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Abstract: The present study investigates the role of sense of belonging on dropout intention in teacher education with a special focus on
immigrant teacher students. We present data from a survey of 925 German teacher students using two times of measurement. The results
confirm the significance of sense of belonging for the dropout rate among students in teacher education and support our hypotheses that
immigrant students show a lower sense of belonging and higher dropout intentions.
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Wo gehöre ich dazu? Bedeutung des Zugehörigkeitsgefühls im Lehramtsstudium

Zusammenfassung: Die vorliegende Studie untersucht die Bedeutung des Zugehörigkeitsgefühls von Lehramtsstudierenden für deren Stu-
dienabbruchintention mit besonderer Berücksichtigung von Studierenden mit Migrationshintergrund. Es wurden 925 deutsche Lehramts-
studierende zu zwei Messzeitpunkten befragt. Die Ergebnisse bestätigen die Bedeutung des Zugehörigkeitsgefühls für die Studienab-
bruchintention von Lehramtsstudierenden. Strukturgleichungsmodelle zeigen, dass Studierende mit Migrationshintergrund ein geringeres
Zugehörigkeitsgefühl und höhere Studienabbruchintention berichten.

Schlüsselwörter: Lehramtsstudium, Studierende mit Migrationshintergrund, Zugehörigkeitsgefühl, Studienabbruch

Internationally, the number of students with an immigrant
background in higher education is on the increase (Higher
Education Statistics Agency, 2018; McFarland et al.,
2018), yet students with an immigrant background are
still underrepresented in teacher education (Donlevy et
al., 2016). Nevertheless, teachers with an immigrant
background are in strong demand, for various reasons: to
act as cultural mediators, as role models for students, and
to positively affect the development and success of their
students (Ingersoll & May, 2011). Therefore, the call is
going out for more students with an immigrant back-
ground to opt for teacher education and to successfully
complete their studies and graduate (Lengyel & Rosen,
2015; Villegas & Lucas, 2004). At the same time, previous
research shows that teacher students with an immigrant
background face numerous difficulties at teacher educa-
tion institutions, complicating their path to successful
graduation and increasing their dropout intentions (Allen
et al., 2016; Basit et al., 2006; Donlevy et al., 2016). To
foster the academic success and retention of teacher
students with an immigrant background, more research is
needed to understand why students consider dropping out
of teacher education.

Closely linked to the academic success and retention of
students with an immigrant background is the concept of
sense of belonging, i. e., the fundamental human need to
build and maintain close relationships (Baumeister &
Leary, 1995; Clark et al., 2012; Robbins et al., 2004;
Zumbrunn et al., 2014). Although many studies report on
the importance of sense of belonging in higher education,
only a few studies have actually focused on teachers’ or
teacher students’ sense of belonging and its various
impacts (Bjorklund et al., 2020; Gillies, 2017; Skaalvik &
Skaalvik, 2011; Zander & Höhne, 2020). Seen against the
background of the rather unique structure of teacher
education programs in which students work in alternating
learning groups and various academic cultures, sense of
belonging may be of special importance to teacher
students. This paper focuses on whether sense of belong-
ing as a key factor of academic success can explain the
challenges that teacher students with an immigrant back-
ground face during teacher education (i. e., student drop-
out). We report findings from a study that investigated the
mediating role of sense of belonging in teacher-education
courses with a special focus on students with an immi-
grant background.
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Sense of Belonging in Higher
Education

The experience of feeling connected to other persons,
groups, organizations, or environments is described as a
sense of belonging and is distinct from other concepts like
loneliness, social support, or community (Baumeister
& Leary, 1995; Hagerty et al., 1992; Strayhorn, 2012). In
educational settings, sense of belonging refers to “the
extent to which students feel personally accepted, re-
spected, included, and supported by others” (Goodenow,
1993, p. 80).

As a result of basic need satisfaction, sense of belonging
is also reflected in Deci and Ryan’s self-determination
theory and associated with diverse positive consequences
such as academic achievement and well-being (Clark et
al., 2012; Deci & Ryan, 2000; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009;
Stebleton et al., 2014; Suhlmann et al., 2018). Both
correlational and experimental studies indicate a positive
impact on academic self-efficacy, motivation, achieve-
ment, and grades (e.g., Clark et al., 2012; Freeman et al.,
2007; Pittmann & Richmond, 2007; Walton et al., 2012;
Zumbrunn et al., 2014). Considerable research indicates
that especially minority students, such as female students
in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics
(STEM), first-generation students as well as students with
an immigrant background, feel a lower sense of belonging
than majority students (Cook et al., 2017; Höhne &
Zander, 2019a; Stebleton et al., 2014).

To develop a sense of belonging within a group or
environment, students need to feel valued and accepted,
and experience a fit between themselves and their context
through shared or complementary values, beliefs, and
expectations (Hagerty et al., 1992; Strayhorn, 2012;
Walton & Brady, 2017). Therefore, sense of belonging
depends on the particular social context (Strayhorn,
2012). Although the importance of sense of belonging for
academic success has been studied thoroughly in multiple
contexts, to the best of our knowledge, only a few studies
have investigated sense of belonging in the particular
context of teacher education (e.g., Bjorklund et al., 2020;
Zander & Höhne, 2020).

Depending on the country, teacher-education programs
consist of concurrent or consecutive structures or repre-
sent a mixture of both. In consecutive programs, future
teachers attend basic educational courses (e.g., pedagogy,
psychology, sociology) after having finished a subject-
specific degree (teaching subjects), whereas in concurrent
programs, teacher students simultaneously study aca-
demic subjects in addition to taking educational founda-
tion courses (Musset, 2009). The structure of concurrent
teacher education programs, in which simultaneous inte-

gration in alternating learning groups and various aca-
demic cultures is necessary, may particularly negatively
influence students’ sense of belonging. Therefore, this
paper focused on sense of belonging specifically in
teacher education courses and assessed students’ sense
of belonging for subject-specific and educational founda-
tion courses separately.

Sense of Belonging and Student Dropout

In his theoretical framework on student dropout, Tinto
(1975) argued that integration into social and academic
systems in institutions of higher education influences
student retention. Based on this theoretical approach, the
importance of sense of belonging for student dropout was
investigated rather thoroughly (Hausmann et al., 2007;
Hausmann et al., 2009; Lotkowski et al., 2004; Robbins
et al., 2004; Suhlmann et al., 2018; Thomas & Galambos,
2004). The results of these studies show that students in
higher education who feel a stronger sense of belonging
experience stronger intentions to persist. Nevertheless,
several authors demanded an adjustment to Tinto’s
model for students from diverse backgrounds (e.g.,
Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009; Xu &
Webber, 2018).

Immigrant Students in Higher Education

A variety of terms describe diversity within institutions of
higher education (Donlevy et al., 2016). The term immi-
grant background, which we use in this paper, is widely
used in OECD analyses and applies to those students who
are either foreign-born themselves or have at least one
foreign-born parent (OECD, 2018b). Some studies pre-
sented below also focus on ethnicity, which entails
students’ self-reported sense of belonging to an ethnic
group (e.g., Black or Asian), or foreign background, refer-
ring to students who are citizens of a foreign country
(Donlevy et al., 2016). Although the populations of these
studies may differ from our sample of immigrant stu-
dents, it seems likely that the situation of the students
with an immigrant background included in this study is, to
a great extent, comparable to the situation of those other
groups of students mentioned in the literature.

Internationally, the number of students with an immi-
grant background in higher education has increased in
recent years and will likely continue to do so in the
foreseeable future (McFarland et al., 2018). In Germany,
around 20% of undergraduate students have an immi-
grant background (Middendorff et al., 2017), a rate similar
to that found in other countries like the United Kingdom
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or the United States (Arbeit et al., 2016; Higher Education
Statistics Agency, 2018). A representative study on Ger-
man teacher education by Middendorff and colleagues
(2017) reported a rate of 20% of teacher students with an
immigrant background1.

Recent findings indicate that students with an immi-
grant background of all subjects face many difficulties at
institutions of higher education. Even during high school,
their academic achievement and grades are often lower
than those of their native classmates (Besa & Vietgen,
2017; OECD, 2018a). These disadvantages remain prev-
alent during higher education, and students with an
immigrant background thus tend to earn fewer academic
credits and are less likely to achieve good grades and
graduate successfully compared to their native peers
(Broecke & Nicholls, 2007; Greene et al., 2008; Severiens
& Wolff, 2008). This is also reflected in the fact that,
compared to native students, students with an immigrant
background drop out of their studies more frequently
(Ebert & Heublein, 2017; Zorlu, 2011). Immigrant teacher
students appear to face the same problems as immigrant
students in other subjects (Allen et al., 2016; Donlevy et
al., 2016).

The overall higher dropout rate for students with an
immigrant background may be due to specific factors,
which are generally associated with dropout and also
often apply to students with an immigrant background:
nontraditional routes to higher education, extrinsic study
motivation, financial problems, and their parents’ educa-
tional background (Ebert & Heublein, 2017). Students
whose parents do not have a university degree, often
called first-generation students, show less academic en-
gagement, receive lower grades, and are more likely to
drop out when compared to non-first-generation students
(Soria & Stebleton, 2012; Terenzini et al., 1996). First-
generation students with an immigrant background are
particularly at risk of dropping out (Ebert & Heublein,
2017).

In addition to these academic challenges, students with
an immigrant background also report social problems
such as a lack of social support, less contact with fellow
students, and experiences of discrimination on campus.
These experiences can negatively affect the well-being of
students, can result in student dropout, and can threaten
students’ sense of belonging at institutions of higher
education (Clark et al., 2012; Hurtado et al., 2007; Locks
et al., 2008). International research reveals and supports
the assumption that students with an immigrant back-
ground feel a lower sense of belonging (Clark et al., 2012;

Cook et al., 2017; Walton & Cohen, 2007) On the other
hand, a few studies (Hagerty et al., 1996; Hausmann et al.,
2007) failed to find any group differences regarding the
sense of belonging in immigrant and native students.

