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Abstract 

Sense of academic futility entails feelings of having no control over ones’ educational 

success. Although mounting evidence points to its negative consequences for students’ 

educational outcomes, less is known about its socio-contextual antecedents. Relatedly, the 

current study explored how fair and supportive relationships with teachers are related to the 

sense of academic futility and if class belonging mediates this link in a sample of adolescents 

with immigrant and non-immigrant backgrounds. A total of 1,065 7th-grade students 

(Mage=13.12; SD=0.42; 45% girls) from 55 classrooms completed questionnaires at two time 

points one year apart. Results of multilevel analyses indicated that fair and supportive 

relationships with teachers contributed to decreases in sense of academic futility at the 

individual but not at the classroom level. No mediation or moderation effects emerged. These 

findings highlight the crucial role of democratic student-teacher relationships in supporting 

the positive school adjustment of all students in increasingly multicultural societies. 

 

Keywords: sense of academic futility; class belonging; student-teacher relationship; 

immigrant and non-immigrant adolescents 
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Student-Teacher Relationships and Sense of Academic Futility: Longitudinal 

Associations Among Early Adolescents of Immigrant and Non-Immigrant Background 

Adolescents spend a significant amount of their time at school. The classroom context 

is therefore a crucial environment where youth develop and learn through meaningful 

interactions with their teachers and peers (Juvonen & Knifsend, 2016). According to the 

stage-environment fit theory (Eccles & Midgley, 1989), a lack of fit between features of the 

classroom context (e.g., negative relationships with teachers and classmates) and the 

developing needs of adolescents might be at the core of negative self-perceptions and lower 

academic motivation (Roeser et al., 2000; Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2006). When students’ 

needs of belonging, identity formation, and autonomy are satisfied in the classroom 

environment through positive and supportive relationships with adults and peers, adolescents 

develop positive beliefs about their abilities and chances of success in the educational domain, 

which in turn influence their current and future motivation and engagement in academic tasks 

(Eccles, 2004). Conversely, when students perceive to have little or no control over their 

academic success and failure—a so-called sense of academic futility (Brookover & Schneider, 

1975; Straková et al., 2023)—they might stop trying and progressively disengage from 

school, with adverse short- and long-term consequences, such as lower motivation (e.g., 

Agirdag et al., 2012) and poorer academic outcomes (e.g., Van Houtte & Stevens, 2010).  

The construct of academic futility evaluates students’ feelings of functioning well in 

the school context (Straková et al., 2023) and has been linked to negative academic outcomes 

(e.g., Agirdag et al., 2012; Vandelannote & Demanet, 2021). However, less is known about 

the socio-contextual antecedents of sense of academic futility, which is likely to be influenced 

by students’ interactions with others in their educational environment. Therefore, the primary 

goal of the present study is to understand the extent to which the quality of a fundamental 

relationship in the class (i.e., the student-teacher relationship) contributes to the development 
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of sense of academic futility and to investigate whether sense of class belonging explains this 

link in a sample of early adolescents of immigrant and non-immigrant background in Sweden. 

Such knowledge is crucial to prevent adolescents’ disengagement from and poor adjustment 

to the school context. 

Sense of Academic Futility among Adolescents  

Young people with a high sense of academic futility perceive to have no control over 

their success and failure in the school context (Straková et al., 2023) and that no matter how 

hard they work, they will never be able to succeed and secure a good job (Van Houtte & 

Stevens, 2008). Consequently, they are less motivated (Agirdag et al., 2012; Van Houtte & 

Stevens, 2010), report lower academic involvement (Van Houtte & Stevens, 2010) and 

achievement (Agirdag et al., 2011), engage in higher levels of school misconduct (e.g., Van 

Houtte & Stevens, 2008), and have lower chances of enrolling in higher education (e.g., 

Vandelannote & Demanet, 2021). Developing a high sense of futility may thus be a barrier for 

adolescents to engage and succeed in school and to hold future aspirations. 

Despite recent efforts to understand the consequences of sense of academic futility for 

adolescents’ school adjustment, limited knowledge is available regarding the factors that may 

play a role in the development of feelings of futility. The available studies mostly focused on 

individual antecedents of sense of futility. For instance, students coming from families with 

low socio-economic status (SES) and those attending lower educational tracks (e.g., 

technical/vocational) were found to report stronger feelings of helplessness in the educational 

domain (Agirdag et al., 2012; Straková et al., 2023; Van Houtte & Stevens, 2010, 2015). 

Further, ethnic minority adolescents who experienced discrimination at school were more 

likely to have a high sense of academic futility (e.g., D’hondt et al., 2016). While at the 

individual level, academic futility can be conceived as a personal sense of helplessness 

concerning one’s educational attainment, at the classroom or school level it can be defined as 
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a shared culture among members of that group. That is, “futility culture” (Wilson, 1959) 

entails feelings of futility shared among the students within the same niche (i.e., class or 

school), which were found to be more prevalent in technical/vocational tracks and in schools 

attended by a high percentage of students reporting a low SES (Straková et al., 2023; Van 

Houtte & Stevens, 2010). Together, these findings highlight the interplay between school 

structural aspects, individual-level sense of academic futility, and school-level futility culture. 

However, there is rather limited knowledge on whether (and how) social and relational 

aspects of the classroom context, such as perceived teacher fairness, contribute to a sense of 

academic futility among adolescents of immigrant and non-immigrant backgrounds. 

The Role of Perceived Teacher Fairness on Adolescents’ Sense of Futility 

Relying on the premises of the attachment theory (Verschueren & Koomen, 2012) and 

the social support perspective (Wentzel, 2002), it has been highlighted that close and 

supportive relationships with teachers may create a secure base for students across different 

developmental periods (Wentzel, 2016). Such relationships may provide students with 

opportunities to develop autonomy and competence (Ruzek et al., 2016), foster their feelings 

of being valued members of the classroom (Allen et al., 2018), and in turn support positive 

self-perceptions, intrinsic motivation, and involvement in the school context (Wang & Eccles, 

2012). In addition to closeness and support in the student-teacher relationship, a growing 

body of research emphasizes the importance of a sense of justice and fairness in such 

relationships (e.g., Chen & Cui, 2019; Gini et al., 2018).  

