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As research has shown, peer acceptance is a key ingredient in creating a sense of belonging. And students who 
experience belonging are more motivated and engaged in learning. So, what do we know about students’ 
experiences of belonging and collaboration with peers prior to and throughout the COVID-19 pandemic?  

Prior to the pandemic, students rated both the degree to which they feel that most students are friendly to them, 
as well as the degree to which they feel that they can be themselves around other students the same: 61 percent 
of students rated each question positively.
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The analysis represented in this Spotlight report comes from our Students Weigh In, Part III: Learning & Well-Being during 
COVID-19 project. The below data is drawn from over half a million secondary student responses collected over 
three time periods: “Pre-COVID” (Fall 2010-Fall 2019), “Fall 2020” (September to December 2020), and “Spring 
2021” (January to May 2021). For more information on the survey sample and methodology, please see the “Survey 
Sample” section of the Students Weigh In, Part III report here.

STUDENTS WEIGH IN:

Spotlight on Belonging & Peer Collaboration

Yet, student experiences with these two facets of belonging diverged over the course of the pandemic. While 
perceptions of friendliness from peers increased, the proportion of students reporting that they feel they can be 
themselves around other students decreased. Just 55 percent of students in spring 2021 said that they felt they 
could be themselves around other students, a significant decline from fall 2020 and prior to the pandemic.

https://youthtruthsurvey.org/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/247662613_Students%27_Need_for_Belonging_in_the_School_Community
https://youthtruthsurvey.org/students-weigh-in-part3/
https://youthtruthsurvey.org/students-weigh-in-part3/
https://youthtruthsurvey.org/students-weigh-in-part3/#Sample
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Belonging & Peer Relationships

In Students’ Own Words: Help Us Collaborate 
“I miss being able to collaborate in person with other kids in my class.”  “I bond more over 
projects or even while sitting next to someone in class.” “I barely had the opportunity to work 
with others on projects and assignments or collaborate with my friends.” “My school can help by 
encouraging kids to create their own zoom meetings, use breakout rooms more often, or maybe 

find another app that can help.” “Even in person I feel teachers really care about turning in 
assignments and paying attention and not really how we interact with one another.” “This 
is a big issue because some students only have school to socialize and collaborate. When 
some of us go home, that's it; we spend the rest of our nights alone and by ourselves.”

Students’ open-ended comments revealed that during distance learning, students were aware that social 
relationships were missing from the learning experience.

A student’s feeling that they can “be themselves” is necessary to student belonging and opens pathways to other 
aspects that drive student success such as motivation, self-efficacy, and engagement with learning. Additionally, 
a students’ peer group offers an important developmental context that can promote prosocial behaviors. Creating 
opportunities for peers to develop their social networks through collaborative and interdependent learning is one 
way to jumpstart healthy connections. 

In spring 2021, just 44 percent of students said they work with other students in their classes when their teachers 
ask them to, and that percentage has stayed relatively consistent pre-COVID and throughout the pandemic.  
Meanwhile, only 25 percent of students in spring 2021 said they collaborate with others even when their teacher 
doesn’t ask them to. And student-initiated collaboration dropped notably during the pandemic by 11 percentage 
points. This question regarding frequency of student-initiated collaboration, in fact, received the lowest rating 
across all of the survey items studied in the Students Weigh In, Part III report.

- High school respondents, spring 2021

https://youthtruthsurvey.org/
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ABOUT YOUTHTRUTH 

YouthTruth is a national nonprofit that harnesses student and stakeholder feedback to help educators 
accelerate improvements. Through validated survey instruments and tailored advisory services, YouthTruth 
partners with schools, districts, and education funders to enhance learning for all students. To learn more 
about the research that informs our work, please visit www.youthtruthsurvey.org/resources.

	 youthtruthsurvey.org

 @youth_truth

Practitioner Strategies
Here are some activities to promote connections between students. Many of these work well in both virtual and 
in-person environments.

 » Create a culture of kindness with these tips from the Character Lab. 

 » Cultivate empathy using this Harvard Graduate School of Education’s Making Caring Common Project 
resource. 

 » Build community in the classroom with this 60-second protocol from Summit Preparatory Charter High 
School and Edutopia.

 » Use your school’s YouthTruth report as a starting point for a conversation with teachers and students. 
Consider using the School Reform Initiative’s “Looking at Data” protocol to help students and adults 
alike learn from data and agree on a plan of action.

Explore the full Students Weigh In Series
Education in the United States, as across the globe, 
changed dramatically when the COVID-19 pandemic 
forced schools across the country to close in spring 
2020 and over 50 million students were asked to 
learn remotely. 

In response to a stark lack of firsthand data about 
how the pandemic and school closures were affecting 
students’ lived experiences YouthTruth explores what 
students have to say about learning and well-being 
during COVID-19 in our three-part series.

Explore all three reports: 
youthtruthsurvey.org/resources

Belonging & Peer Relationships

https://youthtruthsurvey.org/
http://www.youthtruthsurvey.org/resources
https://youthtruthsurvey.org
https://twitter.com/Youth_Truth
https://youthtruthsurvey.org/backpack_action_studentsarefriendly/
https://youthtruthsurvey.org/backpack_action_bemyself/
https://youthtruthsurvey.org/backpack_action_feellikeapart/
https://youthtruthsurvey.org/products-services/
https://youthtruthsurvey.org/backpack_makingmeaningofresults/
https://youthtruthsurvey.org/resources/
https://youthtruthsurvey.org/resources/

