider that the transition to secondary school occurs

during a particularly challenging stage of the life cycle, that of adolescence. Adolescence
has been described as a transitional period, linking childhoed and adulthood (Santrock,
1994). Although the onset of adolescence varies between ir-lividuals, early adolescence
is generally considered to be between the ages of 11 and 14 years (Bee, 2000), and is the
beginning of a period of significant psychosocial changes. These changes impact upon
the way in which the individual perceives and interacts with their social environment.

A very important psychological task of adolescence is the development of
identity. According to Erikson’s (1974) theory of psychosocial development, adolescents
face the psychofogical task of integrating their past and present experiences in order to
form a more concrete self identity (Santrock, 1994). The process of identity development
presents éhallenges of confronting and negotiating new sociall roles. According to
Eﬁkson, identity must be searched for, and since identity can be found only in interaction
with significant 6thers, é process which Erikson calls psjzchological reciprocity, an

adoléscent will go through 2 period of need for peer group recognition (Muuss, 1996).
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Peer groups prdvide both role models and personal social feedback that adolescents use
to develop their own identities (Muués, 1996).

Cognitive skills also undergo significant change during adolescence. Adolescents
acquire a new consciousness of themselves and of other people, and an enhanced ability
to understand other people (Berndt, 1982). Piaget (1950) understood these changes to be
- reflective on an individual’s entry into formal operational thinking in which there is
increased capacity to think abstracﬂy, and this enables adolescents to crucially evaluate
their own thoughts and feelings, as well as those of others (Muuss, 1996). These
cognitive changes impact upon friendships through creating an enhanced capacity to
understand the thoughts and feelings of other people (Berndt, 1982.). .

Given these significant changes, it is not unusual for downward trends on
numerous psychological factors suph as self esteem and optiﬁlism to be observed at this
time (Baker et al., 1997, Berndt & Keefe, 1995). However, not all adolescents experience
negative trends (Goodeﬁow, 1993a} and numerous protective factors act to buffer the
individual against such negative outcomes,

Protective factors which have been firmly established as being at the core of
psychological well being in adolescence include optimism, self esteem and adequate
coping skills (Battistich et al., 1997; Benard, 1995). However, more recently the value of
having an overarching sense of belonging has gained recognition as being a particularly
salient factor for facilitating well being during adolescence (Goodenow, 1993a),
Psychological Sense of Belonging

Sense of belonging (SoB) may be defined as the extent to which adolescents feél
accepted, supported, inciuded and respected in their environment (Goodenow, 1993a).

Psychological SoB is influenced both by individual personal traits, as well as by
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situational factors (Goodenow, 1993b). Over the course of the life span, a sense of |
personal acceptance and of having a valued place ina variety of social settings becomes
more stable, however in early adolescence, this sense is not strongly developed
(Goodenow, 1993b). For this reason, young adolescents are susceptible to both positive
and negative influences in the course of developing a SoB and social identity
(Goodenow, 1993b).

The need to belong has been embedded in psychological research for decades,
stemming from the work of Adler (1939) who concluded that all human failings originate
from an underdeveloped feeling of belonging to the community, Later, Maslow (1954) |
identified the need to belong as a key psychological need and believed a lack of
belonging to be the basis of much emotional distress experienced by an individual.
Furthermore, the work of Ainsworth (1989) on attachmént bonds presented valuable
information on what many consider to be a biological need to have strong and stable
attachments to pthers. Ainsworth's work, although only briefly conducted on early
adolescence, nevertheless highlights the intrinsic need to be connected to significant
others, |

More recently the need to belong has been explored and discussed in terms of self
determination theory which holds that people have three basic psychological needs,
namely the need to be engaged in meaningful social relationships with others, to have
appropriate autonomy and self—directibn, and to be competent (Baker et al., 1997).

To date the most reliable measure of SoB in adolescents is the P'sychologiéal
Sense of School Membership (PSSM) scale (Goodenow, 1993a), which is a measure of
individual SoB in the school context, and is designed to be used with adolescents

between the ages of 12 to 16 years in the middle and secondary school setting. The PSSM
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scale consists of 18 items and has been found to exhibit high internal consistency for
samples of middle school ado_lescents, and sound construct v_alidity (Hagborg, 1998).

However, the PSSM scale has been criticised on the grounds tﬁat itisa |
multidimensional measﬁre, taking into consideration factors of belonging, rejection, and
acceptance. Hagborg (1998) suggested that the scale should be refined in order to create a
more unidimensional measure of SoB, and has developed a shortened versidn which has
demonstrated consistent findings, but is yet to be assessed as widely as the PSSM,
Regardless of this criticism, the PSSM scale has been particularly useful as a measure of
school adjustment as its results have consistently mirrored. those reported in research
studieé, particularly in terms of students who rate as having higher SoB at school
(Tagborg, 19.98).

Sense of Belonging and the School Environment

Students who rate highef on the PSSM scale are consistently found to be more
motivated, have more positive self concept, feel greater school satisfaction, have l_1igher
academic performance, report greater school commitment, have more positive teacher-
student relations and have lower social-emotional distress (Goodenow, 1993b; Hagborg,
1 998).

Most of the research on adolescent networks is performed in the school context
(Levitt, Guacci-Franco, & Levitt, 1993), The experience of schﬁol is undoubtedly an
important influence on psychological development as this is the environment in which
much social learning takes placé {Adler, 1939; Hurrelman, 1990). Research indicates that
adolescents spend a significant proportion of their time at school and participating in

extra-curricular activities related to school (Baitistich, et al., 1997), Thereforé the
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experience of school is likely to be more enjoyable for those students who feel they
belong.

A supportive social network at school can also play a key role in prﬁtecting the
adolescent from negative experiences in the home or in other contexts outside of school
by providing an environment in which the adolescent may feel supported anr.i valued
(DuBois et al., 1992). It has been found that those adolescents who fail to deVelop._a SoB
in the school coﬁlext may seek membership in an anti_socia_l group in order to meet this
need to belong (Baker et al,, 1997; Beck & Mal.lt’..y, 1998).

The traditional school structure fof:uses primarily on individuals and fostering
their individual academic achievement, rather than on encouraging a sense of community
to be deﬁeloped between students and their peers and teachers (Arhar & Kromrey; 1995).
For this reasen, schools have been dubbed “societies of strangeré" {Arhar & Kroﬁrey,
1995, p.72}. Those schools which recognise that academic learning takes place in a social
context and focus on building relationships in response to this, adopt a relational
approach to education (Baker et af.,1997). It has be_en.suggested that reiational
approaches to education are more beneﬁcial for building a sense of togetherness, and in
turn enhancing an individual's feeling of belonging (Baker et al., 1997). It is important to
keep in mind that childrén’ and early adolescents emphasise their relationships with
people as being an importaht factor for making.them feel like a part of a community at
school, which further provides support for the significance of strong connections to
others as an important ave'_nue through which SoB develops (Pooley et al., 2002).

Furthermore, SoB at school is also important for acaderﬁic motivation,
commitment and achievement, as the transition to secondary school often marks the point

of either engagement or withdrawal in school work (Goodenow, 1993b). Numerous
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research studies conducted on school i'etemion have demonstrated that the degree to
which adolescents feel that school work holds value for them is significant in determining
positive or negative educational outcomes (Anderman & Andgnnan, 1999; -Baker et al, |
1997; Arhar & Kromrey, 1995). Developing these positive academic values and the '
motivation to achieve them is partly a function of the adolescent’s SoB iﬁ the school -
context (Baker et al., 1997).

Throughout secondary school it has been found that students ﬁave difficulty
sustaining academic engagement in school environments within which they do not feel
personally valued and supported (Goodenow, 1993b). These findings have been
replicated by preliminary research su ggesting that retehtion rates and student satisfaction
may be higher at those secondary schools which adopt a relational approach to education
(Baker et al., 1997; Finn, 1989). |

There are several processes by which feelings of belonging influence the
acquisition of academic values and motivation for academic achievement, Firstly, given
the increased significance of peer networks and the great pressure for peer conformity
during early adolescence, an adolescent’s friendship network is a critical determining
factor in the development and maintenance of academic values (Ryan, 2001).
Adolescents who have more positive reports of their friendships have been found to be
better behaved at school and express greater academic engagement than thoée adolescents
who describe their friendships less favourably (Dubow & Tisak, 1989). Fuﬁhennore,
adolescents tend to hold similar academic values to their closest peers (Dubow & Tisak,
1989), which additionally points to the process of mutual influence in adolescent
friendships and the importance for adolescents to have [riends with positive academic

values,
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Feclings of belonging have also been found to contribute to academic success by
influencing the ado]esc.cnt’s cognitive processes. Those adolescents with a high SoB are
found to have higher expectations of success (Goodenow, 1993b). It is thﬁught that this
enhancement of success is built through developing a belief in one's own skills,_as well as
through the knowledge th?n onc has the social resources av:llil'able to overcome difficulties
(Goodenow, 1993b). One of the ways of developing ah;il“rﬁzliintaining healthy feelings of
belonging is thorough increasing the strength of the adolescent’s peer social networks at
school.

Social Networks

Social networks are defined as the *...web of relationships in which individuals
are situated throughout their life course” (.Degirmenciog_lu, Urberg, Tolson & Richard
1998, p.313). The development and maintenance of positive social networks is strongly
related lo developing psycholog.ical health in terms of boosting self-worth {Bemdt &
Keefe, 1995), strengthening resistance to antisocial behaviour (Hurrelmann, 1990), acting
asa b.uffer against negative aspects of life.stress, .and assisting individuals to cope with
fife transitions (Ryan, 2001), such as the movement to high school.

Social networks are in a constant state 6f flux during an individual’s lifetime. A
model proposed to assist in understanding how social netﬁorks simultan'eously change
and provide a sense of continuity, is the social convoy model (Levitt, Guacci-Franco, &
Levitt, 1993). The social convoy rcpre:;ents the social networks an individual finds him or
hersell involved in throughout life, and servés the purpose of providing a continuous
support system (Levitt, Guacci-Franco, & Levitt, 1993). The social convoy changﬁs
across normative life events such as the transition to high school, as well as through non-

normative life events and general age related maturation (Levitt, Guacci-Franco & Levitt,
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1993). Therefore the social convoy changes significantly, particularly during later
childhood and early adolescence, although it always serves its purpose of providing
continuous emotional support (Le.vitt, Guacci-Franco & Levitt, 1993),

As stable networks are particularly valuable in assisting individuals in neg.otiating
stressors associated. with life events, it has been proposed that the fransition to secondary
school may be more successful. if adoléscents are able to maintain some stability in their
social networks,

During early adolescence an individual’s social convoys undergo normative
changes which include the emergence of peers as a significant source of psychosocial
support {Levitt, Guacci-Franco & Levitt, 1993), This shift iﬁ focus of social networks
shifts from primarily family based to peer focused is thought to occur as the adolescent
strives to develop greater independence and autonomy in moving towards adulthood
(Cairns, Leong, Buchanan & Caimns, 1995; Furman & Buhrmiester, 1992), However other
researchers believe that adolescents become no more autonomous during adolescence
than in childhood; théir source of guidance and support has simply changed from the
family to peers (Cairns et al., 1995). Adolescents may also have a greater reliance on
friends in an effort to satisfy a psychological need for a support System vﬁth greater
equality between members (Furman & Buhrmester, 1992). Frorﬂ all perspectives it
appears that those peers an adolescent considers as ‘friends” are a very important source
of emotibﬁal suppért. |

Three levels of adolescent networks have been described, namely best and close
friends, groups, and isolates (Degirmencioglu et al., 1998). The primary focus of most
adolescent networks are best and close friends, which are characterised by the highest

level of intimacy and reciprocity, and are considered as the central locus of influence
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(Mounts & Steinberg, 1995). The social convoy model views best and close friends to be
providing the hi ghest levels of psychosocial support in an individual’s social network
(Levitt, Guacci-Franco, & Levitt, 1993). The literature indicates that best friends are
often embedded within larger social groups and are less dynamic than groups of friends
(Degimlenciogl_u et al.,1998). | |

Many adolescents are also members of a group in which there are different
relaﬁonships of varﬁng strengths. For example, groups have been reseafched in terms of
their cohesiveness and ability to adapt to change, that is, the entry and exit of group
members. Results indicate that some adolescents are not part of a group and they tend to
be either part of a dyad pair, or isolates who consider themselves not to have any close
friends (Degirmencioglu et al., 1998). _ |

For bb’th males and females, adolescent friendship networks are also found to be
dominated by same sex friendships, which may be particularty intense during early
adolescence (Bemdt & Keefe, 1995). These friendships are important contributors to
social development and have Been found to be particularly influential m shaping the
development of personality, social skills and social behavibur {(Bemdt & Keefe, 1995;
Caims ct al., 1995), | |

In terms of gender differences in adolescent friendship networks, researchers
suggest that fernales tend to prefer smaller friendship groups and are more likely to form
dyad pairs (Urberg et al., 1995). Males are generally less scrupulous in their deﬁnitions
of who is a friend and who is not {Berndt & Hoyle, 1995), making theif social networks
more extensive than that of females. Whilst males are often found to have more extensive
network cﬁrmec_tions, females tend to report more stable friendship networks as they

appear less willing to expand their network to include other friends, particularly in dyadic



Adolescent Peer Networks 11
friendship situations (Berndt & Hoyle, 1995). In addition, adolescent fernales appear to
place greater emphasis on similarity between friends and the importance of the best or
close friend than do adolescent males (Berndt & Keefe, 1995).

The growing awareness of identity during addlescence challenges the basis upon
which childhood friendships are developed, that of shared interests and opportunities to
interact (Berndt & Hoyle, 1995), so that greater diécretion is utilised in determining
which peers are considered 'friends' and what needs require to be met in order to consider
a peer a friend. In defining friendshiﬁ, adolescents most frequently report the need for co-
operation, reciprocity, trust, and a feeling of being understood (Ainsworth, 1989). |
Adolescent Friendships

In studying adolescent ﬁ'iendship networks, four particular features have been
identified as recurring themes. These are intimacy, mutual responsiveness, similarity
between friends and stability and change in friendship networks (Bemndt & Hoyle, 1995).

Intimacy. Intimacy .is a central feature of friendship and refers to the personal
thoughts and feelings that friends share with each other (Berndt & Hoyle, 1995). It also
refers to the actual knowledge of the personal information of friends, such as their
worties or fears (Degirmenciogly, et al, 1995). Fof adolescents the value of intim_acy lies
in its ability to promote feelings of self worth that other people are interested in what the
individuai thinks and feels, the development of social skills which are necessary for
intimate relationships throughout life, and for acting as a vehicle to reduce anxiety about
physical and emotional changes occufring at that stage in the life course (Levitt, Guacci-
Franco & Levitt, 1993},

Furthermore, it has been found that friendships high in intimacy and emotional

support have positive effects on psychological adjustment and coping with stress (Bemdt
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& Keefe, 1995). Theorists have debated how and when intimacy. in friendships develops,
and it has been found that there are consistent developmental changes in iﬁtimacy of
friendships across childhood and early adolescence that éppear to be related primarily to
cognitive development which enables adolescents to understand and take interest in other
people’s experiences (Santrock, 1994). Additionally, changes in intimacy have been
related to changes in the social environment, most notably within the school context
(Furman & Buhrmester, 1992). However the most solid information about the role and
development of inttmacy has come from questioﬁing adolescents. |

111;1 study by Bigelow énd LaGaipa (1980), children and adolescents responded
to open ended questions about friendship. They found that between middle cﬁildhood and
early adolescence there was a steady and significant increase in comments about the
sharing of thoughts and feelings, and having an intimaté knowledge of a friend (Bigelow
& LaGaipa, 1980, cited in Berndt, 1982). However, this study also found that references
to intimacy in friendship increased but did not peak during early adolescence, rather the
peak was at sixteen years of age (Bigelow & LaGaipa, 1980, cited in Berndt, 1982). This
finding suggests that early adolescence may be the point in which intimacy becomes an
important aspect of friendship.

Expression of intimacy has béen found to differ between males and females. In a
variety of shidies, females aré found to make more frequent references to intimate |
conversations, intimate knowledgé of friends and express i‘nore concern about
faithfulness and trust in ﬁ'i.endships (Cairhs et al., 1995; Furman & Buhrmester, 1992)..
However, it is interesting that gender differences are not found in adolescent’s ratings of
their intimate seif disclosure or knowledge of a best friend (Berndt & Hoyle, 1995;

Sharabany, Gershoni, & Hofiman, 1981), suggesting that the same level of intimacy may
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be experienced by males and females, however it is the way in which the inlimacy is
conveyed that is the point of difference.