Perceived fairness refers to the quality of relationships with significant others and 

entails feelings of equity, reciprocity, and acknowledgment (Kuperminc et al., 2013; Suldo et 

al., 2008). Based on the conceptual argument of the equity theory (Adams, 1965), adolescents 

are likely to engage in social comparisons with their peers and thus become more aware of 

and sensitive to how they are treated in relevant social contexts by authority figures, such as 



SENSE OF ACADEMIC FUTILITY 

8 

 

teachers (e.g., Hjern et al., 2008; Molinari & Mameli, 2018). Supporting these arguments, it 

has been shown that fair and equal treatment by teachers enhances students’ sense of 

belonging to the class (Molinari et al., 2013), school adjustment (Bayram Özdemir & 

Özdemir, 2019), and well-being (Suldo et al., 2009). Conversely, unfair treatment by teachers 

has been associated with bullying (Lenzi et al., 2014), violent behavior (Vieno et al., 2011), 

distress (Gini et al., 2018), and lack of school engagement (Berti et al., 2010). Overall, these 

findings highlight the crucial role played by fairness in influencing individual and 

interpersonal adjustment in the school context. 

Besides serving the psychological needs of justice and equity, how teachers treat their 

pupils also conveys specific expectations about students’ abilities and potential. This, in turn, 

might influence adolescents’ self-perceptions and beliefs about their academic functioning 

(Wentzel, 2016). From a social support perspective, the extent to which students feel in 

control of their educational outcomes and actively pursue learning goals depends on the 

perceived quality of their relationship with teachers (Wentzel, 2004). This is especially 

relevant during adolescence when adolescents’ self-esteem and self-perceptions are sensitive 

to social comparisons with peers (Osterman, 2000). That is, experiences of being treated 

unfairly by their teachers might feed students’ negative self-perceptions and feelings of 

hopelessness regarding their success and failure in the educational domain. For instance, 

ethnic discrimination by teachers, a specific form of injustice experienced within the school 

context, has been linked to a higher sense of academic futility (D’hondt et al., 2016). The 

current study aims to understand these mechanisms by examining the associations between 

perceived teachers’ support and fairness and students’ sense of academic futility. 

The Mediating Role of Class Belonging  

Belonging is a fundamental human need (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) that becomes 

especially relevant during adolescence when youth turn to their peers as a source of support, 
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companionship, and social comparisons (Mikami et al., 2017; Rodkin & Ryan, 2012). 

Accordingly, class belonging encompasses a sense of relatedness (Molinari et al., 2013) or 

feelings of being accepted, valued, and supported within the classroom environment 

(Goodenow, 1993). These feelings are intertwined with the general class climate and, in turn, 

influence adolescents’ adjustment and educational outcomes. Prior research has usually 

examined the antecedents (e.g., quality of student-teacher relationships) and consequences 

(e.g., motivation, engagement) of class belonging separately. 

On the one hand, teachers help define the social climate—and consequently feelings of 

relatedness—by setting norms, rules, and academic tasks that convey specific expectations 

about interactions and relationships among students. For instance, they structure students’ 

learning goals in a way that can either support or hinder collaborations among them (Ryan & 

Patrick, 2001). These expectations and structures can reinforce adolescents’ sense of 

belonging to the group of classmates and foster the feeling of being valued contributors and 

members of such group (Roseth et al., 2008). What is more, the quality of student-teacher 

relationships impacts class belonging (Slaten et al., 2016), as supportive and meaningful 

relationships with teachers have been linked to an increased sense of school belonging 

(Molinari et al., 2013). Likewise, teachers’ fair treatment and supportive attitudes might not 

only satisfy the needs for autonomy and competence but also the need for belonging.  

On the other hand, the importance of a sense of class belonging for students’ positive 

adjustment is well documented and has been linked to a plethora of positive outcomes within 

(e.g., Li & Lerner, 2011; Markowitz, 2017) and outside the school context (e.g., Joyce, 2019; 

Law et al., 2013). In line with stage-environment fit theory (Eccles & Midgley, 1989), 

students successfully adjust and thrive in social environments that satisfy their needs—among 

which relatedness (Ryan & Patrick, 2001). Satisfaction of these basic needs supports positive 

adjustment: increased sense of belonging has been linked to internal motivation (Byrd, 2015), 
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academic self-efficacy and satisfaction (McMahon et al., 2008), and behavioral engagement 

in classroom work (Mikami et al., 2017). 

These two streams of research might provide a more comprehensive understanding of 

the mechanisms through which the quality of student-teacher relationships promotes positive 

self-perceptions and functioning in the school context. Specifically, teachers’ fair treatment 

and supportive attitudes not only satisfy the needs for autonomy and competence but also the 

need for belonging. In turn, the satisfaction of these basic needs supports positive adjustment 

and increases adolescents’ motivation in their learning tasks (Eccles & Midgley, 1989; 

Juvonen, 2006; Ryan & Patrick, 2001). Prior studies have confirmed the mediating role of 

school belonging in the association between teacher support and students’ academic 

involvement (Vargas-Madriz & Konishi, 2021) and psychological outcomes such as 

depression (Joyce, 2019), and between sense of fairness and adolescents’ life satisfaction 

(Ahmadi & Ahmadi, 2020). However, the mediating role of class belonging in the association 

between student-teacher relationships and sense of academic futility has yet to be explored. 

Students whose needs of belonging and relatedness are satisfied by the classroom 

environment are expected to be guided by intrinsic motivation and to develop a sense of 

efficacy in approaching challenging academic tasks, therefore displaying a lower sense of 

academic futility. 

The Role of Immigrant Background 

Experiences and perceptions of social environments (e.g., schools and classrooms) 

may vary based on students’ individual characteristics (Parris et al., 2018; Schachner et al., 

2019), such as their ethnic background. Ethnic minority students tend to report more negative 

perceptions of student-teacher relationships (e.g., Bottiani et al., 2014; Voight et al., 2015), a 

lower sense of school belonging (e.g., Ham et al., 2017; Li & Lerner, 2011), and experiences 

of discrimination within the school context (Hughes et al., 2016) compared to their majority 
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peers. These negative experiences often result in poorer school outcomes and academic 

performance (for a meta-analysis, see Dimitrova et al., 2016), with possibly long-lasting 

effects on their psychological adjustment (Benner, 2017; Heath & Birnbaum, 2014). In line 

with this, sense of futility and school futility culture were negatively associated with non-

native students’ achievement but did not significantly affect native adolescents’ outcomes 

(Agirdag et al., 2012).  