Walton and Cohen (2007) argue that developing a
strong sense of belonging is especially challenging for
immigrant students as members of an underrepresented
group, which is negatively categorized in academic and
professional settings. As a result, they are more sensitive
to their social relationships and more uncertain about
their sense of belonging (Walton & Brady, 2017; Walton
& Cohen, 2007). Another explanation is proposed by
Thomas (2002, 2012): Based on Pierre Bourdieu’s work
on cultural capital and habitus as the disposition to act in
certain ways influenced by interactions with family and
social institutions, Thomas argues that students whose
habitus is different from that of their higher education
institution experience a lower sense of belonging.

Against this background, the question arises whether
sense of belonging as a key factor of academic success can
explain the problems students with an immigrant back-
ground face during teacher education. In summary, the
theoretical approaches and empirical findings on the
situation of students with an immigrant background in
higher education suggest that students’ sense of belong-
ing plays an important role in terms of student dropout.
Therefore, we assumed that sense of belonging is an
explanatory and mediating factor in the relationship
between immigrant background and dropout intention.

Present Study

The present study investigated immigrant teacher stu-
dents’ sense of belonging in order to understand why
some students with an immigrant background do not
succeed as well as their fellow native students and how we
can increase their adjustment and retention rates at
teacher-education institutions. Based on data from Ger-
many (i. e., a country with concurrent teacher-education
programs), this study was the first to investigate the role
of sense of belonging for immigrant students’ dropout
intention in the special context of teacher education.

First, this paper examined the significance of sense of
belonging in the particular context of teacher education.
Based on general research on sense of belonging in higher
education, we hypothesized that teacher students – inde-
pendent of their immigrant backgrounds – with a stronger
sense of belonging in teacher education courses report

1 A special analysis of the 21st Social Survey of Deutsches Studentenwerk (Middendorff et al. (2017), conducted by the German Centre for Higher
Education Research and Science Studies (DZHW) at the author’s request.
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lower dropout intentions (Hypothesis 1). Since it is often
difficult to assess actual student dropout since many
students who drop out of higher education often also drop
out of the samples and are thus out of reach, we
considered the dropout intentions of students, which has
been identified as a strong predictor for actual student
dropout (e. g., Bean, 1982).

Second, we focused on students with an immigrant
background in teacher education. We aimed to further
replicate previous findings that reveal that teacher stu-
dents with an immigrant background show higher dropout
intentions than their native peers (Hypothesis 2). In line
with previous research, we expected teacher students
with an immigrant background to report a lower sense of
belonging than their native fellow students (Hypothesis 3).

Based on these hypotheses, we hypothesized that the
higher dropout intention found in students with an
immigrant background could be explained by a lower
sense of belonging in these students (Hypothesis 4).

Method

Sample and Study Design

Our sample consisted of 925 teacher students (68.2%
female) with a mean age of 22.48 years (SD = 3.50). 28.5%
were students with an immigrant background, which is
slightly higher than the rate of 20% reported in a
representative study of a similar population2. 15.4% of
these students were first-generation immigrants (i. e.,
foreign born themselves); 133 immigrant students shared
information on their country of origin. In our sample, the
largest subgroup consisted of immigrant students of
Turkish origin (14.0%), along with several smaller groups
(e.g., 4.9% Polish origin, 2.7% Russian origin).3

Our total sample included teacher students in different
semesters (M = 5.15, SD = 2.59) and from various subjects;
however, 51% were studying at least one subject in the
STEM domain. Grade point average (GPA) upon leaving
school was measured, with 1 being the highest and 6
being the lowest grade within the German school grading
system (M = 2.27, SD = 0.59, range = 1.0 –4.0). The
teacher students were enrolled in courses representing
the different school tracks of the German school system:
primary school (13.4%), lower and intermediate-track
school (14.8%), academic-track school (48.3%), voca-

tional-track school (16.1%), and special education (7.2%).
Participants came from four universities in different
federal states in Germany, each of which differs in terms
of size and type of degree. Universities 1 and 3 offer the
bachelor/master system, whereas students at University 2
graduate with a state examination, while University 4
recently changed from the state examination program to
the bachelor/master system. With up to 2,000 teacher
students, universities 3 and 4 represent smaller teacher
education institutions; universities 1 and 2, with 6,000 to
8,000 teacher students respectively, are comparatively
large teacher-education institutions.

Our data were collected as part of the research project
”Returns and Development of Educational Knowledge –

Validation of a Competence Test for Teacher Students”
(BilWiss-UV). Two measurement points were used in this
analysis. The first time of measurement (t1) originally
involved 925 teacher students and was conducted during
the summer of 2017. Participants were recruited through
the teacher-education courses they were attending. They
participated voluntarily and received compensation in the
form of a €25 voucher. Approximately 6 months later, 552
students participated again at the second time of meas-
urement (t2) and received compensation in the form of a
€30 voucher.