Mutu_ai Resj;onsiveneés. Closely related to intimacy is the responsiveness of
friends to each other’s needs, often referred to as mutual responsiveness (Degirfnencio glu
et al., 1998). Specifically, mutual réSponsiveness has been studied in terms of Eoth
| sharing and competiﬁbn between friends. With the development of incrgased intirﬂacy in
friendships during middle childhood and early adolescence, competition is often replaced
with a desire for equity and the recognition that two people are not always equal (Berndt

& Hoyle, 1995). Sucﬁ recognition of inequality promotes sharing, concern, and other
prosocial behaviours towards another person (Berndt & Hoyle, 1995).

Mutual responsiveness has also been studied in terms of prosocial behaviour.
Children make references to helping another person, whilst adolescents will make more
frequent references to the conditions in which friends help each other (Furman &
Buhnnéster, 1992). This reflects advancement in cognitive skills as Well as the interesting
finding that in early adolescence, prosocial behaviour between friends depends not only

| upon age but alsc upon situatioﬁal influences (Furmaﬁ & Euhrmester, 1992),

Similarity. A'signiﬁcant and observable feature of adolescent friendships is the
similarity between friends. Throughout childhood and adolescence, friends may be
similar in agé, sex, and race (Degirmencioglu et al., 1998). This concordance is helpful in
promoting intimacy, and during early adolescence, friends appear to be most similar on
two chai‘acteﬁstics; namely, qrientation toward school and their orientation towards
popular teenage culture. (Berndt & Hoyle, 1995). This similarity may occur not only by
adolescents selecting friends who have characteristics most similar to their own (Berndt

& Keefe, 1995), but also through a process of mutual influence (Bemdt & Keefe, 1995).
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Research ha§ indicated that adolescents project their own characteristics onto ffiends,
resulting in their assumption that friend’s behaviour matches their own, even when it
does not (Wilcox & Udry, 1986}. This facilitates SoB through a feeiing of connectedness
with others, and may also contribute to facilitating intimacy in friendships.

Stability and Change; A fmél feature of adolescent peer netvvorké is stability and
change. To date, most research suggests that early adolescent fﬁendships are generally
more stable than most in late childhood, often for periods of several months (Benidt &
Hoyle, 1995; Carins et al., 1995). However most friendships are likely to fluctuate in
strength over time (Carins et al., .1995). Stability is facilitated primarily by increased
sdcial skills, the ability to develop friendships with others who are similar to oneself and
by enhancéd cognitive skills (Degirmencioglu et al., 1998). Of parlicular importance in
terms of cognitive skills is the development of the concept of loyalty that emerges in
early adolescence and promqtes more lasting friendships (Cairns et al,, 1993). |

Further, the characteristics of the networks themselves influence how stability is
maintained. Group cohesiveness and size influence stability, with smaller, more dense
networks exhibiting greater stability due to stronger linkages between members
(Degirmencioglu et al., 1998). Although larger grdups are less stable or cohésive than
smaller ones,. they have been observed to remain intact in the form of smaller network
groups in cases wheré the larger friendship group disintegrates, demonstratiﬁg some
stability for these network types (Degirmencioglu et al., 1998). In addition, reciprocal
friendships are more likely to display stability than those friendships not mutnally
reciprocal between members (Urberg et al., 1995).

. Change in adolescent social networks is induced by a myriad.of factors including

developmental and biological changes. However, observations that the peer social
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networks of children in late primary school years exhibit greatér stability than those of
adolescents in early high school also indicates that network change is strongly influenced
by the social environment and the normative changes that occur within it (Bemndt &
Hoyle, 1995). The transition to high school may Be & period of significant instability in
peer social networks as new friends are introduced into already existing networks, and for
some adolescents, there is a need to form entirely new networks.

There are differences between network types in terms of how to negotiate such
change in order to maintain stability. Groups with extensive connections between
members are more likely to accept new members and adapt to change with greater ease
than other network types (Degirmencioglu et al., 1998; Ryan, 2001). It has been found
that when faced with change, female peer social networks are more likely to prefer to |
maintain existing networks rather than promote neb&ork change through inclusion of new
members (Urberg et al., 1995).

Summary and Future Research

It is Well established that during adolescence the focus of an individual's peer
social network shifts from being primarily family based to being peer focused (Cairns et
al., 1995; Levitt, Franco & Levitt, 1993), Adolescents come to rely heavily on peer social
networks for the fulfilment of social needs (Pretty et al., 1996), as well as psychological
needs such as intimacy, acceptance (Degirmencioglu ét al., 1998) and SoB (Goodenow,
1993b; Hagborg, 1998). SoB h.as been found to bea ﬁr_irticullarly important .factor.in
promoting adolescent well béing, as well as buffering adolescents against lﬁore negative
stressors (Goodnow, 1993b). Furthermore, it has been suggeéted that SoB at school, one
of an adolescent’s key social environments, has the benefit of promoting positive

academic values (Anderman & Anderman, 1999) and making the school experience a
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generally positive one. However, it has been observed that peer social networks are
| significantly disrupted by the transition to secondary school (Hurrelman, 1990; Ryan
2001), and this disruption may have the effect of diminishing an individual’s SoB at
school during this time.

An appreciation of the social networks of adolescents is oftén obtained through
the use of mﬁltiple methods. Commonly used methods include the semi-structured
interview and the process of requesting participants to .list tﬁeir friends (Berndt & Keefe,
1995). Both interviews and ﬁ‘iendships lists used on their own, have been criticised by
some researchers as compromising the accuracy of the data due to the suﬁjective nature
of the tasks (Degirmencioglu et al., 1998). Indeed, there appears to be no consensus on
how friendship networks should be identiﬁcd; some argue that friendship nominations
cannot be viewed as correct unless they are reciprocated (Degirmencioglu et aI.,I 1998)
and that this is particularly so given the fact that individuals are often inaccurate in their
appraisals of themselves (DuBois et al., 1992). Research has found that the positive
effects of an individual’s social support is derived not only from the support actually
available, but aiso their perception of that support (Cauce, 1986}, Then_'efore the
subjective viewpoint is si.gniﬁcant in determining fhe psychological value friendships -
hold for the individual.

The structure of social support systems are often analysed through sociological
maps which visually plét members of a sociél network. They provide the opportunity to
appreciate the complexity of int:rrelationshipé between its members (Caims et al., 1995),
as well as an opportunity to gain a more integrated insight int;: the individual’s social
network (Furman & Buhrmester, 1992), Sociological maps are analysed structurally in

terms of their size and density, as well as interactionally looking at the types, quality and
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content of the re_latiohships between members o.f' the network (Cauce, 1986). Reseafch _
indicates that close-knit, intense and reciprocal bonds are better sourceé of emotional
support (Cauce, 1986). In order to analyse both facets of sociologiéal maps, it iﬁ most
helpful to engage the participant in the construction of a map as well as participation in
an accompanying interview. |

Interviews are a valuable tool for understanding life from the participant's point of
view, adding a different perspective to research than that offered by quantitative methods.
As qualitative research often focuses on a small number of cases (Miles & Huberman,
1994), these approaches are beneficial in allowing a more éﬁmprehensive understanding
of the cases under investi gatibn. Furthermore, there has been a dall for qualitative
methods of inquiry to be used to investigate constructs such as SoB.

Quantitative research methods which, although yielding data that has been
important in contributing to what is currently known about SoB, do not fully investigate
the experience of belonging from the individual's perspeciive. The diversity of experience
which underlies a construct like SoB may be investigated more fully by using qualitative
methods (Hill, 1996), particularly when working with adolescents wﬁo refaort feeling
empbwcrcd by being given the opportunity to express their views (Prilleltensky, 2001).
Previous studies which have focused on adolescents' perceptions have found that
qualitative meth.ods provide unigue and valuable information about adolescents' -
evaluations of their relationship experiences (Furman & Buhrmester, 1992). Therefore a
qualitative study may contribute additional information to what is currently known about
SoB, peer social networks and the school environment. |

- Research to date indicates that those adolescents with a high SoB may move

through the transition to secondary school more easily (Goodenow, 1993a). However, it
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is not clear which aspects of peer social n_etworké are most valued by adolescents in
promoting a SoB in secondary school, In addition, further investigation is required on
how adolescents who report a high of SoB perceive their networks. This information
would provide an indication of what aspects or features of peer social networks are most
valuable for developing or enhancing a SoB. Further, the transition to secondary school
has been found to have a disruptive effect on adolescents' social networks
(Degirmencioglu et al., 1998), and therefore an analysis of the social netwerks of
adolescents who have only recently made this tran.sition in order to complement this
literature would be of interest.