However, positive school contextual factors have been found to buffer the negative 

consequences of discrimination (Verkuyten et al., 2019) and more strongly impact ethnic 

minority students’ adjustment compared to their majority peers (Brand et al., 2003). 

Specifically, positive relationships with teachers might support ethnic minority students’ self-

esteem and self-confidence (Verkuyten et al., 2019) and protect them from the negative 

consequences of peer discrimination (Bayram Özdemir & Stattin, 2014). These findings 

suggest that students’ ethnic background might moderate the effect of student-teacher 

relationships on sense of academic futility, with ethnic minority students benefitting more 

from being exposed to supportive and fair relationships with teachers compared to their 

majority peers. However, this seems not universally be the case, as a recent study did not 

replicate such results (Schachner et al., 2019). Although students with and without immigrant 

backgrounds scored differently on all study variables (i.e., equality and inclusion climate, 

sense of school belonging, academic achievement, and self-concept), these differences were 

negligible based on effect size (Schachner et al., 2019). Thus, it may also be that students with 

immigrant and non-immigrant backgrounds would benefit equally from positive relationships 

with teachers, with comparable increases in feelings of belongingness and subsequent 

decreases in the sense of academic futility. 

Current Study 
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The present two-wave longitudinal study explores how supportive and fair 

relationships with teachers are related to the relative change (i.e., rank-order change) of 

immigrant and non-immigrant early adolescents’ sense of academic futility in the Swedish 

school context, adopting a multilevel perspective. Specifically, our research was threefold 

(see Figure 1). First, we tested whether student-teacher relationships contribute to 

adolescents’ sense of academic futility. Based on stage-environment fit theory (Eccles & 

Midgley, 1989), the social support perspective (Wentzel, 2004), and research on equity and 

fairness (e.g., Gini et al., 2018; Lenzi et al., 2013), supportive and fair relationship with 

teachers were expected to be related to lower sense of academic futility over time (Hypothesis 

1). Second, we examined the potential mediating role of class belonging. A class environment 

characterized by supportive relations with teachers was expected to increase individual 

perceptions of class belonging, which would, in turn, be related to a lower sense of academic 

futility over time (Hypothesis 2). Last, we tested whether students’ immigrant background 

moderates the above-mentioned direct and indirect associations. Based on previous mixed 

findings, two competing hypotheses were tested. Relying on one line of research, which 

highlights the general vulnerability of students of immigrant background within the school 

context (for a review, see Verkuyten et al., 2019), being exposed to a positive class 

environment was expected to act as a protective factor for adolescents with an immigrant 

background, thereby accounting for a stronger reduction in their sense of academic futility 

over time compared to their native peers (Hypothesis 3a). Alternatively, another line of 

research (e.g., Schachner et al., 2019) suggests that perceptions of class climate are associated 

with immigrant and non-immigrant students’ outcomes similarly. Hence, we hypothesized 

that supportive and fair relationships with teachers would be associated with an increased 

sense of belonging to the class and, in turn, a lower sense of academic futility for ethnic 

minority and majority adolescents alike (Hypotheses 3b). All research questions and 
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hypotheses were tested at the individual (i.e., sense of academic futility) and classroom (i.e., 

academic futility culture) levels. We also controlled for gender and SES at the individual level 

and for proportion of females and average SES at the classroom level because prior research 

highlights that gender (e.g., Van Houtte, 2004; Van Houtte & Vantieghem, 2020) and SES 

(e.g., Taguma et al., 2010) may affect educational outcomes of students with diverse ethnic 

backgrounds. 

Figure 1 

The Current Study: Hypothesized Associations among Variables 

 
Note. Associations will be tested controlling for gender and SES at the student level and for the 

proportion of females, the proportion of immigrants, and average SES at the classroom level. 

Method 

Participants 

The current study includes data from the first and second waves of the Youth and 

Diversity Project, a longitudinal research that aims to understand the role of the class context 
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in the development of inter-ethnic relationships among upper-secondary students in Sweden. 

The research project involved 7th-grade students in 55 classrooms from 16 different schools 

located in four medium cities in Sweden. The study targeted a sample of 1,286 adolescents, of 

which 1,065 (Mage=13.12; SD=.42; 45% girls) comprised the analytical sample of the current 

study. The remaining 17% of targeted students were not included for various reasons, such as 

absence from school during data collection, no consent from parents, or no student’s assent. 

Adolescents who agreed to participate were reassessed one year later during fall 2019, at the 

second wave (T2) of data collection, which included 989 students. More than half of the 

participants (60%) had Swedish-born parents. The others (40%) had at least one parent born 

outside Sweden and were defined as adolescents with immigrant backgrounds. They were 

either first- (i.e., born outside Sweden; 42%) or second-generation immigrants (i.e., with at 

least one parent born outside Sweden; 58%). Parents of ethnic minority students had migrated 

to Sweden from approximately 60 different European and non-European countries. A 

majority of the adolescents (71%) came from intact families and reported that their parents 

were working (86% of mothers and 92% of fathers).  

Procedures 

The study procedures were previously approved by the Regional Research Ethics 

Committee in Uppsala. This study complies with APA ethical standards. Before data 

collection, an information letter describing the nature and scope of the project was sent to the 

parents. The information letter was written in a way to enhance parents’ understanding, 

regardless of their educational level, with translations of the letter in other languages available 

upon request. Parents were asked to sign and return a form if they refused to allow their 

children to participate in the study (i.e., passive consent). This procedure is frequently used 

for obtaining consent in developmental studies to increase participation and reduce sampling 

bias (Pokorny et al., 2001; Shaw et al., 2015). In the fall of 2018 and 2019 (i.e., first and 
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second waves, respectively), a research manager and trained research assistants visited the 

schools and administered the paper-and-pencil surveys during school hours. Surveys were 

completed by students for whom passive parental consent was collected and who agreed to 

participate in the study. The questionnaire, which took about 90 minutes to complete, was 

administered in Swedish, but students with language difficulties received help from the 

research assistants in reading the questions. Snacks were provided for students during data 

collection, and each class received a sum of 500 Swedish crowns in recognition of their 

participation.  

