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Abstract

The aim of this study was to model the causal relationships between social cohesion and
attachment to peers with a sense of belonging to school, along with studying the
mediating role of loneliness and the moderating role of academic field in adolescent
girls.The number of 349 female students of second year of middle school in Urmia city
(mean age 16.66, standard deviation 1.01) were selected randomized multistage cluster
sampling method; they answered the questionnaires feeling of belonging school social
cohesion, feeling of loneliness and attachment to peers. The data analyzed using
structural equations and hierarchical regression using Spss and version 26 software. The
results showed in absence of moderator, feeling of loneliness has mediating role. Also
the fit indices models were eligible and 8% of the variance of feeling of belonging to
school was specified by combination variables of social incorporation, attachment to
peers and feeling of loneliness. Moreover, results regression analysis indicated that in
conceptual model, the explanatory value variance feeling of belonging to school at a
significance level was less than 0.05, significant and positive for the mathematics-
physics field and experimental science field, and it was insignificant for humanities
field. This result shows educational field a significant moderating role. In general,
mediator-moderator model is suitable and fit in mathematics-physics and experimental
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sciences. From these findings, it is concluded that level of social incorporation and
feeling of loneliness teenage girls can be studied and investigated in order to predict
their sense of belonging to school, however, it is necessary to consider educational field
in study and even in designing and planning of possible future interventions.

Keywords

Social Cohesion, Attachment to Peers, A Sense of Belonging to the School, Feeling
Lonely, Field of Study

Introduction

Goodenow and Katelan (1993) define school belonging as "the extent to which
students feel personally accepted, respected, included, and supported by others
in the social environment of the school." According to Barry et al. (2004), school
belonging includes four dimensions: A sense of belonging, expected learning,
trust, and participation. Therefore, the need to belong arises from individuals’
sense that they should be together and establish social relationships, which in
turn highlights the concept of social cohesion (Aricioglu & Gultekin, 2017). The
theory of Baumeister and Leary (1995) emphasizes that establishing and
maintaining interpersonal relationships leads to social bonding. Based on this,
attachment to peers can be considered one of the most important sources of
school belonging (Andersen et al., 2019), because according to Armsden and
Greenberg (1987), attachment is a stable bond between two individuals, and
having a secure attachment with peers and receiving support leads to the
development of deep emotional relationships in adolescents (Delgado et al.,
2022). Weiss (1973), in his theory of loneliness, considers social loneliness a
type of lack of social relationships in which the individual does not have a place
among peer groups. Accordingly, based on Holland’s theory (1959), individuals
choose occupations that allow them to be with others.

Schools play an important role in creating groups and social networks, which
can form a sense of belonging to school in students by creating a safe
environment and positive interpersonal relationships. Therefore, the present
study seeks to answer the question of whether there is a causal relationship
between social cohesion and attachment to girls' peers. And can the feeling of
loneliness and the field of study, as an indicator of career preferences and desires
in girls, change this relationship?
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Various variables are able to predict and explain the sense of belonging to
school. Accordingly, Baumeister and Leary's (1995) theory states that belonging
is a basic human motivator that maintains interpersonal relationships and social
cohesion. It is these relationships that shape the sense of belonging to school and
having a relationship with peers (Gowing, 2019) in students, especially girls
(Uslu & Gizir, 2017). In the research of Palikara, et al. (2021), it was shown that
having a sense of belonging to school is an important predictor of the future of
education, education, and career.

Methodology

The present study is descriptive and correlational in nature. The statistical
population included 12,519 female high school students in the second level of
secondary education in Urmia. To determine the sample size, using multistage
cluster sampling, 15 observations were considered per latent variable. Taking
into account a 10% sample attrition rate, the tests were administered to 400
participants. After discarding incomplete or invalid questionnaires, a total of 349
responses were included in the final analysis. In this model, the mediating model
was first tested in the absence of the moderating variable using structural
equation modeling with AMOS version 26. Then, to examine the moderating
role, hierarchical regression analysis was conducted across three academic fields
within theoretical sciences using SPSS software.

Instruments

School Belonging Questionnaire

This questionnaire was designed by Barry, Betty, and Watt (2004). It consists
of 27 items and six subscales. In the present study, the reliability coefficients for
the subscales were as follows: teacher support (0.76), community participation
(0.73), feeling of being respected (0.77), positive feeling toward school (0.76),
individual’s belonging to school (0.77), academic engagement (0.78), and total
guestionnaire reliability (0.74).

Loneliness Questionnaire

Developed by Russell, Peplau, and Cutrona in 1978, this questionnaire contains
20 items with four options each. The test—retest reliability reported by Russell
et al. (1978) was 0.89. In the present study, its reliability was calculated as 0.74.
Social Cohesion Questionnaire

This instrument was developed by Sabatelli et al. (2005) and contains 8 items.
It was used for the first time in Iran in the current research. The reliability
coefficient in this study was 0.77.