Aim and Research questions:

In light of findings in the litérature, the study presented here aims to explore the
school based peer social networks of adolescents who have recently made the transition
to secondary school. More ﬁpeciﬁcally, this study is interested in examining the peer
social networks of those adolescents who report a high SoB in order to determine, from
their perspective the features of netw@rks most valuable for promoting SoB in the school

context. The research questions are as follows:

1) What is the structure of peer social networks at school for a cohort of year

eight students with a high sense of belonging at school?

2) What is the function of peer social networks for a cohort of year eight students -

with a high sense of belonging at school?

3) What structures or functions are most salient for promoting sense of belonging

after the transition to secondary school?
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Method
This study explored the structure and function of social networks and their impact
on SoB after the transition to secondary school, and was guided by Goodenow’s research
on psychological SoB (Goodenow, 1993a; Goodenow, 1993b).

Participants

The participants were eight adolescents currently at the end of their second term
of year eight, the first year of secondary school. They attended a co-educational senior
high sﬁhool in the Joondalup Educﬁtioh District of Perth, Western Australia. There were
five females and three males, aged between 12 and 13 years of age (M= 12.5).

The participants were recruited through their involvement in a larger study being
conducted at the school in which they completed the PSSM scale (Goodenow, 1993a).
Those paﬁicipants with a high SoB at school as determined by the PSSM scale were
invited to participate.

Instruments

The PSSM scale was used to identify those students who report a high sense of
belonging at secondary school. Thls scale consists of 18 statements in which participants
indicate their degree of ag‘reement dr disagreement on a likert scale. In order to avoid
producing a response set by participants, one third of the statements are reversed
(Goodenow, 1993a).

This study used a semi-structured inferﬁew schedule constructed by the
researcher, There Were 12 open-ended questions and included a number of probes used
by the researcher to iﬁvesti gate further important themes as they emerged (Berg, 2001).

The interview schedule was designed to evaluate different components of peer social
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networks at school and their relationship to SoB. All interviews were tape recorded to
ensure the reliability of data collection.

In addition, a sociological map was constructed, dfawing upon ideas identified in
the literatﬁre (Berndt & Keefe, 1995; Caims et al., 1995). It was used to gain a visual
representation of the structure and features of the participant’s social network,

Procedure
Ten students who had the highest scores on the PSSM scale in the year eight

sample were invited fo participate in the Study. Of those ten, eight were willing to
participate and these students all scored above 65% on the scale. Participant scores
ranged from 59 to 76 out of a possible score of 90.

Prior to conducting the interviews, a letter informing parents and or guardians of
the purposes of the study was given to the participants to .take home for consent to
participate in the study (Appendix A). The letter included a permission slip for parents to
sign that was given by the student to their Care Group Teacher. Once returned the names
of those students wﬁose parents consented for their childfen to participate were given to
the school principal who arranged for these students to be released from their routine
classes. The interviews were ﬁeld in at a mutually acceptable time, and were conducted in
an office at the school that provided a quiet and familiar envifonment for the participants.

A pilot interview was conducted on two participants. The pilot study confirmed
the content and face validity of the schedule for adolescents aged 12 to 13 years.

On the day of tﬁe intervieWS, participants were informed of the purpose of the
study, their right to withdraw from the study without penalty, and to not answer any
~ questions that they did not wish to. Parti(;ipants were also informed of the confidentiality

of the information (Appendix B). Participants were given the opportunity to clarify any
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issues regarding the study. Every participant was requested to sign a consent form
(Appendix C) indicating théir understanding of this information.

The researchér then presented each participant with a copy of the sociblogical
map (Appéndix D) and instructions on how to complete it (Appendix E). Once the
participémt completed the map, the researcher then proceeded to conduct the semi-
structured interview (Appendix F). Each interview lasted approximately 15 minutes in
duration,

During the interview, questions which yielded information that was idént'iﬁed to
be particularly relevant to the relétionship between peer social networks and SoB, were
refined in order to elicit more information, This enabled a funnelling approach (Berg,
2001), whereby a broad theme is narrowed down to more specific details.

Data Analysis

The sociological map was visually analysed by examining where the participant |
located different friends in their social network at school in relation to themselves. Of
particular research interest was the density of the social nefwor_k, judged by proximity of
each peer in relation to the participant on the map, and the stability of the network,
determined by the time frames allocated to each friend. This process of analysis has been.
used in previous research (Caims et al., 1995; Cauce, 1986). Further eﬁplanation qf the
map was provideci by participants during the interview,

Recordings of the interviews were transcribed verbatim to ensure accuracy in
reporting each participant's response. Each transcﬁpt was given a numerical code and

therefore no names of participants are reported.
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After transcription, thematic content analysis was used to analyse the data (Miles
& Hubennan,. .1994). Thematic content analysis is a valuable methpd of assisting in -
idehtifying the most sélient messages in verbal communication (Berg, 2001). The themes
of most signiﬁcant interest were thos_e that related to factors previously reported to be
associated with an adolescent’s SoB (Goodenow, 1993a; Goodenow, 1993b; Urberg et
al., 1995; Cairns et al., 1995), as well as those that were different from previous research
findings. -

After transcription, not;:sl and reflections were made by the researcher on salient
tdeas that arose from re-rcading the data (Miles & Hﬁbérman, 1994). Codes were then
developed énd identified in the ranscript bf locating words and emphasis or; words used
by the partici pant, as Well i;S the references to individuals that the participant makes most
frequently and the broader ideas they express (Berg, 2001). These weré written onto the
tfanscﬁpt as it was read. The codes were then grouped together into common or recurring
themes (Berg, 2001). After theme analysis had been applied to all transcripts, they were
compared and common themes were isolated (Berg, 2001). Furthermore, divergent |
themes were.also of interest as they revealed additional information. The common and
divergent themes were then clons.idered in terms of the eXbIoratory reséarCh being

conducted (Berg, 2001).
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Findings and Intélpretatior}s |

| This study aimed to éxplor_e _the school based peer social networks of adolescents
identiﬁed as having a high SoB after the transition tb secondafy school, in o.rder to
détermine, from the adblgscent’s perépective, the features of their peer sc;'-ciallnetwork _
which are most salient for facilitating SoB at school. A number of kéy themes were
generated from the sociological map and interview data. The study identiﬁéd six key
themes, and several sub-theme§ that appear to be most closely associated with the
development of a SoB and peer social networks after the transition to secondary school.
These themes related to the structure and psychological function of peer social nétworks,
and additional themes outside of these categories also enierged. The themes are

summarised in Table 1. _



Adolescent Peer Networks 24

Table }

Features of Peer Social Networks that Promote Sense bf Belonging

Key Themes ' o Sub-themes
Network Structure | Density and Extensi\}eness
Stability and Change
Social Safety | |
Close Relationships _ ' Intimacy and Trust
_ Shared history
Mutual responsiveness
Membership _ Boundaries
: Labels
Similarity
Subjective evaluation of SoB - School structure

Contexts
Activities outside of school

Individual Resourcefulness

Network Structure

Litérafure has indicated that peer social networks that are dense, have more
connections, exhibit’stabii_ity and have reciprocal bonds between members are those
which facilita'te.sense olf belonging and psychological well being to fhe greatest extent
(Cauce, 1986; D.e'ginnencioglu etal, 1998).._ The nétwork structure of participants in this
study reflected these ﬁnding_s. in terms of network extensiveness, density and stébil_ity and

change. Reciprocity in friendship was not 'investigated in this study as this study focussed
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on the adolescent's perceptioﬁs of their networks, rather than attempting fo gain an
objective understanding of these networks. | |

Density and Extensiveness. According to thé sociological map, participants
-reported themsel§e§ tﬁ be located ﬁithin dense networks. The .average number of peers.
located in each map was 10, and network size ranged friom 4'pe.ers ihrough to 1.5. It was
found that females had larger networks with the average numbef of peers being 10, as
opposed to 9 for males. For some participants network density was expressed in terms of
locating themselve.s within very small networks, such as triad networks, with few or no
connections outside of this triad group. Other participants reported being located within
very extensive networks, in which they identiﬁed a sub-group of close friends with v;!hom
they had dense connéétions. It has been oBserved that adolescents are often situated
within sub-groups such as this in whicﬁ the closest friends are located (_Deginnenéioglu et
al.,, 1998).

- In térms of the participant who scored the highest on the PSSM scale, he repﬁrted :
his peer social network to be very small and dense, in wilich he was located withiﬁ a triari
friendship group. It did not have extensive con_inections and was almost exclusively
domin_ated by new friendships. His desire to make new friends was motivétgd by his lack
of social networks and belonging iﬁ.primary school: o

"I was -lobking Jforward to it {secondary scfzoo{] . I hated ﬁrimary s.ch'ool ~fwasa

ioner, I was teased heaps and I hm_‘ea? it! o |

The traﬁsition to secondary school therefore provided this participant with an
opportunity tb create a new peer social network in which he was able to de?elop a best

friendship, and in which there was a relatively high amount of reported intimacy in
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‘comparison with other participants. This pﬁrticipant was very emphatic in his expression
of belbn_ging at school "Yep. Definitely belong here. Yep". .
| In comparison to the higheét scorer, the lowest scorer of the sample répoﬂed a

very dispersed peer social network. This participant found it difﬁcﬁlt to place ﬁieﬁdé on
the sociological map and had difﬁculty verbﬁlly identifying close friends. It #ppeared that
her social network was not very clearly defined, and this IWas a unique finding in the
study. When spéaking of her network, she stated: |

“I have got some friends I hang around with in class like a group, and sometimes

at lunch, but I have other friends and I kind of hang around them too so 1 kind of

like share myself around!" |

The undefined nature of this paﬁicipént’s social networ_k may be contributing to
her lower score in relation to the othef participants. |

Stability and change. A key feature of adolescent peer social networks is network
stability and cﬁange after the transition to seconda_rj; school. Given the disruptive effect
the transition oﬁ_en has on social networks (Hu_rrelmaﬁ, 1990; Urberg et al, 1995), it is not
surprising that many participants reported mérginally more change than stﬁbility in their
networks. It was found that overall, 55% 6f participant’s peers were friends they would
consider to be new, that is those they have only known since coming to secondary school
this year. | o

The effect that the introduction of new peers to existing social networks had
varied. For some, the structure of peer networks changed. A couﬁle _of participants 'spbke
about being pleased with the transition as it provided an opportunity fpr them to move
from the dyad and triad based friendship net@orks they had been involvéd in during

primary school, into small peer groups. This is illustrated By the quote:
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"I used to. hang around two people or three, but now hang around lots of

people” | |
Furthermore, some participants found that they were able.to make a best friend in
secondary school, and that fhe social relationships in secondary school were more stable:

“In high .;‘CIIOOI I hqve got a best friend, in prfmbry school I had one every now _

and again " |
This suf;gests that the transition provided these adolescents with an opportunity to create
a new +ocial network or modify existing networks, and therefore enhance théir sense of
belonging in the new school environment.

Some of the changes that resulted from the transition were more negative. One
participant reported a change in the level of reciprocity between hemelf and friends shel
had in primary school: |

| "The girls I used to hang around [in primary school], I'm not really friends with
them dny more, like the girls arotind the outside fof the map], I know thém and

.they are the sor: of friends I can go up and talk 10 them, but I don't rhiﬁk they ft’ke

me as much as I like them"

- However, the need to re-negotiate networks did encourage some adolescents to re-
evaluate their interactions with peers from primary school:
| "Last. year I hardly even spoke 1o [name] and I don't think we had anything in
common. And then she sfartecf hanging around me and my friends this year...and
T guiess 1 just feaf:’sed that I do have a lot more in commt.in. with the people I hang
afound now" | |
It was.also found tﬁat 45% of peers in the social networks were Ithose participants

regarded as older friends, that is, friends they had known since pﬁmary school, This
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substantial degree of stability is likely to hav_e enhanced the ability of thgse adolescents to
navigate the changes 6ccurring with the transition to secondary school mdre efféctively._ |
Stability o.f social networks may enhance SoB via a reductioﬁ in the focus on building an |
entirely ne's social ne.tw.brk, therefore reducing initial soc.ial stress aﬁer the transition to
secondary school (Goodenow, 1993b). Further, stability of the s_dcial convoy enables a R
gonsisten.t source of psychosocial support to be available to the individual, thereby
potentially enhancing individual sense of belonging (Levitt, Guacci-Franco &. Levitt,
1993).

Psychological Functions of Peer Social Networks

Adolescent péer social networks have been _f'oﬁnd té serve a variety of
psychelogical fuﬁctions (Avher & Kromrey., 1995; Berndt & Hoyle, 1995; Cauce, 1986),
and the partiqipants in the present study also feported their soéial networks to be of great .
importance for the meeting of psychosocial needs. Several themes emerged as being key
functions of peer social networks at school. -

Social Safety

When reflecting upon their feelings earlier this year in an’ticipating the transition
to éecdndary school, participants reported a myriad of feelings, including being
“worried”, “scared”, "nervp’u.s- ", and “éxcitéd . The two key areas the participants
reported beilng most appreﬁenSive aﬁout were making frjends aﬁd .academic. achievement,
which ﬁarticipants reported managing by both co gﬁitive and social meﬁns. A cognitive
method .is reflected _ilpdn by oné participant:

"Twas worried that I wou!dﬁ ‘tdo _very well or I wouldn't make Jriends. So I made

it iny New Year's resolution to make at least three friends. And I have done lots
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| more than that which I ’rﬁ proud of. And yeah, it wa.s;' Just, I guess scary but _
exciting”
Thé most comrﬁon social mf_:thod .was through the reliance on friendships with peers from
primary school who were also moving t.o the s.am_e secondary school:
"By having people kmow you and stuff, like the way you are it's like eésier than
~ people who don't know you" |
Participants mentioned that having friends from primary school was helpful in not only
éasing personal appfehension abbuf the impending transition, but also for. providing a
type of social safety, that is the provision of a barrier againsf social j udgement :
~ "Yeah by having people know you and s't.uff, like the way ydu are and everything,
its like éasier than people who don’t know.you' and they think ‘oh my god who’s
she?™" | |
Close Friendships
When reviewing the sociological maps, it is clear that for. adolescents to have a
high sense of beloﬁging, they must be able to locate themselves IWithin peer social
networks that have close friend_shi.ps. Participants differentiated bétween close friénds
and other peers they located on their sociological map on the basis of three themes,
namely intimacy a1_1d trust, shared hisfory and mutual responsi'venes.s._
Intichy and trust. When discussing friendships in adolescence, individuals |
frequently refer to the value o_f friends for. providing an aveﬁue through which inﬁmacy
. may be shared (Bémdt & Hbyle, 1995). The development of int_imaf:y between _
in.dividuals. is an important feature of close friendshiﬁs throﬁghout life, however duﬁhg '
adolescence this feature i.s partiéularly important by the role it plays in promptiﬁg-

feelings of self worth and assisting in the alleviation of anxiety about the myriad of
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physical and em.otir.')nal chﬁnges that are occurring (Berndt & Keéfe, 1995). Additionélly,
ﬁieﬁdships h.igh in intimacy havé positive effects on psycﬁological édjustment and
coping witﬁ_stress,- especially in contexts that are transient, such as the transition to
secondary school (Berndt & Kegfé, 1995). .

The participants confirmed these research ﬁndings by reiterating the centrality of
intirhacy for the development and maintenance of close frie.n.ds.hips in secondary schqol,
and ‘knowing’ friends ans an importaht basis upon which close friends were
distinguished from others, I jﬁst Jmow more about them than oth_ef pegplé . In this
study participants Aifferen_tiated betw:e_en whom they felt émotionally safe to share
intimate thoughts and feelings. They reported that thf:}Iar were more likely to be intimate
with ﬁiehdé whom théy consider to be close, who listen, and when they are feeling sad: :

"Sometimes [I share personal information] ...if I feel sad or sdmething l.ike

thot...they are the close friends"

Adolescen.ts also reported reciprocity in intimate'disclosyire to be of .great ifnportance for -
facilitating emotional safet;lw for the sharing of intimacy: |

¥She shares personal infbrrnétion with me as iyeh‘ which is good because ﬁ;e both

| trust each other" |
This quote alsq highlights that adolescents view trust as an impbrtaﬁt_ ﬁrecursor for
intimacy. Staternents such as, “I can trust them.” were frequently .made when discu.s;sing.
close friends at school. o

However cbntrary to findings in the iiterature ﬁhich suggest i.lllti_macy.to' be
relatively high in early adolescgnce (Bigelow & LaGaipa, 1980, cited in Bemdt, 1982),

the participants in this study were keen to convey that intimacy is not absolute, “...some
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things are too personal so I wou!a’n. 't teli” and that in ﬁ'iéndships'where trust is lacking
intimate disclosure is hampered:

"I don't think so [shar:'né personal informdtibn] . Cause jiou 'nevgr kndw what

could haﬁpen " |
The Iinﬁted ténns upo.n which intimate disclosure takes place may be attributed to the
observation that whilst éarly adolescence generally witnesses an increase in intimﬁcy, the
peak of intfmacy in fact occurs later in adolescence (Berndt, 1982). It may also be
speculated that Waﬁneés could be due to the d_isrﬁptive effect the transition to secondary
school has on social networks.” |

Whilst intimacy has been extensively discussed as a cenﬁal feature of adolescent
friendships (Berndt & Hoyle, 1995; Berndt & Keefe, 1995), trus_t has beeﬁ discussed tb a
lesser extent, The notion of trust has Been analysed further in sense of coMunity '
literature, under the idea of emotional security which_ enables individuais to feel
emqtionélly safe.within thei.r social groups (Pfetty, Andrewes .& Collette,1 994).