Measures 

Demographics. Participants reported their demographic information at Wave 1, 

including their age, gender, SES (i.e., an index was created based on parents’ work status and 

adolescents’ perception of financial situation in the family), country of birth, and their 

parents’ birth country. In line with previous research (Bayram Özdemir & Stattin, 2014; 

Schwarzenthal et al., 2020), immigrant background was operationalized as adolescents having 

at least one parent born outside Sweden. The current study does not differentiate between 

first- and second-generation immigrants because of the small number of participants in each 

subgroup. 

Sense of academic futility. Adolescents’ sense of futility in the academic context was 

assessed at Wave 1 and 2 using four items adapted from a study by van Houtte and Stevens 

(2008), including: “People like me will never do well in school even though we try hard”. 

Adolescents were asked to report on how strongly they agreed with each item using a 5-point 

scale, ranging from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 5 (Strongly agree). Reliability was high at the 

student- (ωstudentT1=.88, ωstudentT2=.90) but low at the class-level (ωclassT1=.37, ωclassT2=.24). 

Perceived fair and supportive relationship with teachers. Based on previous 

research (Bayram Özdemir & Özdemir, 2019; Lundberg & Abdelzadeh, 2019), a five-item 
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scale (e.g., “Most of my teachers have treated me fairly”) was developed as part of a larger 

project to measure the extent to which adolescents perceived their relationship with teachers 

as fair and supportive. At Wave 1, adolescents were asked to report how often they have 

experienced the described statements at school during the semester on a 5-point scale, ranging 

from 1 (Never) to 5 (Very often). Reliability was very high (ωstudent=.87, ωclass=.99) 

Class belonging. The extent to which students feel a sense of belonging to their class 

was measured at Wave 1 and 2 using six items (e.g., “I feel like I am a valued member of my 

class”) drawn from previous measures of school belonging (Cemalcilar, 2010; Neel & 

Fuligni, 2013). Students were asked to report how much they agreed with each item on a 5-

point scale, ranging from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 5 (Strongly agree). Reliability was high at 

the student- (ωstudentT1=.87, ωstudentT2=.87) but low at the class-level (ωclassT1=.57, ωclassT2=.54). 

Analytical Strategy 

Study hypotheses and analyses were preregistered on Open Science Framework upon 

in principle acceptance of the Stage 1 Registered Report and can be retrieved from: 

https://osf.io/b8yp6. The current study included secondary analyses of previously collected 

data. This means that preregistration occurred after data collection but before data were 

analyzed. Analyses scripts and outputs can be retrieved on the Open Science Framework page 

of the project: https://osf.io/g5yvc. Data analysis was conducted in two steps. First, we 

examined the factor structures of the scales used and tested their measurement invariance 

across analytic levels and time. The detailed description of these preliminary steps can be 

found in the Supplemental Materials S2. Next, multilevel modeling with two analytic levels 

(Level 1: student, Level 2: classroom) was conducted to test the main study hypotheses.  

Multilevel Modeling  

Multilevel modeling with two analytic levels (Level 1: student, Level 2: classroom) 

predicting sense of academic futility at time 2 while statistically controlling for sense of 

https://osf.io/b8yp6
https://osf.io/g5yvc
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academic futility at time 1 was conducted to test the hypotheses of the present study. The 

following five models were estimated to sequentially test the hypotheses (see Supplemental 

Materials S1): In Model 1, we included sense of academic futility at time 1 at the student and 

classroom level to investigate the rank-order stability of the outcome variable (i.e., 

autoregressive effect) at the student and classroom level (see Figure S1.a). We inspected how 

much variance of academic futility at time 2 at the student and classroom level is explained by 

the predictor. In Model 2, control variables as predictors at the student level (i.e., gender and 

SES) and at the classroom level (i.e., proportion of female, proportion of immigrants, and 

average SES in class) were added to Model 1 (see Figure S1.b). We inspected the difference 

in explained variance between Model 1 and Model 2 at the student and classroom levels to 

investigate how much variance of the change was explained by the control variables. In 

Model 3, the perceived fair and supportive relationship with teachers (the predictor variable) 

was added at the student and at the classroom level to Model 2 (see Figure S1.c). We 

inspected the difference in explained variance between Model 2 and Model 3. In Model 4, a 

half-longitudinal multilevel 1-1-1 mediation model (Krull & MacKinnon, 2001) was specified 

at the individual and classroom level (see Figure S1.d) for testing the mediating role of sense 

of class belonging in the relationship between perceived fair and supportive relationship with 

teachers and sense of academic futility at the student and classroom level while statistically 

controlling for covariates (Cole & Maxwell, 2003; Little, 2013). This model was built based 

on the assumption of stationarity, which states that observed effects between the two 

measurement occasions would also emerge again if a third wave of data were collected. 

Statistical significance of the indirect effect of each aspect of class climate at the student- and 

classroom-level was tested using 95% confidence intervals based on the Monte Carlo 

simulation approach (MacKinnon et al., 2004; Preacher & Selig, 2012) in R (R Core Team, 

2021) using the R package misty (Yanagida, 2023) for creating confidence intervals (Selig & 
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Preacher, 2008) with 1,000,000 replications. In Model 5, a half-longitudinal multilevel 1-1-1 

moderated mediation model was specified (see Figure S1.e). To investigate the moderating 

effect of immigrant background, the interaction term perceived fair and supportive 

relationship with teachers x immigrant background and the interaction term sense of 

belonging x immigrant background were included at the student level. Indirect effect for the 

majority group (immigrant background = 0) and minority group (immigrant background = 1) 

were tested for statistical significance. In addition, the difference in indirect effects was tested 

for statistical significance, which indicates the moderating effect of immigrant background 

(i.e., the difference in indirect effects depending on the immigrant background).  

 Group-mean centering was used for all predictors at the student level, while grand-

mean centered cluster means of the student-level predictors were included at the classroom 

level (Enders, 2013a; Enders & Tofighi, 2007). All analyses were conducted in Mplus 8.6 

(Muthén & Muthén, 1998) using robust maximum likelihood estimation method. Maximum 

likelihood estimation procedure may lead to negative variance estimates at the class level, 

which is known as a common problem in multilevel modeling (Hox et al., 2018). We used the 

common procedure (which is to constrain such estimates to the boundary value of zero; Maas 

& Hox, 2005) to solve this possible problem. Two-sided tests were used to test the proposed 

hypotheses and the significance level for all statistical tests was α = .05. Full information 

maximum likelihood (FIML) was used to deal with missing data (Enders, 2013b).  

Results 

Preliminary Analyses 

Results of the preliminary analyses are reported in Supplemental Materials S2. 

Multilevel confirmatory factor analysis showed an excellent fit for all scales according to 

common cut-off criteria for excellent and adequate fit to the data, i.e., CFI/TLI > 0.95 and 

0.90, SRMR/SRMR < 0.06 and 0.08 (see Table S2.a). Moreover, cross-level measurement 
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invariance was tenable for all scales according to the model selection criterion BIC. Likewise, 

longitudinal scalar measurement invariance was established for sense of academic futility and 

class belonging (see Table S2.b).  

Means, standard deviations, and correlations at the student and classroom level among 

the study variables are presented in Table 1. Sense of academic futility was negatively 

correlated with perceived fair and supportive relationship with teachers and sense of class 

belonging at the student and classroom level. Girls were more likely to perceive their 

relationship with teachers as fair and supportive but reported lower levels of sense of 

belonging compared to boys. Students with low SES reported higher levels of sense of 

academic futility and sense of class belonging compared to those with high SES. Students 

with immigrant backgrounds tended to have higher levels of academic futility and to perceive 

their teachers as less fair and supportive than those with non-immigrant backgrounds. 

Intraclass correlation coefficients (ICCs) showed that 4.7% (Time 1) and 3.8% (Time 2) of 

the variance in students’ sense of academic futility was at the classroom level. 

Multilevel Modeling 

Sense of Academic Futility at the Student and Classroom Level 

 The results of the multilevel model showed a statistically significant autoregressive 

effect of academic futility at the student (Est. = 0.56, p < .001) and classroom level (Est. = 

0.53, p < .001), explaining 27.6% of the variance at the student and 95.1% of the variance at 

the classroom level (see Table 2, Model 1). In the next step, control variables were included 

in the model from which SES at the student level was statistically significant (Est. = -0.18, p < 

.001), while all other control variables were not significant (see Table 2, Model 2). The 

control variables explained an additional 2.7% of the variance at the student level and 1.6% at 

the classroom level. Last, the results showed that perceived fair and supportive relationship 

with teachers was negatively related with sense of academic futility at Time 2 at the 
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individual level (Est. = -0.17, p = .002). The result at the classroom level, however, was 

statistically not significant (see Table 2, Model 3). The predictor explained an additional 1.5% 

of the variance at the individual level.  

Mediating Role of Sense of Class Belonging 

 The results of the half-longitudinal multilevel mediation model (see Table 3) showed 

no statistically significant effect of perceived fair and supportive relationship with teachers on 

sense of class belonging at Time 2 at the individual level (Est. = 0.04, p = .398) and classroom 

level (Est. = 0.10, p = .456). Likewise, the effect of sense of class belonging on sense of 

academic futility was statistically not significant at the individual level (Est. = -0.07, p = .124) 

and classroom level (Est. = -0.09, p = .474). Accordingly, the indirect effects were also 

statistically not significant at the individual level (Est. = 0.00, Monte Carlo 95% CI [-0.01, 

0.01]) and classroom level (Est. = -0.01, Monte Carlo 95% CI [-0.07, 0.03]). 

Moderating Role of Students’ Immigrant Background  

 The results of the half-longitudinal moderated multilevel mediation model (see Table 

4) showed that the interaction effect between perceived fair and supportive relationship with 

teachers x immigrant background on sense of class belonging at Time 2 (Est. = -0.02, p = 

.822) and sense of class belonging x immigrant background on sense of academic futility at 

Time 2 (Est. = -0.07, p = .368) were both statistically not significant. The indirect effects for 

the majority group (Est. = 0.00, Monte Carlo 95% CI [-0.01, 0.01]) and the minority group 

(Est. = 0.00, Monte Carlo 95% CI [-0.03, 0.02]) were not statistically significant at the 

individual level. The overlapping confidence intervals indicate that the difference in indirect 

effects between majority and minority group was not statistically significant. 

Discussion 

The perception of having little or no control over one’s educational outcomes, a core 

feature of sense of academic futility (Straková et al., 2023), represents a crucial barrier for 
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adolescents’ engagement (Van Houtte & Stevens, 2010), academic success (Agirdag et al., 

2011), and educational aspirations (Vandelannote & Demanet, 2021). Despite mounting 

evidence pointing to the detrimental consequences of sense of academic futility on 

adolescents’ educational outcomes, less is known about the socio-contextual factors that 

might contribute to its development. Relatedly, the current study examined whether the 

quality of student-teacher relationship was directly and indirectly, via increased class 

belonging, linked to changes in sense of academic futility among adolescents with immigrant 

and non-immigrant background. Overall, these findings highlight that perceiving a fair and 

supportive relationship with teachers contributed to significant decreases in sense of academic 

futility among students with immigrant and non-immigrant backgrounds. However, class 

belonging did not mediate this association. Moreover, no statistically significant associations 

emerged at the classroom level, suggesting that different mechanisms might be at play at the 

individual- and classroom-level in links with sense of academic futility and futility culture. 

Individual Sense of Academic Futility and Futility Culture: The Role of Socio-

Contextual Antecedents 

 The first goal of the current study was to examine whether the quality of the student-

teacher relationship might influence the development of a sense of academic futility at both 

the individual and classroom levels beyond the effect of individual (i.e., gender, SES, 

immigrant background) and structural (i.e., classroom composition) characteristics. Results 

confirmed our expectations only for associations at the student level. Specifically, perceiving 

fair and supportive relationships with teachers was linked to significant decreases in 

individuals’ sense of academic futility. This finding aligns with the premises of the social 

support perspective (Wentzel, 2002) and confirms the crucial role of teachers as fair authority 

figures for pupils’ adjustment. Supportive and fair relationships with teachers create an 

educational environment in which students feel secure, supported, and able to express 
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themselves (Wentzel, 2016), engage with the learning activities (e.g., Furrer et al., 2014), and 

succeed in their learning tasks (Ruzek et al., 2016). In other words, besides contributing to 

students’ adjustment (Bayram Özdemir & Özdemir, 2019) and well-being (Suldo et al., 2009), 

teachers can also decrease their pupils’ sense of academic futility by forming supportive and 

fair relationships with them. Prevention efforts in school and teacher trainings should promote 

democratic and supportive teaching styles that value the quality of the student-teacher 

relationships as a way to reduce academic futility and increase youth’s academic sense of 

agency and control. 

