
Journal of School Health  •  September 2004, Vol. 74, No. 7  •  231

School connectedness refers to the belief by students that
adults in the school care about their learning and about

them as individuals. Researchers have studied the concept
under a variety of names such as school bonding, school
climate, teacher support, and school engagement (see
Libbey, pg 274). In the past decade the concept has gained
currency among educators and school health professionals
as an important factor that when present reduces the likeli-
hood that young people will engage in health-compromis-
ing behaviors and concurrently increases the likelihood of
academic success. In addition, recent research has shown
that students who report high levels of school connected-
ness also report lower levels of emotional distress, violence,
suicide attempts, and drug use.

While a significant body of research exists, the literature
is spread across the health, educational, psychological, and
sociological fields. Additionally, as noted, researchers have
used a plethora of terms to explore similar constructs.
Given the current focus on accountability and standards,
without a clearly identified empirical base, school connect-
edness may seem like a “soft” approach that could not
possibly impact the measures to which schools are being
held accountable.

Given the mounting body of evidence supporting school
connectedness as an important protective factor in the lives
of young people, with support from the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention’s Division of Adolescent and
School Health (DASH) and the Johnson Foundation, the
Center for Adolescent Health and Development at the
University of Minnesota convened an invitational confer-
ence in June 2003 at the Wingspread Conference Center in
Racine, Wisc. The goal was to bring together key
researchers with representatives from government and the
educational and health sectors to identify the current state
of knowledge related to school connectedness, what the
research actually indicates, and from that body of knowl-
edge would it be possible to synthesize a set of core princi-
ples to guide schools across America.

To achieve that goal, six papers were commissioned;
some papers synthesized existing research while others
undertook new analyses to explore key issues under consid-
eration at the conference:

• Bishop JH, Bishop M, Gelbwasser L, Green S,
Peterson E, Rubinsztaj A, Zuckerman A. Why We
Harass Nerds and Freaks: A Formal Theory of Student
Culture and Norms

• Catalano RF, Haggerty KP, Oesterle S, Fleming CB,
Hawkins JD. The Importance of Bonding to School for
Healthy Development: Findings from the Social

Development Research Group
• Libbey HP. Measuring Student Relationships to

School: Attachment, Bonding, Connectedness, and
Engagement

• Klem AM, Connell JP. Relationships Matter: Linking
Teacher Support to Student Engagement and
Achievement

• McNeely C, Falci C. School Connectedness and the
Transition Into and Out of Health-Risk Behavior
Among Adolescents: A Comparison of Social
Belonging and Teacher Support

• Wilson D. The Interface of School Climate and School
Connectedness: An Exploratory Review and Study

Additionally, consultations were held with federal agen-
cies and non-governmental organizations committed to
improving education in America. These included: American
Association of School Administrators, Council of Chief
State School Officers, US Department of Health and
Human Services Maternal and Child Health Bureau and the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Division of
Adolescent and School Health, National Association of
Secondary School Principals, National Institute of Child
Health and Human Development, US Department of
Education Safe and Drug-Free Schools.

The invitational conference, “School Connectedness –
Strengthening Health and Educational Outcomes for
Teens,” was the outcome of the consultations. The confer-
ence was attended by representatives from national educa-
tion policy organizations, school superintendents,
principals, the US Departments of Defense, Education, and
Health and Human Services, The White House, Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, foundation officers, and
researchers. This special edition of the Journal of School
Health presents the commissioned papers together with the
Wingspread Declaration on School Connections. It is
supported through a grant from the Robert Wood Johnson
Foundation.

The first commissioned paper by Klem and Connell
illustrates the relationship between teacher support, student
engagement, and academic achievement. Using longitudi-
nal data from the First Things First school reform model
implemented in a large, urban school district, researchers
trace how students who feel supported by their teachers (a
measure of school connectedness) are more likely to be
engaged in their schooling than peers who do not experi-
ence such support. The more engaged a student is in school,
the better the academic performance and achievement.

In the second paper, Catalano et al discuss the role of
school connectedness in reducing health risk behaviors and
improving social and educational outcomes for children
and youth. Catalano and colleagues summarize findings
from two prevention programs created by the Social
Development Research Group at the University of
Washington. They examine nearly 20 years of longitudinal
data to determine the importance of school bonding for
healthy development and school-related outcomes.
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Dorian Wilson of the Center for the Study and
Prevention of Violence at the University of Colorado,
explores the relationships between school connectedness
and school climate (essentially the relationship between the
individual and the social context of school), and analyzes
data from the Safe Communities-Safe Schools initiative to
study how school connectedness and climate relate to
bullying. 

In the fourth paper, Bishop and colleagues at Cornell
University contribute additional insight with their study of
peer culture in schools and how it relates to students’ sense
of belonging in school. The authors explore the role of
labeling that students do to each other and its conse-
quences.

From the Center for Adolescent Health and
Development at the University of Minnesota, Libbey
provides an overview of the various terms and definitions
of school connectedness throughout the research literature
to clarify how it is used and what it means. Various
measurement tools are detailed, and a comparison chart
illustrates the various tools used across disciplines.

Finally, also from the University of Minnesota’s Center
for Adolescent Health and Development, McNeely and
Falci undertook a longitudinal analysis of the National
Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health) to
identify if the perception of teacher relationships or school
participation was more important in the concept of school
connectedness and also in reducing self-reported involve-
ment in health-risk behaviors. For every behavior they stud-
ied, the authors found that teacher relationships were key
both to postponing involvement and, for many behaviors,
reducing them once they began.

Based on both the empirical evidence presented in the
papers and small group discussions that were the predomi-

nant structure for the conference, participants crafted a
statement that has become identified as The Wingspread
Declaration on School Connections (page 233). Core
elements of the statement include:

1) Student success can be improved through strength-
ened bonds with school.

2) In order to feel connected, students must experience
high expectations for academic success, feel supported by
staff, and feel safe in their school.

3) Critical accountability measures can be impacted by
school connectedness such as: academic performance,
fighting, truancy, and drop out rates.

4) Increased school connectedness is related to educa-
tional motivation, classroom engagement, and better atten-
dance. These are then linked to higher academic
achievement.

5) School connectedness is also related to lower rates of
disruptive behavior, substance and tobacco use, emotional
distress, and early age of first sex.

6) School connectedness can be built through fair and
consistent discipline, trust among all members of the school
community, high expectations from the parents and school
staff, effective curriculum and teaching strategies, and
students feeling connected to at least one member of the
school staff.

This special publication is presented with the hope and
belief that we, the adults responsible for schools in
America, will use what we now know makes a difference to
create schools where every child and adolescent feels that
the adults in the school care about them as individuals and
their learning and where the school challenges every young
person to reach his or her maximal potential setting high
standards and coupling it with the supports needed to
succeed. �


