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• The target population for the current study is African 
American/Black (AA/B) students, a subsample was selected that 
included approximately 3,763 students. 

• Research indicates that AA/B public school students often feel 
marginalized in public school settings, manifesting low academic 
achievement and a feeling of disconnections from academic 
environments.

• This study examines the relationship between motivation and 
sense of belonging among AA/B high school students with IEPs as 
well as whether there is any differences in sense of belonging to 
students’ school environments based on gender.

• To determine the relationship between variables an Inferential 
analysis was conducted utilizing Pearson Correlation Analysis and 
a Mann-Whitney U Test.

• Study results revealed that when AA/B students with IEPs feel an 
increased sense of belonging, they feel more motivated. Results 
also indicated that females’ and males’ sense of school belonging 
scores did not significantly differ. 

ABSTRACT

INTRODUCTION

Research Design
The current study is a secondary analysis that used the data from the 
first through third waves of the High School Longitudinal Study 
(HSLS:09). The measurement points for HSLS:09 included baseline data 
collection from 2009-2010; the first follow-up in Spring 2012; a 
postsecondary follow-up in 2013. 

Sample and Sampling Method
A total of 21,444 students participated in HSLS:09, of which 3,763 were 
identified as AA/B, with approximately 10% of the broader subject pool 
reporting having an IEP. Data was collected via convenience sampling 
and students were surveyed.

METHODS

Motivation and Sense of Belonging 
Pearson's correlation coefficient (Spearman’s rho) was computed on
the scale of school motivation and the scale of student’s sense of
belonging and indicated a statistically significant and positive
relationship between the scale of school motivation and the scale of
student’s sense of belonging, r(308) = .171, p = .008. Higher levels of
school motivation are associated with an increased student’s sense of
belonging. Thus, when AA/B students feel an increased sense of
belonging they feel more motivated to achieve in school.

Difference between Males’ and Females’ Sense of Belonging
A Mann-Whitney U Test was used to examine the difference between
males' and females' sense of belonging among AA/B high school
students with IEPs. The results revealed that the scale of student’s
sense of school belonging scores of males (Mean rank = 159.57) was
not significantly different from the scale of student’s sense of school
belonging scores of females (Mean rank = 147.44; U = 9874, p = .260).
Moreover, the hypothesis of race, disability, and gender creating an
exponential effect on AA/B males with IEPs is not supported.

RESULTS

DISCUSSION

Limitations
• The research questions posed for the current study were very 

specific and made it difficult to control for AA/B high students 
with IEPs.

• The design of HSLS:09 created issues of the sample size not being 
representative of the AA/B students with IEPs and a reduction in 
the sample size.

• Methodologically HSLS:09 did not account for the diversity of 
genders as it only collected data for two genders.

Implications for Research, Policy, and Social Work Practice
• Results highlight potential damaging impact of the disparity in 

SpEd referrals for AA/B students.
• Recommendation for more studies that attend to the plight of 

AA/B girls with disabilities in the K-12 public system.
• On a national policy level mandate school districts to develop a 

reduction plan with requisite focus areas and evaluation for 
accountability purposes to ensure that students are not subjected 
to restricted learning and demotivation dynamics. 

• Recommendation for future studies to include moving beyond 
correlational research to experimental studies to isolate cause-
and-effect relationships.
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Significance
• To help social work practitioners and educators arrive at 

practical and systemic solutions that can ultimately help close 
the education opportunity gap for AA/B high school students with 
disabilities. 

• To contribute to the body of knowledge about student sense of 
belonging by using a multi-axis explanation of structural 
inequalities related to the intersectional nature of race, gender, 
and disability.

Purpose
To provide insightful solutions to the disproportionality problem.

Research Questions
1. What is the relationship between student motivation and a sense 

of belonging among AA/B high school students with IEPs?
2. Is there a difference between males’ and females’ sense of 

belonging among AA/B high school students with IEPs?

Hypothesis
• A positive relationship between student motivation and their 

sense of belonging. 
• The intersection of disability, race, and gender creates an 

exponential effect on AA/B male students with IEPS, whereby 
they experience low attachment to their school community and 
feel less motivated to excel academically.

Shalonda Ibrahim-Abubakar
Department of Social Work

The Relationship between Sense of Belonging and Motivation among 
African American/Black Students with IEPs 

LITERATUE REVIEW
• Historically, AA/B and disabled children have been the two 

largest groups subjected to exclusion in schools.
• AA/B students placed in restrictive educational settings are 

disciplined at higher rates than their peers.
• Research highlights how AA/B students are disproportionately 

referred to SpEd programs compared to their White peers.
• Teacher bias is a major driving factor of disproportionality.
• Studies tend to focus on AA/B boys ignoring the plight of AA/B 

girls in the K-12 setting.
• Previous studies tend to be older than ten years and focus on 

the relationship between motivation and self-determination 
or a sense of belonging and motivation among groups outside 
this study's focus. 

• Studies have paid little attention to contextual factors 
related to motivation and student sense of belonging (Allen & 
Bowles, 2012).

Measures 
The current study extracted the following 
variables. 

Independent variables (first wave): 
• Individualized education plan (X1IEPFLAG)  
• The student is Black/African American 

(X1BLACK).

Dependent variables (first and second wave): 
• Scale of school motivation (X2BEHAVEIN)
• Scale of student's sense of belonging 

(X1SCHOOLBEL)
• Student's sex (X1SEX).
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