The quality of student-teacher relationships was, however, not significantly associated 

with the feelings of futility shared among students at the classroom level (i.e., futility culture; 

Wilson, 1959). Despite correlating significantly both concurrently and over time, classroom 

average perceptions of supportive and fair student-teacher relationships did not influence the 

shared futility culture, contrasting previous research. Rather than highlighting the protective 

role of student-teacher relationship quality for both individual and classroom-level outcomes 

(e.g., Liu et al., 2023), our findings suggest that students’ individual perceptions might be the 

main driver of one’s sense of academic futility. That said, it is also possible that the quality of 

student-teacher relationships might differ significantly across students at the individual level 

and might thus not reflect a shared classroom perception (Marsh et al., 2012). Relatedly, the 

shared futility culture might be more strongly associated with other contextual conditions 

(e.g., school tracking system, lack of educational resources; Demanet & Van Houtte, 2011; 

Van Houtte & Stevens, 2015) that are shared by pupils rather than aggregated individual 

perceptions of interpersonal relationships. 

Individual characteristics are important for changes in youth’s sense of futility, as 

previously found (e.g., Agirdag et al., 2012; D’hondt et al., 2016; Vandelannote & Demanet, 

2021). Specifically, students from low SES families displayed significant increases in their 
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sense of academic futility over time. This might be a consequence of the economic and 

cultural constraints that youth from low-income families might experience. Both material 

conditions, such as having limited economic resources available, as well as parental attitudes, 

such as having less parental encouragement of academic pursuits, explain the link between 

students’ SES and their academic engagement (Tomaszewski et al., 2020) and achievement 

(Buckingham et al., 2013). These results indicate that reducing the impact of socio-economic 

disparities in the educational context remains a timely priority.  

The Role of Class Belonging: No Evidence of a Mediating Mechanism 

The second goal of the current study was to explain the influence of student-teacher 

relationship quality on youth’s sense of academic futility by examining the mediating role of 

class belonging. Fair and equal treatment by teachers can enhance students’ sense of 

belonging to the class (Molinari et al., 2013), which in turn fosters students’ internal 

motivation (Byrd, 2015) and academic engagement (Mikami et al., 2017). However, our study 

did not find support for these expectations at the individual nor at the classroom level. Despite 

significant positive bivariate correlations at the individual level, the perceived quality of 

student-teacher relationships was not significantly associated with over time changes in sense 

of class belonging. Although unexpected, this finding might suggest that youth’s sense of 

belonging to their classroom is achieved not just by experiencing fair and supportive 

relationships with teachers. Other factors, such as personal characteristics, parent support, and 

peer support, have been found to contribute to sense of belonging to the educational 

environment (for a meta-analysis, see Allen et al., 2018).  

In a similar way, class belonging was not significantly associated with changes in 

sense of academic futility either at the student or classroom levels, nor mediated the influence 

of perceived student-teacher relationship quality on individuals’ sense of academic futility. 

Yet, significant bivariate correlations emerged between sense of class belonging and 
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academic futility at both the individual and classroom levels. This complex pattern of findings 

is reflective of previous mixed results. Whereas previous cross-sectional studies highlighted 

the protective role of class belonging for adolescents’ school-related outcomes (e.g., academic 

involvement; Vargas-Madriz & Konishi, 2021) and general adjustment (e.g., life satisfaction; 

Ahmadi & Ahmadi, 2020), another longitudinal research found no evidence for a link 

between sense of school belonging and changes in school achievement (Neel & Fuligni, 

2013). Overall, the current findings suggest the need to consider additional mediating 

mechanisms that could explain how relationships and experiences in the classroom and school 

contexts might influence youth’s sense of futility, motivation, and educational attainment. 

Furthermore, sense of academic futility might be shaped by sense of belonging but also 

influence the extent to which youth feel they belong to the school context. For instance, prior 

research has suggested that the positive evaluation of one’s worth can promote social bonds 

and sense of belonging to important developmental contexts (Juvonen, 2006). Future 

longitudinal studies can contribute to unraveling the possible reciprocal influences at play. 

Does Students’ Immigrant Background Matter? 

The third goal of the current study was to examine whether any direct and indirect 

associations between socio-contextual conditions and sense of academic futility would differ 

based on students’ immigration background. Prior research has highlighted that individual 

characteristics might shape how youth experience their social environment, such as the school 

and classroom contexts (Parris et al., 2018; Schachner et al., 2019). However, findings from 

our study do not substantiate this assertion, highlighting that students’ immigrant background 

did not moderate the associations observed at the individual level. Specifically, and contrary 

to prior studies (e.g., Bottiani et al., 2014; Ham et al., 2017), perceived supportive and fair 

treatment by teachers was linked to decreases in sense of academic futility regardless of 

students’ background. This aligns with prior research reporting only negligible differences in 
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school climate, belonging, and achievement among students with immigrant and non-

immigrant backgrounds (Schachner et al., 2019).  

A possible explanation for the lack of significant moderation effects pertains to the 

role of possible confounding variables that were not examined by prior research. As 

previously suggested (Kristen & Granato, 2007; Schachner et al., 2019), the attainment divide 

between students with and without an immigrant background often emerges as a consequence 

of their socio-economic status rather than their immigration background. In our study, 

students’ SES appeared to be an important determinant of their individual sense of academic 

futility, explaining a substantial portion of variance in students’ feelings of control over their 

educational goals. That said, it is noteworthy that students with an immigrant background 

reported overall a lower quality of student-teacher relationship and higher sense of academic 

futility. This suggests that although associations between our variables of interest may be 

similar for youth with and without an immigrant background, the former tend to experience a 

more negative school environment. Prevention and intervention efforts need to take this into 

account and find ways to build more inclusive and fair schools for all students, considering 

the increased cultural diversity of our societies within a social justice perspective. 

Implications of the Current Findings 

 The current study provides important insight into the mechanisms associated with 

school futility among youth of diverse backgrounds. Relatedly, it can be especially relevant to 

inform prevention and intervention research in the educational context, with the aim of 

helping all students belong and achieve in their school pathways. Based on these findings, we 

present two main lines of intervention that can be worth pursuing for educational 

practitioners.  