Measures

Immigrant background as our independent variable,
sense of belonging as the mediator, and the covariates
educational background, gender, age, final school GPA,
school track, university location, and subject of study
were measured at t1. At t2, we assessed the dependent
variable dropout intention and the participants’ respective
semester of study.

Immigrant background was measured at t1, considering
information about the students’ and their parents’ coun-
tries of birth. Students with immigrant backgrounds
consisted of participants who were born outside of
Germany or who had at least one parent who was born in
a country other than Germany (dummy coded as 1). Sense
of belonging was measured using a German version of a
subscale of the Student Engagement Scale from PISA
2000 (adapted from OECD, 2002). Because the scale was
originally used to measure students’ sense of belonging in
middle or academic-track schools, we adapted the items
for the university context. We assessed sense of belonging

2 A special analysis of the 21st Social Survey of Deutsches Studentenwerk (Middendorff et al. (2017), conducted by the German Centre for Higher
Education Research and Science Studies (DZHW) at the author’s request.

3 Based on 253 students who provided information on their immigrant background.
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in subject-specific and educational foundation courses
separately using five items each; items (e.g., “In my
interdisciplinary courses at university, I feel like an out-
sider”) were measured on a 6-point Likert scale. The
reliability of the scales was measured using coefficient
Omega (ω) (McDonald, 1999), which can be interpreted
similarly to that of Cronbach’s α. This resulted in ω = .84
for sense of belonging in subject-specific courses and ω =
.83 for sense of belonging in educational foundation
courses, indicating good internal consistency. Dropout
intention was measured using four items (e.g., “I am
seriously thinking of completely abandoning teacher
education.”, adapted from Ditton, 1998; Trautwein et al.,
2007). We adapted the scale to teacher education because
it was originally used to assess students’ dropout inten-
tions in general. Items were measured on a 6-point Likert
scale with sufficient reliability (ω = .83).

To control for potential confounds, we included educa-
tional background, gender, school track, university loca-
tion, and subject of study as covariates (categorical
covariates were dichotomized and dummy coded as 0/1).
Educational background is negatively associated with
students’ sense of belonging and dropout (Cook et al.,
2017; Soria & Stebleton, 2012). Keeping this in mind, we
assessed students’ educational backgrounds while con-
sidering information about their parents’ highest educa-
tional attainment. The distinction between first-genera-
tion students and non-first-generation students is well-
established (e.g., Ramos-Sánchez & Nichols, 2007; Soria
& Stebleton, 2012; Terenzini et al., 1996). Students whose
parents do not have a university degree were considered
as first-generation students (0 = non-first-generation stu-
dent; 1 = first-generation student). Given gender differ-
ences regarding students’ sense of belonging (Gopalan &
Brady, 2020), we assessed students’ gender using the
categories female, male, and other. In the latent models,
students’ gender was dummy coded (0/1), and female
was used as a reference category. Similar coding was also
applied to our covariates school track and university
location, where primary school and university 1 were used
as reference categories. Context variables such as univer-
sity location, school track, and subject of study were
included to determine the context dependence of our
construct of sense of belonging. The subjects of the study
were categorized as subjects in the STEM domain versus
other subjects4. Because age, semester, and prior academ-
ic achievement are associated with student dropout (Fike
& Fike, 2008; Heublein, 2014), we included them as
continuous covariates. Age, semester, and GPA were

assessed using self-reports. For all subsequent analyses,
GPA was recoded so that high values indicate high
achievement.

Data Analysis

Because our students are nested within four universi-
ties, our observations on the individual level may not be
independent from each other, thus leading to an inaccu-
rate estimation of standard errors. Therefore, we con-
ducted intraclass correlations (ICC) that do not indicate
substantial differences in students’ ratings of sense of
belonging in subject-specific courses (ICC1 = .01), sense of
belonging in educational foundation courses (ICC1 = .03),
and dropout intention (ICC1 = .02) among the four
universities in our sample. Against this background, and
keeping the small number of observations on level 2
(university location) in mind, we thus applied structural
equation modeling using MPlus Version 8 (Muthén &
Muthén, 2017). Our latent models were analyzed using
the TYPE = general command and the maximum like-
lihood estimator (ML).

To address Hypotheses 1 and 2, we conducted latent
regression models with dropout intention as a dependent
variable; to test Hypotheses 3 and 4, we conducted latent
mediation models. In each model, the relationship be-
tween immigrant background and dropout intention was
mediated by sense of belonging. We estimated separate
models for sense of belonging in subject-specific courses
and for sense of belonging in educational foundation
courses, since the model fits decreased considerably in a
shared model. As model fit indices the chi-square values,
the comparative fit index (CFI), the root mean square
error of approximation (RMSEA), and the standardized
root mean square residual (SRMR) are reported (Chen,
2007). CFI values higher than .95 reflect an excellent fit,
whereas values less than or equal to .05 are considered a
good fit for the RMSEA and SRMR values. Moreover, the
Wald test was used to calculate the difference between
the null and our alternative models (e. g., Ward &
Ahlquist, 2018). All significance testing was undertaken
at the .05 level.

Missing Data

Like many other empirical studies, we also face the
problem of missing values in our data because some

4 The coding is based on the categorization of the German network “Go MINT,” which is supported by the Competence Center Technology-
Diversity-Equal Opportunities e. V. (2019) of the Federal Ministry of Education and Research.
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participants did not answer all the items or dropped out of
the study. The rate of missing values was acceptable for
most variables (0.2% for subject of study; 7.6% for GPA).
Because we measured the variables dropout intention and
semester of the study only at t2, students’ ratings were
missing for 41.8% of the sample. In dropout analyses
(results were estimated using SPSS Version 26, IBM Corp.,
2019), we found statistically significant differences in
terms of age, GPA, gender, educational background, and
university location among the participants who participat-
ed at both times of measurement and those who dropped
out after t1. Students who participated twice reported a
stronger sense of belonging in subject-specific courses, t =
-.3.89, p = .001, and educational foundation courses, t =
2.74, p = .019.

To address missing data and increase statistical power,
we estimated missing data by employing multiple impu-
tations using Mplus Version 8 (Muthén & Muthén, 2017).
This approach is highly recommended in methodological
literature and superior to traditional methods such as list-
wise deletion because it avoids the over- and under-
estimation of parameters (Enders, 2010; Peugh & Enders,
2004; Schafer & Graham, 2002). We conducted 30
imputed datasets in which all missing data were replaced
by plausible values, using all information on students’
gender, age, educational and immigrant background,
GPA, semester, type of subject, and school track, as well
as information on sense of belonging and dropout inten-
tion in the imputation process. Moreover, we used
completed information on students’ university location
as an auxiliary variable. All parameter estimates and
standard errors were combined following Rubin’s (1987)
rules.

Results

The descriptive statistics of our central variables are
presented in Table 1. On average, students felt a strong
sense of belonging in subject-specific and educational
foundation courses compared to the midpoint of the scale
(theoretical mean = 3.5). Furthermore, students reported
low dropout intentions, again compared to the theoretical
mean of 3.5.

Latent bivariate correlations of all variables are pre-
sented in Table 2. Latent correlations show that sense of
belonging in subject-specific and educational foundation
courses were statistically related, and both factors were
negatively associated with dropout intention. The nega-
tive correlations indicate that stronger sense of belonging
in teacher education courses is related to lower dropout
intentions.

Latent Regression Models

To address our first hypothesis regarding whether inten-
tion to drop out of teacher education was predicted by
sense of belonging, we estimated two separate latent
regression models for sense of belonging in subject-
specific courses and for sense of belonging in educational
foundation courses with dropout intention as a dependent
variable (Models 1a & 1b, see Figure 1). As hypothesized,
the model results showed that sense of belonging in
subject-specific courses predicted dropout intentions.
Similar results were found for sense of belonging in
educational foundation courses. The model fit of the
regression models were excellent at Χ²22 = 45.85, p =
.002, CFI = .99, RMSEA = .03, SRMR = .05 for the
subject-specific courses, and Χ²22 = 34.54, p = .043, CFI =
.99, RMSEA = .03, SRMR = .03 for the educational
foundation courses. To investigate Hypothesis 2, i. e.,
whether students with an immigrant background report
higher dropout intentions, we conducted a latent regres-
sion model with immigrant background predicting drop-
out intentions (Model 2, see Figure 1). As expected, results
showed that students with an immigrant background
report higher dropout intentions. The model fit was
excellent at Χ²4 = 7.01, p = .136, CFI = .99, RMSEA = .03,
SRMR = .02.

Latent Mediation Models

Subsequently, we investigated whether sense of belonging
as a mediator might explain why students with an
immigrant background reported higher dropout inten-
tions. Therefore, in the next step, we set up two separate
mediation models that added the latent mediator sense of
belonging (Models 3a & 3b, see Table 3). The model
results showed that immigrant background directly pre-
dicted sense of belonging in subject-specific courses. We
found similar results for sense of belonging in educational
foundation courses: Immigrant background directly pre-
dicted sense of belonging. After we added the mediator
variables into the models, the direct effects of immigrant
status on dropout intention decreased. This applied for
sense of belonging in subject-specific courses as well as

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for central variables (N = 925)

M SD Range

Sense of belonging – subject-specific 4.93 0.90 2–6

Sense of belonging – educational foundation 4.62 0.94 2–6

Dropout intention 1.96 0.95 1–6

Note. Means (M) and standard deviations (SD).
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for educational foundation courses. Regarding indirect
effects, the results showed significant indirect effects of
immigrant background on dropout intention, mediated by
sense of belonging in subject-specific courses, β = .093, p
= .001, and educational foundation courses, β = .040, p =
.001. The model fit of the mediation models was excellent
(see Table 3).

In the final step, we added the covariates predicting
sense of belonging and dropout intention (see Figure 2).
All standardized coefficients and effect sizes are present-
ed in Table 3. The pattern of results stayed mainly the
same, whereas the path coefficients of the direct effects of
immigrant background on dropout intention and sense of
belonging decreased. The indirect effects were significant
with β = .018, p = .034 for subject-specific courses, and β =
.040, p = .001 for educational foundation courses. The
size of the indirect effects can be considered very small.
Regarding the covariates, the model results showed lower
dropout intentions for older students. Students identifying
with the third gender reported higher dropout intentions.
Moreover, male students reported a lower sense of
belonging in subject-specific courses than female stu-
dents, whereas students with higher prior achievement
(GPA) report a stronger sense of belonging. Compared to
our reference group (University 1), students at University
3 reported a stronger sense of belonging in educational
foundation courses, whereas students at University 2
reported a stronger sense of belonging in subject-specific
courses and lower dropout intentions.

Discussion

Sense of Belonging in Teacher Education

In line with Hypothesis 1, our results showed that teacher
students who felt a lower sense of belonging in their
teacher education courses at university revealed more
doubts about their studies. Similar results have already
been found in several other contexts at institutions of
higher education (e.g., Hausmann et al., 2009; Suhlmann
et al., 2018). But, as far as we know, our study was the first
to investigate sense of belonging in teacher education at
the university level. The separate measurement of sense
of belonging in subject-specific and educational founda-
tion courses allowed us to take a closer look at differences
between these courses of teacher education. A possible
explanation might be the different organizational struc-
tures. In subject-specific courses, students mainly choose
their courses based on a structured curriculum and study
more or less in a cohort, which is why most students know
each other since the first semester. The organizationalTa
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structure of educational foundation courses differs be-
tween teacher education institutions. This is also reflected
in our results, as we found differences between the
universities in our sample. In summary, our results high-

light the special situation of teacher education students
and support the necessity to separately assess sense of
belonging for these two parts of university studies.

Table 3. Results of mediation models without covariates (Models 3) and with covariates (Models 4)

Subject-specific Educational foundation

Direct effects on dropout
intention

Direct effects on sense of
belonging

Direct effects on dropout
intention

Direct effects on sense of
belonging

Predictors β SE p β SE p β SE p β SE p

Models 3:

Immigrant background .235 .092 .011 -.361 .083 .001 .271 .092 .001 -.273 .083 .001

Sense of belonging -.258 .046 .001 -.177 .042 .001

R² .088 .026 .001 .027 .012 .031 .052 .019 .007 .015 .009 .103

Models 4:

Immigrant background .096 .045 .033 -.162 .040 .001 .117 .044 .008 -.097 .039 .014

Sense of belonging -.247 .046 .001 -.182 .044 .001

First-generation student .030 .041 .464 -.023 .039 .549 .013 .041 .753 -.064 .038 .097

Age -.108 .054 .045 .006 .054 .911 -.104 .053 .049 .032 .055 .563

GPA -.056 .045 .220 .111 .043 .010 -.076 .045 .094 -.035 .042 .400

Gender – male .036 .046 .428 -.151 .040 .001 .058 .046 .205 -.072 .039 .065

Gender – other .100 .048 .038 -.033 .039 .396 .100 .048 .036 -.044 .040 .267

Track – lower/intermediate .041 .059 .490 .016 .054 .766 .019 .059 .755 -.101 .054 .061

Track – academic .058 .072 .423 .072 .067 .279 .029 .072 .690 -.052 .066 .432

Track – special -.003 .048 .946 -.007 .048 .876 -.015 .048 .755 -.070 .047 .135

Track – vocational -.010 .069 .890 .027 .065 .681 -.028 .070 .688 -.053 .065 .415

University 2 -.112 .054 .038 .103 .050 .040 -.146 .054 .007 -.053 .050 .286

University 3 -.015 .051 .762 .084 .048 .083 -.007 .052 .892 .150 .048 .002

University 4 .023 .056 .673 .002 .041 .957 .013 .056 .812 -.048 .041 .238

STEM subject -.032 .048 .513 -.022 .044 .612 -.040 .048 .411 -.07 .043 .102

Semester .044 .051 .388 -.036 .065 .576 .029 .051 .564 -.134 .070 .056

R² .076 .020 .001 .144 .032 .001 .117 .031 .001 .081 .022 .001

Note. Significant at p < .05 in gray. Fit indices models 3: Χ²29 = 58.92, p < .001, CFI = .99, RMSEA = .03, SRMR = .05 for the subject-specific courses, Χ²29 =
46.23, p = .022, CFI = .99, RMSEA = .03, SRMR = .03 for the educational foundation courses. Fit indices models 4: Χ²127 = 337.353, p < .001, CFI = .929, RMSEA
= .042, SRMR = .035, Wald-Χ²31= 115.316, p < .000 for the subject-specific courses, Χ²127 = 299.913, p < .001, CFI = .936, RMSEA = .038, SRMR = .031, Wald-
Χ²31= 105.501, p < .000 for the educational foundation courses.

Figure 1. Latent regression models, including standardized coefficients. * p < 0.5, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.

8 K. Wolf et al., “I Don’t Really Belong Here”

Zeitschrift für Entwicklungspsychologie und Pädagogische Psychologie (2021), 53 (1-2), 1–14 © 2021 The Author(s). Distributed as a
Hogrefe OpenMind article under the license

CC BY 4.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0)

 h
ttp

s:
//e

co
nt

en
t.h

og
re

fe
.c

om
/d

oi
/p

df
/1

0.
10

26
/0

04
9-

86
37

/a
00

02
33

 -
 T

hu
rs

da
y,

 A
pr

il 
25

, 2
02

4 
10

:5
3:

52
 A

M
 -

 I
P 

A
dd

re
ss

:3
.1

31
.1

3.
19

4 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0


Immigrant Students in Teacher Education

Similar to previous findings (e.g., Allen et al., 2016; Basit
et al., 2006), and in line with Hypothesis 2, our results
indicate that students with an immigrant background are
more likely to report dropout intentions. In our study, we
focused on immigrant background as one possible aspect
of student diversity. However, other studies resonate
findings investigating student subgroups such as ethnic
minority students (e. g., Broecke & Nicholls, 2007; Clark
et al., 2012). In the overview, the studies show similar
results, indicating that minority students are at higher risk
of educational failure than most other students. As our
results show, the link between immigrant background and
student dropout remains, even while simultaneously con-
sidering students’ educational backgrounds, which is
closely linked to their immigrant backgrounds. Our find-
ings are therefore evidence that, beyond our covariates,
students’ immigrant backgrounds seem to be of particular
importance for their dropout intentions.

InHypothesis 3,we investigated the importance of sense
of belonging especially for students with an immigrant
background, finding that these students reported a lower

sense of belonging in educational foundation and in
subject-specific courses. Therefore, our findings replicat-
ed previous findings on general university studies (e. g.,
Clark et al., 2012; Cook et al., 2017).

Because the feeling of belonging is closely tied to
individual values and experiences, as well as social and
cultural identity (Strayhorn, 2012), it might also be
interesting to consider other constructs associated with
immigrant background, like students’ social and cultural
identity or their first language. There is still limited
empirical evidence that investigates this association,
especially in teacher education (e.g., Bjorklund et al.,
2020; Gillies, 2017; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011). Conse-
quently, more research is needed to understand why
students with an immigrant background feel a lower sense
of belonging. Researchers might therefore consider qual-
itative interviews with immigrant students to gain deeper
insights into their experiences (e.g., Meinhardt & Zittlau,
2009; Morley, 2003; Naumann, 2011).

In the next step, we investigated whether sense of
belonging might explain why students with an immigrant
background reported higher dropout intentions. Our
results support Hypothesis 4, i. e., that sense of belonging

Figure 2. Latent mediation models, including standardized coefficients. * p < 0.5, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
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in subject-specific and educational foundation courses
could explain the link between immigrant background
and dropout intention. This finding is not surprising given
that immigrant background and sense of belonging are
just two out of many possible factors influencing student
dropout. As a complex process, student dropout is influ-
enced by many internal and external factors (Heublein,
2014; Robbins et al., 2004), which is why only small parts
of the variance in students’ dropout intentions were
explained in our model and why the indirect effect sizes
were small.

Nevertheless, our study provided a new perspective on
sense of belonging in teacher education. Although the
effect sizes of our study were small, we consider them to
be practically relevant since, in contrast to many other
factors, sense of belonging can actually be fostered by the
institutions themselves. In contrast to other factors asso-
ciated with student dropout, like educational background,
personality traits, strained financial situation, or lack of
family support, sense of belonging can actually be influ-
enced and changed by educators and institutions (see the
section “Practical Implications”). It seems important to
further explore how institutions of higher education can
improve immigrant students’ sense of belonging in order
to reduce student dropout rates.

Strengths and Limitations

We relied on a strong database of German teacher
students from different teacher training programs, differ-
ent school tracks, and different subjects of study. This
allows us to generalize our results across different institu-
tions and courses within teacher education. Because
much of the presented literature comes from US-Ameri-
can research, our study is a valuable contribution to
examining the role of sense of belonging against the
background of the German concurrent teacher-education
system.

However, we investigated teacher students only in
Germany. The generalizability of our findings to other
European countries or other educational systems (e.g.,
consecutive systems) requires further investigation. Be-
cause of a lack of consistency in indicators used to
describe students’ diversity (e. g., immigrant status, ethnic
minority background), no comparative data exist for the
whole of Europe. Although prior studies showed similar
findings for immigrant and ethnic minority students, it is
important to consider the different indicators used in
different studies or countries.

The previous studies presented above are mainly cross-
sectional and of a correlational nature, which means that
they cannot provide conclusions about causal effects. By

including two measurement times and applying complex
statistical methods like structural equation modeling, our
study extends previous research. However, there was a
very short time interval between our two times of
measurement, and we did not implement an experimental
design. Thus, causal interpretations should only be made
with extreme caution. To capture the development of
sense of belonging and its long-term effects, future
research would benefit from more measurement times
throughout the course of study. Furthermore, we used
self-report measures to assess sense of belonging and
dropout intention, thus running the risk that social desir-
ability may have influenced students’ responses. Follow-
ing a multiperspective approach on sense of belonging
might be particularly interesting for future research.