Peer Attachment Scale
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Developed by Armsden and Greenberg (1987), this scale has two versions, one
of which is a 25-item questionnaire designed to assess attachment to friends. In
Iran, Naseri et al. (2012) reported reliability coefficients for the peer version as
follows: trust in peers (0.78), communication with peers (0.62), and alienation
from peers (0.42). In the present study, the reliability coefficients for these
dimensions were 0.71, 0.76, and 0.71, respective.

Findings

The research findings showed that the predictor variables, social cohesion and
attachment to peers, significantly predicted and explained the sense of school
belonging. Loneliness had a significant positive correlation with the sense of
school belonging.

Moreover, social cohesion had a significant positive correlation, and attachment
to peers had a significant negative correlation with loneliness. The direct effects
of social cohesion and attachment to peers on loneliness were also significant at
the level of p < 0.100. Additionally, the indirect path coefficient of social
cohesion on the sense of school belonging mediated by loneliness, as well as the
indirect path coefficient of attachment to peers on the sense of school belonging
mediated by loneliness, were significant at the levels of p < 0.100 and p < 0.050,
respectively.Furthermore, in this model, 57% of the variance in loneliness was
explained by the combination of social cohesion and attachment to peers, and
8% of the variance in the sense of school belonging was explained by the
combination of social cohesion, attachment to peers, and loneliness.

The overall data indicated that the mediating model had good fit before
introducing the moderating variable. Upon adding the moderating variable of
field of study, the predictor variables social cohesion and attachment to peers
significantly predicted and explained the sense of school belonging in the
mathematics and experimental sciences fields, while this effect was not
significant in the humanities field. Moreover, by adding the mediating variable
of loneliness to the model, the coefficient of determination increased
significantly in the mathematics and experimental sciences fields, confirming
the mediating role in these fields. In summary, the mediating model showed
good fit without the moderating variable, and this fit was maintained when the
moderator (field of study) was included for the mathematics and experimental
sciences fields. Thus, it was determined that considering the entire model—that
is, the combination of all exogenous and mediating variables—the field of study
played a moderating role in the conceptual model. Examining the model paths
separately revealed that only the regression coefficients of social cohesion
towards the sense of school belonging mediated by loneliness were significant
for the mathematics field.
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Conclusion

The findings of the present study indicate that when school environments are
strict and harsh, a sense of belonging to school does not form among students,
or if it does form, it gradually decreases; therefore, it can be said that forming
attachment to peers in the school environment requires receiving affection and
support from friends and authorities. Lack of support and intimacy from them
leads to feelings of loneliness, whereas having interactions and social bonds
leads to a sense of belonging. This is because individuals need close
relationships and friendships with peers to navigate life, which is especially
important for girls, as it ultimately results in a greater sense of belonging among
students. This relationship increases the tendency to choose fields such as
mathematics or experimental sciences, particularly among girls, which plays a
significant role in motivation and selecting the mathematics field. Among the
limitations of this study are the sample being limited to female students and the
respondents’stendency toiprovideisociallytdesirable answerst
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Table 1. Correlation matrix and descriptive indices of research variables

Variable Sense of Social Sense of | Attached to peers

belongingto  cohesion loneliness

school social
Sense of 1 1
belonging to
school social
Social cohesion = 0.244** 1

0.000
Sense of 0.197 0.660** 1
loneliness

0.000 0.000

Attached to -0.069 -0.412** -0.518 1
peers

0.200 0.000 0.000
+ Mean 71+ 73. 43+ 36. +57.61 40.+20
Standard 11.02 9.67 11.54 8.68
deviation
Skewness 0.73 -0.79 -0.29 0.37
Stretch 0.45 -0.21 -0.57 -0.38
**n<0.010
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Figure2. Tested Conceptual model using Amos (without the moderator)
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Table 2. Direct effects and their significance level before the entry of the
moderating variable

Direct route B t P Result
Social Sense of 0.630*** 5.871 faieied Confirmation
cohesion loneliness
Attached Sense of -0.228*** -3.873 Fkx Confirmation
to peers loneliness
Social Sense of 0.156 1.504 0.133 Reject
cohesion belonging to
school social
Attached Sense of 0.111 1.476 0.140 Reject
to peers belonging to
school social
Sense of Sense of 0.195 1.773 0.076 Reject
loneliness belonging to
school social

**% ) < 0.001, ** p < 0.010, * p < 0.050, 1 p < 0.100

S g WL = 0/AVI>V/AT P/ ol lslae p < 0.001 rhe > 2l
SBTY s (OVles & Kaewds = —+/YYA &= —¥/AVE> VAT P=0 /e B clazs