First, given the protective role of a positive student-teacher relationship for youth’s 

academic functioning at school, prevention efforts should especially focus on helping teachers 
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develop fair and supportive relationships with their pupils. Prior research has highlighted that 

teachers who are more confident in their ability to pursue their role tend to report more 

positive relationships with their students (Hajovsky et al., 2020). Relatedly, interventions 

could be especially impactful when focusing on teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs, which can be 

successfully tackled by appropriate professional development (Siwatu & Chestnut, 2014). On 

the one hand, teachers could benefit from gaining knowledge on best practices to instruct 

pupils, manage their educational environment, and deal with relational hurdles. On the other 

hand, teachers would also need to feel confident about applying relevant knowledge in their 

own classrooms. Therefore, interventions should combine directive and instructional 

moments with more practical ones to bolster teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs. In turn, these 

beliefs can help teachers navigate complex interpersonal dynamics and build supportive and 

fair relationships with their students. 

 Second, findings from the current study highlighted an important divide in the quality 

of students’ experiences in the classroom based on their immigrant background. Specifically, 

students with an immigrant background reported more negative perceptions of their 

relationships with teachers as well as higher levels of sense of academic futility. These 

negative experiences might be triggered and perpetuated within educational contexts that fail 

to recognize and deal with the specific needs of students with diverse backgrounds. Therefore, 

it is crucial to support teachers in adopting culturally-responsive educational practices that 

acknowledge and value diversity in their teaching activities (Gay, 2015). Relatedly, training 

teachers and preservice teachers in acquiring and implementing multicultural teaching 

practices can bolster their ability to recognize diversity and successfully promote inclusion as 

an integral part of the curriculum (for reviews, see Civitillo et al., 2018; Gulya & Fehérvári, 

2024). These practices can help future teachers create inclusive educational environments 

where students are supported by adults and peers and feel they belong.     
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Strengths, Limitations, and Suggestions for Future Research 

This study has some particular strengths such as explaining changes in the sense of 

academic futility at both the individual and classroom levels and the inclusion of both 

individual and structural factors as well as the student-teacher relationships as origins for 

feelings of academic futility. Nonetheless, the findings should be interpreted with some 

limitations in mind. First, this study did not account for other experiences in the classroom 

environment, such as student-student relationships, the general classroom climate, and 

teachers’ attitudes towards cultural diversity and immigration, which might play a role in the 

satisfaction of youth’s needs for autonomy and relatedness. Future research should account 

for multiple dimensions of the school and classroom environment to better identify the 

factors, conditions, and experiences that might help students achieve and strive. 

 Second, we examined the change in class belonging and sense of academic futility 

across two time points over one year and found quite high rank-order stability in both 

variables at the individual and classroom levels. Although changes in students’ experiences 

and perceptions might occur over shorter time frames, longitudinal studies with multiple 

assessments covering longer periods of time are needed to monitor when and how changes 

occur throughout the adolescent years. This would also help identify the direct and indirect 

influences occurring in the short-, medium-, and long-term. 

 Third, although we relied on the correct and less biased formula for calculating 

between-level reliability (Lai, 2021), class belonging and sense of academic futility displayed 

very low reliability scores at the classroom level. This is a consequence of low variance at this 

level of analysis. Additional research is needed to understand whether the low variance 

observed reflects highly homogenous classrooms involved in the study or the assessment 

measures used failed to fully grasp existing variance. 
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Last, despite examining the role of students’ ethnic background, this study did not 

account for other characteristics (e.g., immigrant generation, language proficiency, and years 

of residency in the country; e.g., Kunyu et al., 2021) that might influence students’ 

experiences at school and, therefore, their sense of academic futility. Future studies could 

examine whether a combination of these individual level characteristics might moderate the 

protective role of student-teacher relationships on sense of academic futility and, possibly, 

other educational outcomes (e.g., achievement gap and access to higher education). 

Conclusion 

 Our study builds on previous work by examining the role of classroom context for 

changes in students’ sense of academic futility. Specifically, we examined whether fair and 

supportive relationships with teachers were directly and indirectly, via increased sense of 

class belonging, associated to changes in sense of academic futility at the individual and 

class-levels and whether students’ immigration background moderated the associations at 

play. We found evidence that positive student-teacher relationships contributed to significant 

decreases in youth’s individual sense of academic futility, but not at the classroom level. 

Class belonging did not significantly mediate this association. Overall, these findings 

highlight the crucial role of student-teacher relationships in contributing to the positive 

adjustment of youth from different migration backgrounds. This knowledge is crucial to 

inform interventions aimed at supporting positive relationships and experiences within the 

increasingly culturally diverse classroom and school contexts. 
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Statement of Contribution 

What we already know 

• High sense of academic futility, mainly feelings of having no control over one’s 

academic success and failure, acts as a barrier for adolescents to succeed in school and 

hold future aspirations. 

• School structural aspects, such as academic track, socio-economic status, and ethnic 

composition, have been studied as crucial antecedents of academic futility. 

What this study adds to the current literature 

• Socio-contextual factors, such as student-teacher relationship and sense of class 

belonging, have yet to be explored as core antecedents of feelings of academic futility 

among adolescents. 

• Grounded on the premises of stage-environment fit theory and the social support 

perspective, this longitudinal multilevel study will examine how positive student-

teacher relationships contribute to the development (decrease) of a sense of academic 

futility (at both the individual and class level) and whether class belonging explains 

this link. 