Shared history. MeMillan (1996) theorised that a sense of emotional connection
between men;nbers of a social group is achieved fh_rough both participating in and
reflecting ._upon invblvement in a shared history. Participants reiterated this notion by
reporting that a séﬁse of history with close friends in their beer soc;.iai networks was v_ital.
for.t.he_ir status as close friends, and frequent refercncés to the length.of time'tha;c_
adolescents had been friends with their peers were made, such as “...he is kind o'j.'my. best
friend 5ecause he IS my first frs‘énd to”, and reférences'_ to fime periods, “eight” and
“nine yéars which included the pﬁmary school years, Naturally, shared history was
related fo knoWledge of close friends,. furthef réinfo_rcing tﬁc value of .a sénse of his.to'ry.'

In line with the sdcial coany_model (Leviﬁ, Guacci-Franco & Levitt, 1993) shared
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history may bc_a of particular ilﬁportance to these ﬁdolescents sjnce they ha\;e only recently
made the transition to secondary school, and so friendships with those peers from pnmary
school may provide 2 sénse of emotional and companionate staﬁility in a changing social -
environment. | | | |

- Mutual responsiveness. _Munjal res.p;dnsiveness, that is the responsiveness q_f
friends to each other’s needs (Urberg et al., 1995) has been found to increase in early
adolescence, primaﬁly due to cognitive development which facilitates the ability _.to view
the world from another person’s perspective (Santrock, 199_4). Participants referred to
mutual responsiveness in terms of prosocial behaviour, specifically helping each other,
‘. with [nab:e] I can always help her and she can afways help me"._ Primaﬂly
participants referred to prosocial behaviour in the contexts of helping each qther
emotionally _and ac'adémically:

“My friends are smart. _Lfke [name] she is like a brain, she knows a lot and

eve:;;#hirig. ar}d she l:élps ::ne out if I'm stuck and everythfng"’ _
Whilst responding to each other’s needs was iﬁcntioned as a key factor for promoting
close frie.ndships by participants, it wés not highli ghted as being as being as important as
intimacy and shared history. This i¢ 1 point on which the ﬁndi.ngs of this study.diffcr.
considerably from previous research.
Membership

Peer social networks also serve to pfovide the individual with a sense of
membership in a social setting; a Ifee.ling thatl they belong to a group. Membership may
take of special éigniﬁcénce in new social settings (Levitt, G_uacci_-Franco & Levitt, 1993).
Participaﬁts defined their membership to peer sociai groups at s_chooi on the basis of

boundaries, labels, stability and change.
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Boundaries. Boundaries have been described as an imbortanf means by which
social groups cielineéte “us” from “them” (McMillan, 1996). In ihis study, i)aﬁicipants |
referred to boundaries at the class robm level, differentiating betweén those peers who
Were in their class and thosé Who were not. Participants frequently referred to the
classroom being the centre from which_ most secondary schoo] friendships were made, as
one particiﬁant stated “...you kind -af_ stick with your class around here”. Therefore in this
study, thé_ boundaries placéd on the. pﬁrticipants _by the larger social environment, in terms |
of classroom allocation, Were the primary means of di_fferentiat.ing between tﬁose in an
individual’s peer social network, and those who ﬁvere ﬁutside of this network.

Participants also alluded to boundaries being developed from within their
friendship groups, particularly to conform to the thinking or beliefs of the gl'dup itself, As
one participant stated, “...sqmetimes you have to be not yourse.{f. ..S'ometim.es jfou have to
fit in"”. The pressure for conformity is perhape 2 more nelgativé component of |
membership and belong_i_ng..to a peer social group,

I.-Iowever,-. boundaries majf be an avenue through which the indi\_ridual is able.to
maintain stability in emotional connections and sources for emotioné._l support in fhe
changing social environment of secondary school (Levitt, Guacci-Franco & Levitt, 1993).

Labélst Further attempts to maintain a sense of rﬁembership were achieved .
through the allocation of lébél's between their own social group énd others at school.
Labels such as “smart group” and “poptilar group” were used. Oné participant used
labels to indirectly describ.e hér rﬁembership in her peer grﬁup, aﬁd in doing so also
revealed an insight into where she beiieved h_ef ﬁeer group was locafed socially within the

school environment at large:
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-

| "f have never been in the popuiar group, and I'm glad about that causé 1 think
_ b.eing in '_t_hat group would be hard" B

Furthermore, participanté used labels to structure their observations about peér network
change since the fransition to secondary school: |

"...all the kids that were really popular in primary school, now they have gone

down ﬁeaps. They 're still popular kids though...” .
Therefore in this study labels éé_sisted'adolescen_ts in more clearly identifying their
membership both within ﬁleir peer social groups and within the Wider school context. It is.
interesting tﬁat the coﬁéept of lébels has not been widely researched in ;the context of
SoB, although has been sfudiéd more thoroughly in sense of community literature
(McMillah & Chavis, 1986; Preity et al,, 1994). Further research on adolescent
applic_aﬁon of labels to fac_ilitate a sense of membership and belonging may be valuable_. _

| | Simi!qr:‘ty. Adolescents most frequently report themselves to be located in ﬁeer -

social networks with people whom they consider to be most similar to tﬁemselves. This
has been investli gated in the literature mainly in terms of oﬁentétidn to popular teeﬁage
culture (Furman & Buhrmestef, 1992). In terms of similarity dn this pdint,_ respohse_s
from participants varied. Some participants expresséd d strong degree of similarity which
facilitéted bonding within the ﬁ'iendship.lH.owe.:ver, 6ther participants stated that'tﬁey |
were not similar to their ﬁ"iends on this concept, but that per_sdnali_ty factors helped to
facilitate the development. of their friendship: | .I

"We always find other stuff to talk about... The *;vay we act I think [makes us

similar]. We all have kind of nmftef' sides. It is easy to bond with"
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Furthermore, partlclpants also used gender as a means of bui ldmg asense of membershlp'
in the w1der socxal group. The participants located themselves within thelr own gender
group within the classroom through statements such as “...all the other glrls .
Such similarity faciiitated a sense of membership with peers and provides a basis upon
which fricndships may be built, |

Academic values, Research on the fean_lfes of adolescent friendships has revealed
that adolescents are very similar to their peers in ten_ns of commitment to academie.
motivation and achievement, and academic values (Anderman & Andennon, 1999; Arhar
& Kromrey, 1995). Further, research on .stude_nts who have high sense of oelonging
consistently demonstrates a positive correlation betwcen sense of belonging and
academic values. |

All participants stated fhat they valued academic achi_evement and nad strong
motivation towards ac.h'i_eving their academic potential in high s_ohoo'l. Participants stated
that “...it s important to me” and stated that academic eohievement promoted positive
feelings about themselves “I feel proud _because my grades are high”. Furthermore,
participants .cited_the fulfilment of a_mbitions for life beyond secondary school as a
motivating factor towards fhe attainment of these values:

"I want to do rehl'ly 'we.ll cause I kmow that I can. .That might sound conceited or

something, but I do fmow that .I can, And I did pretty well at primary school

because I shared dux"
These posiﬁve academic values and the motivat.io.n to achieve them plays arolein -
facilitating sense of belonging for the adolescents in this study. The aoillity to echieve in

 the classroom and to be recognised as having achiened pnovide these adole's.c'ent's with a

sense of membership within the academic realm of school. Additionally, academic
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Success may aésist in promoting sense of b'elc_mging in the classroom for those -
participants who felt sense of bernging to a lesser extent socially in this setting.