When interpreting our results, it is also important to
note that, although ICCs and number of observations on
level 2 are small, there still is a risk of inflation in Type I
errors, which could lead to incorrect conclusions (Musca
et al., 2011). Based on Baumeister and Leary (1995) and
Goodenow (1993), we conceptualized sense of belonging
in terms of social attachment, acceptance, and connected-
ness. A considerable amount of research also considers
ability or academic belonging as a second facet of
belongingness in educational or professional settings,
which refers to doubts about one’s abilities, skills, aca-
demic capacities, or intellectual fit in a specific domain
(Banchefsky et al., 2019; Höhne & Zander, 2019b; Lewis
& Hodges, 2015; Skourletos et al., 2013). Results indicate
that it may be worthwhile to expand the concept of sense
of belonging in future research.

When interpreting our results, it is also important to
keep in mind that we did not assess actual student
dropout. Although dropout intention is one of the stron-
gest predictors (Bean, 1982), intentions should not be
equated with actual dropout. More work is thus needed to
reach the target group and to find out more about their
reasons for dropping out. Therefore, qualitative studies
might provide interesting results (e. g., Szencsi & Spill-
man, 2012).

Practical Implications

Our findings indicate that sense of belonging can be a
positive influence on teacher students and the doubts they
have about their course of study. Fostering teacher
students’ sense of belonging might be a valuable approach
that can be used to support their academic success and
retention.

Prior research indicates that increasing peer interac-
tions and supportive contact between students and staff
might enhance students’ sense of belonging (Cook et al.,
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2017; Zumbrunn et al., 2014). Findings suggest that the
academic and social support of lecturers, like well-
implemented instruction, respectful and meaningful in-
teractions, and student feedback, are important for
students’ sense of belonging (Cook et al., 2017; Freeman
et al., 2007; Zumbrunn et al., 2014). To increase peer
interactions, lecturers might create learning environ-
ments that require student cooperation. Goodenow
(1993) investigated sense of belonging in school and
supported the idea of using cooperative learning activities,
peer tutoring, or school projects to strengthen students’
cooperation and, in turn, foster their sense of belonging.

Increasing student activities outside higher education
courses may also be useful. Even outside of the classroom,
students’ cooperation can influence students’ sense of
belonging (Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Szencsi & Spillman,
2012). As a result, institutions of higher education should
also encourage extracurricular student activities like
student groups or other social activities. Maintaining
social contacts, especially during the orientation phase,
influences how students adjust themselves, which, in turn,
is closely linked to the development of sense of belonging
(Hausmann et al., 2009; Hurtado et al., 2007). First
experimental studies have already yielded promising
results, showing the effectiveness of special interventions
to enhance college and university students’ sense of
belonging (Marksteiner et al., 2019; Walton & Cohen,
2011; Walton et al., 2012). Moreover, prior research
indicates that it is important to create an inclusive climate
and diverse learning environments (Hurtado & Ruiz
Alvarado, 2015).

Regarding our sample of teacher students, the en-
hancement of sense of belonging during teacher educa-
tion offers another advantage. As disseminators and
prospective teachers, teacher students’ own experiences
with sense of belonging and their knowledge about
positive consequences might help foster their own stu-
dents’ sense of belonging when subsequently working as
teachers in schools (see also Gillies, 2017).

Our results hint at the existence of a group of students
with a particular need for support, namely, students with
an immigrant background. Although supporting students
with an immigrant background to help them be as
successful as their native fellow students may be a
valuable contribution toward improving educational
equality, this idea also involves the risk of stigmatization
and labeling. Special treatment could label students with
an immigrant background, in general, as at-risk students
and thus strengthen their feelings of being different
(Kimmelmann & Lang, 2014). In addition, special treat-
ment for students with an immigrant background may not
be appreciated or required by the students themselves
(Szencsi & Spillman, 2012). The problem of generalization

is further reinforced by the fact that students with an
immigrant background are a very heterogeneous group;
findings are often highly dependent on the country of
origin and immigrant generation (Besa & Vietgen, 2017;
Jackson et al., 2012). Unfortunately, our sample size did
not allow for an examination of the different experiences
of student subgroups. This involves the danger of over-
generalizing the experiences of the most dominant groups
of students. Researchers might therefore consider an
oversampling of students with an immigrant background
to analyze different subgroups in more detail.

Conclusion

Overall, there is still limited empirical evidence on
students with an immigrant background in general and
especially in teacher education (Donlevy et al., 2016;
Lengyel & Rosen, 2015). Our research could be the
starting point for taking a closer look at the potential of
sense of belonging in teacher education. Overall, future
research and interventions of institutions of higher edu-
cation should focus on and support at-risk students,
regardless of their immigrant background. Most impor-
tantly, these students should receive support that meets
their needs in order to successfully graduate.
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