Mb&dbb@wﬂw))ﬁaﬂj%ﬁjf
dei,\x:ﬁ,;:ﬂUu;\ﬁuoid)umda”w,;)uirJ,.u,-

Table 3. Indirect effects and their significance level before the entry of the
moderating variable

Indirect route B Lower = Upper P- Result
limit limit Value
Social cohesion Sense 0.123+ 0.047 0.886 0.056 Confirmation
of loneliness Sense of

belonging to school social

Attached to peers Sense -0.044** | -0.168 @ -0.015 0.035 @ Confirmation
of loneliness Sense of
belonging to school social
***p <0.001, ** p<0.010, * p< 0.050, T p<0.100
Table 3. Indirect effects and their significance level before the entry of the moderating
variable
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Table 4. Model fit indices before the inclusion of the moderator variable

Indicators CMIN df CMIN/DF = RMSEA CFI SRMR PClose
Criteria - - 3> 0.08> 0.90< 0.08> 0.05<
Estimated = 917.202 532 1.724 0.046 0.920 0.059 0.927
amount
Result = = Desirable Desirable = Desirable = Desirable = Desirable

Sense of loneliness R?= 0.57, Sense of belonging to school Social R?=0.08
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Table 5. Summary of hierarchical regression for testing the mediation model of
school belonging with the presence of moderator

String Model R R? Adj.R? SE Watson
camera
Mathematics- 1 0.406 0.165 0.147 9.59078 1.939
Physics 2 0.412 0.169 0.143 9.61536
Experimental 1 0.219 0.048 0.034  11.12464 1.98
sciences 2 0.244 0.060 0.040 @ 11.09540
Humanities 1 0.168 0.028 0.009 @ 11.20929 2.08

sciences 2 0.169 = 0.029 0.000  11.26130
1. Predictor: Constant value, social cohesion, attachment to peers
2. Predictor: Fixed value, social cohesion, attachment to peers, feelings of
loneliness
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Table 6. ANOVA report of the mediation model of school belongingness with the
presence of the moderator with the presence of the moderator

String Model Sum of df Mean F Sig.
squares square

Mathematics- 1 Regression 1705.349 2 852.674 9.270  0.000
Physics 1 Remainder = 8646.404 = 94 = 91.983

1 Total 10351.753 96
Mathematics- 2 Regression 1753.425 3 584.475 = 6.322 0.001
Physics 2 Remainder 8598.327 93 92.455

2 Total 10351.753 96
Experimental 1 Regression 884.198 2 442.099 3572 0.031
sciences 1 Remainder = 17573.568 @ 142  123.758

1 Total 18457.766 144
Experimental 2 Regression 1099.563 3 366.521 = 2.977 0.034
sciences 2 Remainder = 17358.203 141 123.108

2 Total 18457.766 = 144
Humanities 1 Regression 378.008 2 189.004 1504 0.227
sciences 1 Remainder = 13067.412 @ 104 125.648

1 Total 13445.421 = 106
Humanities 2 Regression 383.272 3 127.757 = 1.007 0.393
sciences 2 Remainder = 13062.149 103 126.817

2 Total 13445421 106
1. Predictor: Constant value, social cohesion, attachment to peers
2. Predictor: Fixed value, social cohesion, attachment to peers, feelings of loneliness
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Table 7. Regression coefficients of the mediation model of school belonging with
the presence of moderator

String Model Standard t Sig. Collinearity
coefficients indices
Beta Tolerance = VIF
Mathematics- Fixed value 7.343 | 0.000
Physics Social cohesion 0.435 4.175 0.000 0.8 1.2
attachment to 0.086 0.823 | 0.412 0.8 1.2
peers
Fixed value 5.269  0.000
Social cohesion 0.381 2.959 = 0.009 0.8 1.1
attachment to 0.107 0.984 0.500 0.8 1.1
peers
Sense of 0.095 0.721
loneliness
Experimental Fixed value 7.860 0.000
sciences Social cohesion 0.236 2.637 = 0.009 0.8 1.1
attachment to 0.061 0.676 = 0.500 0.8 1.1
peers
Fixed value 5.381 0.000
Social cohesion 0.164 1562 0.121 0.6 1.6
attachment to 0.111 1.142 0.256 0.7 14
peers
Sense of 0.150 1.323 0.188 0.5 1.9
loneliness
Humanities Fixed value 8.233 | 0.000
sciences Social cohesion 0.151 1428 0.156 0.8 1.2
attachment to -0.033 - 0.752 0.8 1.2
peers 0.316
Fixed value 6.322 0.000
Social cohesion 0.133 0.972 0.334 0.5 2.0



14 Q Ol 5 O3 53 desyde a GlaS bl b OV les & (Kosds 5 sloi| (Kou s

attachment to -0.024 - 0.833 0.7 14
peers 0.211
Sense of 0.030 0.204 = 0.839 2.3
loneliness
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