- When asked about the simil_an'ty of their academic val ues to those of their ﬁ'ien_ds, _
respbnses were mixed. Some participants stéted that they did not knqw or were 'unsure. of |
their ﬁiend’§ academic values, "/ dﬁn 't know...we don't talk about it”, For those
partiéipants who fv_e_fe 'aware.of their friend’s Va]ues, there was a cleal_' différent’iation
between the similarity of close as compared to more peripheral friends in the peer
network. Partiqipants cIearly.st- ted tﬁat the academic orientation of cloée ﬁends most
closely matched their ow.n_, “.. .ﬁy close bnes yeah”. . Itis bOSSile that this similarity is
as a result of a process of mutual influence whex‘eby adol.escfen.ts influence the thoughts
and ideas of their friends and vice versa (Dubow & Tisak, 1989). -

The r'eSpo.nses reflect those foﬁnd m the literature (Berndt & Keefe, 1995) and
lend supﬁdrt to the notion that academic achievement is correlated with building a high |

sense of belonging after the transition to secondary school.

Subjective Evaluation of Sense of Belonging -

The personal éccounts of participants iﬁ th.is study conﬁfms literature revealing
that peer social netx;vorks are paramo_unt for the development of sense of belonging at
school (Goodenow, 1993a; _Goodcnow, 1993b). The participanté spoke of sense of i
belongiﬁg in relation to tﬁe’_ aspects of school and their peef social nefworks that make .
theﬁl feel a sense of belonging after the transition to secondary s_ch'ooll, and the éontexfs in |

which they most strongly felt a sense of belonging at school.
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Aspects of school that promote sense of belongt'ng. Participants reported both
friendships and .academic achieﬁement as being priniary reasons for their self reported
high sense of belonging in éecondary school. Some reflections .from participants include,
“...my friends and what grades I'm getting [facilitate sense of belonging] " and “Yes...I

Jeel like I belong at school because of my ﬁ-iendships with other people”. Tt is useful to
remember that this cohort of participants reported c_onsideréble stability in close
ﬁiendships since the transition to secondary school, and therefore it is possiblé that it is
these close friendships with a sense of history that are most salient for promoting sense of
belonging .in year eight.

Contexts. Participants also differentiated between the various schodl co:n.texts in
which they felt a sense of belonging, For example, one participant expressed the opinion
that her motivation for academic success alienated her from her peers in her classroom,
that is the peers whom she has not yet established strong social lihks, however during free
time at school she felt like she belonggd as she was then interacting with friends with
whom she considered close:

“f1 belong] at recess and lunch, yes. But not really in my class"”

In sense of belonging literature to date the construct of belonging has largely been
discussed as a blanket term. That is, belonging has been discussed as either existing or
not existing (Baker et al., 1997, Gbodenow, 1993b; Schumachef, 1998). The participants
in this study did not apﬁear to view belonging in such unidimensional terms; thgy viewed
belonging as being strongly contextual. This view also serves to highlight that in the
secondary school setting in which the greater social environment is larger aﬁd has more
participants, an adolescent may not feel a sense of belonging in all facets of the

environment. It is probable that in primary schools where the social environment has
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fewer participants, individual sense of belonging may apply to more aspects of the school

environment.

Other Factors_ that Promote a Sense of Belonging

In addition to the structure and fuﬁctiqn of peer social networks, there are also
other factors about their friendship networks that participants report tol promote sense of |
belonging at school.

Structure of the school. Participants reported peer network change to be partly
induced by the structure of secondary school education, Whilst primary school classes in
Australia tend to be smaller and students remain in the same class for all subj ects,
secondary school classes are .larger and .requ.ire students to move into different classcs for
each subject. This move between classes was reported to be a significant obstacle to the
maintenance of existing friendships, and in some cases was cited as beiﬁg the primary
reason why friendships from primafy school were not maintained:

| “I don't hang around with my friends [from primary school] any more. They sit

somewhere else. I talk to them and all that...it's harder because they’re not in my

class. Even though [name] is not in my class either, she fs willing to meel me
somewhere...but sone of my other friends don't want to do that. It is just easy for
them to hang around people in their class”

- However, there were some participants who reported that different classes was not
an obstacle to maintéining existing ffit;ndships as “we see each other at lunch and recess,
during breaks and in the mornings; and after school as well”. The data suggests that
friendshipé which were weaker during primary school will not survive the transition,

however close friendships will.
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Itis possible that the problems some participants discussed in terms of chénging
classes may reflect the ‘settling in’ stage that participants may be in as the study .was
conducted at the end Of second term. It is likely that participants were still determining
how to establish and msﬁntain friendships within a new school environment.

In addition, the-structure of the new secondary school was reported to be
detrimental to the development of new networks that incorporate others in the year group:

"{In primary school] I was in the same class for two years so everyone would

know what I would do. They would know if I got upset or something. And like |

everyone was sort of friends with everyone...everyone kind of knew kie and now
they don't really know me and I don't fhink they want to get to know me"

This finding lends weight to arguments that traditional schooi structures do not
facilitate the development of peer networks, and therefore impede the .development of
individual sense of belonging (Baker et al., 1997; Battistich et al;, 19_9'}'.). It may be
hypothesised that a relational approach to schooling in which the soﬁial environment in
which learning takes place is recognised and fostered (Battistich et al., 1_99?‘), may aid in
resolving issues such as thé one highlighted by this participant.

Activities outside. of school. Considering the significant amount of time that
adolescents spend at school (Battistich et al, 1997) it is not unusual that activities with |
peers frdm school after school hours also emerged as a theme that bolstered individual
sense of belonging, Participants felt that having the opportunity to interact with their
peers from school was important for the development of closer friendships, “...and
seeing each other outside of sc}ioof, I think tﬁat helps to !l'ke make us closer”.

* Individual Resourcefulness. This study revealed that those adolescents with a high

sense of belonging were also socially and emotionally resourceful. These adolescents
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were able to recognise the boundaries of their friendships, '-‘..;myﬁ-l'ends help me most of
the time. Somer'ir}zes I cant really get support, but that's ok”, and were willing to work
around these boundaries, “...and also if I m Seeling down and I don’t want to talk to my
friends I'will just go to the school psych{ologist] | | |

This resourcefulness and the ability to recognise, accept and work around
limitations of friendships has not emerged strongly in research to date on the interaction
between adolescents and their friends. This point is outside the parameters of this
investigation, however further sfudies on this point may well yield interesting ﬁndings.
Summary _ _

This study found that peer social networks act to enhance sense of belonging
through two avenues, namely their structure and their psychological function.
Structurally, the findings indicate that peer networks which are dense and exhibif é
considerable degree of stability in the transition to secondary school are those which are
most beneficial for providing sense of belonging, These findings are found in previous
research {Cairns et al.,1995; Degirméncioglu et al, 1 998; Urberg et al.,1995),

In terms of psycholo gical function, the study found that school based peer
network structures provide numerous benefits to adolescents, including the provision of
close friendships to enable the exchange of intimacy, and a feeling of merﬁbership toa
social group through the identification with peers who are similar to oneself. The study
also found that peer networks serve additional functions that positively correlate with
sense of belonging, including the structure of the secondary school, interactions with

peers outside of school, and individual resourcefulness.
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Discussiﬁn

This study explored the school based peer social networks of adolescents
identified as having a high SoB after the transition to secondary school, in order to
determine the features of their peer social nehvork which are most salient for facilitaﬁng
SoB at school. Adopting a qualitative approach to data collection enabled the research to
reveal data that is reflective of adolescents’ perspectives on this issue.