• This study also accounts for the ethnic background of adolescents as a possible 

moderator in these associations. 
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Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics: Bivariate Correlation Coefficients and Intraclass Correlation Coefficients 

 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 

1. Sense of academic futility, Time 1  0.91 -0.52 -0.25 -0.78 0.12 -0.72 -0.43 

2. Sense of academic futility, Time 2 0.54  -0.46 -0.48 -0.59 0.27 -0.66 -0.50 

3. Gender (0 = boys, 1 = girls) -0.08 -0.05  -0.02 0.22 -0.18 -0.16 -0.02 

4. SES -0.16 -0.23 -0.02  -0.08 -0.87 0.23 -0.10 

5. Perceived fair and supportive relationship with teachers -0.23 -0.25 0.10 0.02  0.21 0.80 0.56 

6. Immigrant background 0.08 0.07 0.00 -0.26 -0.08  0.10 0.34 

7. Sense of class belonging, Time 1 -0.22 -0.22 -0.04 0.12 0.39 -0.06  0.61 

8. Sense of class belonging, Time 2 -0.16 -0.29 -0.11 0.13 0.23 -0.01 0.52  

M 1.88 1.91 0.44 -0.02 4.14 0.42 3.62 3.64 

SD 0.018 0.14 0.08 0.16 0.26 0.16 0.22 0.20 

ICC(1) 0.047 0.038 0.025 0.050 0.110 0.108 0.068 0.062 

ICC(2) .488 .433 .331 .504 .705 .700 .585 .561 

Note. N = 1,065 students in 55 classes; Correlation coefficients at the student level in the lower triangle and correlation coefficients at the class 

level in the upper triangle; ICC(1)  = intraclass correlation coefficient 1, i.e., proportion of between person variance to the total variance; ICC(2) 

= intraclass correlation coefficient 2, i.e., reliability of aggregated variable; Statistically significant results are shown boldface. 
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Table 2 

Multilevel Modeling Results: Sense of Academic Futility at the Student and Classroom Level 

 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3 

 
Est.  SE 

Std. 

Est. 
 Est. SE 

Std. 

Est. 
 Est. Se 

Std. 

Est. 

Fixed Effects            

   Student Level            

       Sense of academic futility 0.56 0.03 0.53  0.54 0.03 0.51  0.50 0.04 0.47 

       Gender (0 = boyse, 1 = girls)     -0.02 0.06 -0.01  -0.01 0.06 0.00 

       SES     -0.18 0.04 -0.15  -0.18 0.04 -0.15 

       Perceived fair and supportive relationship with teachers         -0.17 0.06 -0.14 

   Classroom Level            

       Intercept 1.88 0.02   1.90 0.03   1.91 0.03  

       Sense of academic futility 0.53 0.10 0.98  0.50 0.11 0.81  0.46 0.13 0.74 

       Proportion of females     -0.16 0.18 -0.12  -0.17 0.19 -0.12 

       Average SES     -0.31 0.16 -0.38  -0.32 0.17 -0.38 

       Proportion of immigrants     -0.13 0.16 -0.14  -0.11 0.17 -0.11 

       Perceived fair and supportive relationship with teachers         -0.08 0.09 -0.12 

Random Effects            

     Level 1 - Student Level 0.50  0.49  0.48 

     Level 2 - Classroom Level 0.00  0.00  0.00 

Model Summary            

     R2 at the Student Level .276  .303  .318 

     R2 at the Classroom Level .951  .967  .961 

Note. 1,065 students in 55 classrooms. Statistically significant results are shown boldface. 
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Table 3 

Multilevel Modeling Results: Half-Longitudinal Multilevel Mediation Model 

 Model 4 

 Sense of academic 

futility, Time 2 
 

Sense of class 

belonging, Time 2 

 
Est.  SE 

Std. 

Est. 
 Est. SE 

Std. 

Est. 

Fixed Effects        

   Student Level        

       Sense of academic futility 0.48 0.04 0.46     

       Gender (0 = boyse, 1 = girls) -0.05 0.06 -0.03     

       SES -0.15 0.04 -0.13     

Perceived fair and supportive relationship with teachers -0.13 0.06 -0.12  0.04 0.05 0.04 

       Sense of class belonging -0.07 0.05 -0.07  0.49 0.05 0.49 

   Classroom Level        

       Intercept 1.91 0.03   3.64 0.03  

       Sense of Academic Futility 0.44 0.12 0.68     

       Proportion of females -0.21 0.21 -0.15     

       Average SES -0.28 0.17 -0.33     

       Proportion of immigrants -0.04 0.18 -0.04     

       Perceived fair and supportive relationship with teachers -0.04 0.11 -0.07  0.10 0.14 0.14 

       Sense of class belonging -0.09 0.13 -0.13  0.49 0.13 0.61 

Random Effects        

     Level 1 - Student Level 0.47  0.47 

     Level 2 - Classroom Level 0.00  0.03 

Model Summary        

     R2 at the Student Level .31  .26 

     R2 at the Classroom Level .94  .50 

Note. 1,065 students in 55 classrooms. Statistically significant results are shown boldface. 
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Table 4 

Multilevel Modeling Results: Half-Longitudinal Multilevel Moderated Mediation Model 

 Model 5 

 Sense of academic 

futility, Time 2 
 

Sense of class 

belonging, Time 2 

 
Est.  SE 

Std. 

Est. 
 Est. SE 

Std. 

Est. 

Fixed Effects        

   Student Level        

       Sense of academic futility 0.48 0.04 0.46     

       Gender (0 = boyse, 1 = girls) -0.05 0.06 -0.03     

       SES -0.16 0.05 -0.13     

       Immigrant background (0 = Swedish, 1 = immigrant) -0.04 0.05 -0.04  0.36 0.47 0.20 

       Perceived fair and supportive relationship with teachers -0.15 0.07 -0.13  0.05 0.06 0.05 

       Sense of class belonging 0.11 0.35 0.06  0.52 0.06 0.52 

       Perceived fair and supportive relationship with teachers x Immigrant background 0.03 0.09 0.07  -0.02 0.10 -0.05 

       Sense of class belonging x Immigrant background -0.07 0.08 -0.15  -0.07 0.09 -0.14 

   Classroom Level        

       Intercept 1.91 0.03   3.64 0.03  

       Sense of academic futility 0.43 0.13 0.67     

       Proportion of females -0.21 0.21 -0.16     

       Average SES -0.28 0.17 -0.33     

       Proportion of immigrants -0.04 0.18 -0.04     

       Perceived fair and supportive relationship with teachers -0.04 0.11 -0.07  0.11 0.14 0.15 

       Sense of class belonging -0.10 0.13 -0.14  0.48 0.13 0.60 

Random Effects        

     Level 1 - Student Level 0.47  0.47 

     Level 2 - Classroom Level 0.00  0.03 

Model Summary        

     R2 at the Student Level 0.31  0.26 

     R2 at the Classroom Level 0.94  0.50 

Note. 1,065 students in 55 classrooms. Statistically significant results are shown boldface. 


