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School Connectedness and Students’ Self-Esteem in Public Secondary Schools in Nairobi County, Kenya


ABSTRACT
Self-esteem is a central component of adolescent development, influencing students’ motivation, learning, and psychosocial adjustment. In the school context, students’ self-esteem is shaped by the quality of their relationships with teachers, peers, and the overall school climate. School connectedness—defined as the extent to which students feel accepted, valued, supported, and safe within their school environment—has been identified as a critical determinant of self-esteem and academic success. However, in Kenya, and particularly within the urban and multicultural setting of Nairobi County, the relationship between school connectedness and students’ self-esteem has remained underexplored despite persistent challenges such as indiscipline, disengagement, and low academic motivation in public secondary schools. This study examined the relationship between school connectedness and students’ self-esteem in public secondary schools in Nairobi County. Guided by Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory and Self-Determination Theory, the research employed a correlational design with quantitative methods. The target population included students and class teachers from Nairobi County’s public secondary schools, from which a sample of 381 respondents was drawn through stratified, purposive, and simple random sampling. Data were collected using standardized questionnaires, including the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale to measure students’ self-esteem and validated instruments to assess school connectedness. Data analysis involved descriptive statistics, Pearson correlation, and multiple regression at a 0.05 level of significance. The findings revealed a positive and significant correlation between school connectedness and students’ self-esteem. Students who perceived stronger support from teachers, positive peer relationships, and a sense of belonging within their schools reported higher self-esteem levels. Conversely, weak relational support and lack of school attachment were associated with diminished self-worth. These results underscore the critical role of school connectedness in fostering positive self-perceptions among adolescents, thereby promoting both academic engagement and emotional well-being. The study concludes that enhancing school connectedness through inclusive practices, supportive teacher-student interactions, and peer collaboration is essential for strengthening students’ self-esteem in Nairobi County. It recommends that school administrators, policymakers, and educators integrate relational and psychosocial dimensions into educational interventions alongside academic reforms. By cultivating emotionally safe and supportive school environments, public secondary schools can holistically enhance students’ confidence, resilience, and long-term academic outcomes.
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I. INTRODUCTION
The school environment, often referred to as the learning ecology, has profound implications for students’ psychological and academic development. Since adolescents spend a significant portion of their lives in school, the quality of interactions they experience with teachers, peers, and administrators plays a vital role in shaping their self-perceptions and behaviors. Research indicates that when schools cultivate positive climates characterized by acceptance, support, and inclusion, students are more likely to thrive academically and psychosocially (Sturtevant et al., 2006; CDC, 2011). Conversely, environments where students feel marginalized or unsafe undermine learning outcomes and can negatively affect self-esteem and identity formation.
School connectedness, broadly defined as the degree to which students feel accepted, supported, and included in their school environment, is recognized globally as a protective factor in adolescent development (McNeely & Falci, 2004; Volungis, 2016). When students perceive their school as a caring and safe environment, they report higher levels of belonging and worth, which strengthens their overall self-esteem. This sense of connectedness reduces vulnerability to risky behaviors while simultaneously promoting academic motivation and persistence (Nonnemaker, McNeely, & Blum, 2003; Resnick, Bearman, & Blum, 1997). Thus, school connectedness is more than a relational construct; it is a cornerstone of both educational success and emotional well-being.
Self-esteem, a key dimension of self-perception, refers to a student’s overall sense of self-worth and confidence in their abilities. Positive self-esteem fosters resilience, academic engagement, and healthier social interactions. Research has demonstrated that supportive teacher-student relationships, inclusive peer networks, and opportunities for meaningful participation in school life directly enhance students’ self-esteem (Blum, McNeely, & Rinehart, 2002; Croninger & Lee, 2001). In contrast, weak connections to school are often associated with diminished self-worth, disengagement, and academic underachievement.