The ﬁndiﬁgs of this study contribute to the research already available on the
association between adolescent peer social networks and a high SoB. More specifically,
the findings serve to provide greater insight into the features of peer social networks that
have Eeen most important, from the pei‘spective of adolescents, for facilitating SoB after
the tra_nsition to secondary school. |

The accounts provided by the adolescents in this study confirm results of previous
research which state that the most positive adolescent peer social networks in terms of
promoting SoB are those that are sméller, have more dense connections between
membem and are relatively stable across time (Cauce,' 1986; Degirmencioglu et al., 1998;
Urberg 'et_ al., 1995). Whilst there was inevitably varying degrees of change in peer soéial
networks with the transition to secondary school, the accounts provided here indicate that
the maintenance of a stable group of core friends is particularly valuable in _assisting
adolescents in navigatiﬁg- the nuinerous stressors and changing dynamics associated with
this transition: (Schumacher, 1998). |

The results of previous research on the features of adolescent friendshipé has also
been supported by this study (Cauce, 1986; Bemdt & Keefe, 1995; Degirmencioglu et al.,
1998). The accounts of the adolescents emphasised the i.mportance. of being able to

identify at least one close friend in their school peer social network with whom they felt a
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sense of sharcd history, intimacy, and trust. Indeed, these results suggest that fﬁr this - |
group of adolescents, such close friends were a key_' factor in assisting them in settling
into secondary échool. Furthermore, it can be seen that having. valued peers with whom |
the adolescent is able to make the transition to high school, provides the stability
necessary to concentrate on other aspects of the transition, such as attehtidn to academic
work (Goodenow, 1993b). | |

The most important finding generated by this study is that whilst positive peer
social networks are those that provide the psychosocial benefits already discussed, the
structure of these networks may vary. The participants in this study were not solely from
large yet densely connected social groups as found in previohs research (Degirmencioglu
et al., 1998; UrBerg et al.,.1995); they were situated in triad, small groups, and extensive
networks. This demonstrates that there is no ‘best’ network structure for promoting SoB
in adolescents at school, but rather the psychosocial benefits that these networks provide
adolescents is what is most valuable for promoting SoB.

These,'results contﬁbute to Australian research on SoB in secdndary school.. Most
research to date on adolescent SoB in secondary school has beei: conducted in the United
States, where students move from elementary school to junior high school, and therefore
adolescents are at slightly different ages when this transition occurs. Therefore, the
findings of this study may be more relevant for the Australian school context than
previous studies. |

The results of this study may be of particular intérest to educators as they lend
support to preliminary research suggesting that traditional school structures are not
necessarily successful in promoting individual SoB. The differentiation fhat somé

adolescents made between SoB during class time and SoB during free time with their
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friends at school suggests thg.t adolescents may benefit from a relational approach to
education in ordef to bolster SoB in the classroom (Baker, Terry, Bridger, & Winsor,
1997). This inay also have the added effect of improving academic performance (Beck &
Malley, 1998), although this is yet fo be comprehensively'reséarched.

~ Itis acknowledged that fhere were several limitations of this study. Whilst the
participant sample w;as_,compr_ised of a relatively balanced numbe:; of males and females,
much of the information came from the ferale participants, This is because the fernales
were more willing to discuss their peer social networks and feelings associated with the.
transition to secondary school than were the males. Other limitations of this study include
that it was conducted at only one community high school, and it would have been
valﬁable to explore.experiences.of adolescents at various high schools. Additionally, this-
study focused on a homogenous sample, and whilst it. was the intention of this study to do
so, future reseérch may wisﬁ to also examine the SoB of those adolescents at the
secondary school who were assessed as scoring lower on SoB, as this too may have
yieldeﬁ information that indicates what facets of peer soc;,ial networks are most salient for
promoting SoB at school.

Fl_itUﬁ: research may also investigate peer social network.change during the
transition to secondary school moré longitudinally by exarﬁining adolescents in their final
year of primary school énd agai.n during their first year of secondary school, in ofder to
examine how SoB fluctuates over the course of this transition and the mediating role peer
social networks play in this, |

Despite these limitations, the study nevertheless yielded findings that conﬁibute
to the literature on the relationship beﬁveen high SoB and peer social networks at school.

It further provided an interesting insight into the importance that close friendships have in
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assisting adolescents to make the transition to high séhool with relative ease. It confirms B
that suppo'rtive and strong friendships are imperative for enabling an adolescent to fegi
valued, accepted and supported during this particularly unstable stage of their educational
lives, and serve to provide a SoB that results in pstholo gical well being in sec'ondéry

school.
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Appendix A
Letter to Participants’ Parents -

Dear Parent/'Guardtan

We are conducting a study in partnership with your child’s school and the Edith Cowan
University. We are writing to all parents of your child’s year group, seeking permission for your
children to participate in the study. The study is focusing on adolescents and their transition to
high school,

The outcomes of this research should provide us with a better understanding of the individual and
cavironmental factors that impact on early adolescence. This information is important to Clarkson
Cummunity High School in planning future programs and we would greatly apprcclate itif you
would allow your child to participate.

If you agree to let your chlld participate, they will be asked to complete four short questlonnalres
in class time, Thursday 27" June. In addition your child may be asked to participate in a brief
interview to find out more about their experiences at school. These interviews will be tape
recorded and later transcribed.

We wish to assure you that the information provided by your child will be treated in the strictest
confidence. All identifying information will be removed from the data reported.

If you agree to your child participating in the study, please complete the following section and
return it to your child’s Care Group Teacher by Friday 21* Jue.

Should you have any quéries please contact Dr Lynne Cohen (9400 5575) or Ms Julie Anne
Pooley (9400 5591), School of Psychology, Edith Cowan University.

Please return to Care Group teacher by (insert date)

Yours sincerely

Angela Verevis

Associate Principal

Clarkson Community High School

....... July 2002

N give consent for ...................................
(Name of parent/guardian) ' (Child's Name)

s} SO e aeree et ie s to parﬁcipate in the study.

(Care Group)-

..............................................................
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' A;ﬁpendix B :
Verbal Explanation on the Purpose of the Study

You did really well in these surveys, and for this reason I would like to talk o you a little
today. T would like to talk to you about how you have found coming to high school this
year. In particular, I would like to ask you a few questions about your friends and school
and how they have helped you this year.

My questions should take approximately 15-30 minutes. There are no right or wrong.
angwers. I am interested in hearing about how you feel and what you think. No one will
know what you tell me here- it is between you and me. I have to tape record this
interview so that I can concentrate on what you are saying rather than try and take notes.
After the interview is over, 1 will transcribe what you have said and destroy the tape.
Your name will not be on the transcript.

You don’t have to talk to me today. You can stop talking to me whenever you want, If
you don’t feel comfortable answering any of the questions, you can tell me to pass and
we wlll go onto the next questlon.

Are you happy to contmue?



I, :
interview, I understand that:

1.

2.

Signed

Date:
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_ Appendix C
. Participant Consent Form

Experiences of School Life Project

, consent to participate in this -

The interview is investigating how my friends at school have contributed to my
adjustment to hi gh school

My participation in this interview is voluntary, and that I may choose to withdraw
from the interview at any time, with no adverse consequences

3. The interview will be audiotaped, transcribed and my name will not be identified
4,
5. All of this information has been explained to my satisfaction

Completion of the interview will take approximately 30 minutes -
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Appendlx E
Instructlons on how to complete the sociological map

This is a friendship map, The black circle with “me” written on it, is you, and what I
would like you to do is to write the names of your friends at school in the circles. Friends
who you would consider to be your closest friends may go in the first circle (closest and
most important), whereas friends who you would consider to be not so close may go in
the outer circle (not so close, not 50 important). When you write your friend’s names,
write only their first name. :

I would also like you to write ncxt to each friend if they are an old friend or a new friend.
An ‘old’ friend is one you have known before coming to high school this year, like those
from primary school. A ‘new’ friend is one you have only known at school this year,

Remember, only list those friends you have at school.

There are no right or wrong ways to complete the map; ] am mterested in what you think.
You can take as long as you like. :

Do you have any questions?
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Appendix F
Semi-Structured Interview Schedule

I would like to talk to yon a little about your network map..

1. Can you describe for me the friends you haveat school, for example do youn hang
around with a group of friends? :

- Where are they on the map?

2. Would you say there are some people in your group who you would consider
close friends or best friends?

- What makes these people closer friends than other people in the group?

3. Since coming to high school, has your group of friends changed?
If new people have joined the group:
Have new people joined your group this year? .
- Where are they on the map?
- How did you feel about that?
- Do you think these new people changed the group in any way?

If student has joined a new group.
Where are your new group of friends on the map?

- How did you feel about joining a new group?

4. How do you feel about doing well at high school?

5. Do your friends feel the same way about school as you do?

6. Do you like the same things as your friends, for example, the same music or tv
shows? :

7. If you Wer_e in trouble, are there any friends at school who wquld help you?
- Where afe they on the map? |

8.  Ifyou feél sad do you have friends at school you can talk to?

- Whefe_ are they on the map?
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9. Are there friends at school who yoe would share pel_‘sehal infermation with?
- Where are they on the map? |

10. Would you say that your friends know you really well or just a little?
If "yes" - -
) What makes you know your friends really well?
e Why do you think they don’t know you any better?
11. Do you feel like you belong af school?
- What makes you feel like you belong / don't belong'?

12. When you were in primary school last year, do you remember how you felt about
coming to high school?
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