International evidence underscores the importance of connectedness in building adolescent self-esteem. For instance, longitudinal studies in the United States revealed that school connectedness was the strongest protective factor against a range of negative outcomes such as substance abuse, violence, and emotional distress (Resnick et al., 1997; McNeely, 2003). Similarly, students who reported strong feelings of belonging in school consistently demonstrated higher academic confidence and lower susceptibility to depression and anxiety (National Research Council & Institute of Medicine, 2004). These findings suggest that the relational climate of schools is critical to shaping how adolescents perceive themselves and their potential.
In Kenya, however, limited empirical research has explicitly examined the nexus between school connectedness and self-esteem, particularly in public secondary schools in Nairobi County. The urban and multicultural context of Nairobi presents unique challenges such as overcrowded classrooms, strained teacher-student interactions, and diverse socio-economic backgrounds, which may weaken students’ sense of belonging. Despite the introduction of guidance and counseling programs, life skills education, and reforms through the competency-based curriculum, most interventions have not directly addressed or measured the influence of connectedness on students’ self-esteem. Consequently, issues such as student unrest, indiscipline, and low morale continue to be observed in public secondary schools, reflecting possible gaps in relational support within the school environment.
From this discourse, it is evident that school connectedness plays a critical role in shaping self-esteem among adolescents. While international literature affirms the significance of this relationship, localized data is necessary to understand how connectedness functions within Kenyan public schools. By focusing specifically on Nairobi County, this study sought to provide empirical evidence that may inform interventions to strengthen the psychosocial climate of schools and, in turn, foster healthier self-esteem among students.
1.2 Statement of the Problem
Although global studies highlight the role of school connectedness in enhancing adolescent self-esteem, little attention has been directed toward this relationship in Kenya’s public secondary schools. Nairobi County, in particular, faces contextual challenges such as socio-economic disparities, overcrowding, and inconsistent teacher-student engagement, which may erode students’ sense of belonging and recognition. Without strong connectedness, many students risk developing low self-esteem, which in turn affects their academic motivation, resilience, and overall well-being. Current reforms in the education sector have largely emphasized curriculum and infrastructure, overlooking relational and psychosocial dimensions of schooling. This creates an empirical gap in understanding how school connectedness influences self-esteem in the Kenyan context. Addressing this gap is crucial in order to enhance students’ self-worth and, by extension, improve both academic and psychosocial outcomes.
1.3 Objectives of the Study
To examine the relationship between school connectedness and students’ self-esteem in public secondary schools in Nairobi County, Kenya.
1.4 Hypotheses
H₀₁: There is no significant relationship between school connectedness and students’ self-esteem in public secondary schools in Nairobi County.

II. LITERATURE REVIEW
McNeely, Nonnemaker, and Blum (2002) carried out a longitudinal study in the United States on adolescent health and protective factors. Their research demonstrated that school connectedness was strongly associated with positive psychosocial outcomes, including higher self-esteem. The findings revealed that students who perceived stronger relational support within their school environment reported greater resilience, fewer behavioral risks, and higher confidence in their abilities. This aligns with the focus of the current study, which seeks to examine how similar dynamics play out among public secondary school students in Nairobi County.
Blum, McNeely, and Rinehart (2002) explored how adult support influences self-concept and self-esteem in adolescents. Their findings emphasized that adolescents’ beliefs about their abilities are shaped by the degree of care and involvement they perceive from adults in their lives, especially teachers. This underscores the importance of examining teacher-student relationships as central components of school connectedness that influence self-esteem. The present study extends this discourse into the Kenyan context, where cultural and systemic factors may alter these dynamics.
Watson (2017) studied school connectedness across multiple developmental contexts, identifying meaningful student roles, safety, engagement, and supportive interactions as key factors. The research established that students with high school connectedness reported greater self-esteem and higher motivation to learn. In the current study, these insights help frame the role of supportive school structures in fostering adolescents’ confidence in Nairobi’s public schools.
Hebron (2018) examined the relationship between school connectedness and psychosocial outcomes among students with Autism Spectrum Conditions transitioning from primary to secondary school. The study revealed that connectedness buffered against emotional distress and promoted healthier self-perceptions. These findings demonstrate that connectedness is especially critical in vulnerable groups. This resonates with the Nairobi context, where overcrowding and limited teacher-student engagement may exacerbate risks for students with fragile self-esteem.
Wilson (2018) explored the role of peer relationships in shaping self-perceptions. The study established that positive peer support strongly predicted self-esteem, whereas peer rejection or isolation undermined it. This study is particularly relevant in Nairobi’s multicultural schools, where peer acceptance plays a crucial role in students’ experiences of belonging.
McGinley (2019) investigated school connectedness in career and technical education students and found that connectedness was associated with both improved self-esteem and academic achievement. The findings highlighted that supportive peer and teacher interactions directly contributed to higher self-worth. The present study similarly seeks to establish whether Nairobi students’ self-esteem is positively influenced by their perceptions of relational support.
Posthuma (2023) conducted a longitudinal study that confirmed the predictive nature of school connectedness on self-esteem and academic self-concept. Students with strong baseline connections to school consistently demonstrated healthier self-perceptions across time. This temporal dimension highlights the enduring role of connectedness and suggests that interventions to improve self-esteem must prioritize long-term relational strategies.
Compasso (2020) studied low-income adolescents in urban settings, analyzing how school connectedness and social support networks influenced self-esteem and resilience. Findings revealed that connectedness mitigated the risks of delinquency and substance abuse while enhancing confidence and academic persistence. These findings are highly applicable to Nairobi County, where socio-economic disparities shape the school experience of many students.
Marino et al. (2020) focused on the multidimensional nature of connectedness, including affective, participatory, and cognitive dimensions. Their findings showed that students who felt emotionally connected, actively engaged, and cognitively invested in school reported stronger self-esteem. This suggests that interventions aimed at boosting self-esteem must address all aspects of connectedness rather than focusing narrowly on one.
Sanchez et al. (2005) investigated the role of decision-making opportunities in shaping self-esteem. The study found that when students were given autonomy and included in school decision-making, their sense of worth and confidence increased. In Nairobi’s schools, where traditional hierarchical systems may limit student voice, this finding is particularly significant for understanding how connectedness influences self-esteem.
Watson and Haktanir (2017) studied 577 U.S. adolescents and established a direct link between school engagement, connectedness, and self-esteem. Students who felt attached to their schools consistently reported higher confidence in their academic and personal abilities. This reinforces the hypothesis of the present study that connectedness is a crucial determinant of self-esteem among Kenyan students.
McNeely et al. (2019), using structural equation modeling, further demonstrated that belonging, participation, and motivation within schools were strong predictors of academic self-esteem. Their findings confirm that connectedness operates through multiple pathways to shape self-worth. The current study tests whether similar patterns exist in Nairobi’s secondary schools.
Theoretical Framework
This study is grounded in Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (EST), which emphasizes the role of multiple environmental systems in shaping human development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 1993). At the microsystem level, the quality of teacher-student and peer relationships directly influences students’ self-esteem. The mesosystem highlights the interactions between school and home contexts, which collectively affect adolescents’ self-perceptions. The exosystem includes influences such as parental work environments that indirectly shape students’ schooling experiences, while the macrosystem reflects broader cultural and educational norms. Finally, the chronosystem underscores the role of developmental transitions over time.
EST is particularly relevant in this study because it provides a holistic view of how school connectedness—situated within these systems—affects self-esteem. It suggests that enhancing students’ sense of belonging in school requires not only supportive teacher-student interactions but also inclusive policies, peer networks, and cultural practices that affirm adolescents’ worth.
In addition, the study draws on Self-Determination Theory (SDT), which posits that relatedness, autonomy, and competence are basic psychological needs essential for motivation and well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000). When students feel connected to their school environment, their need for relatedness is met, thereby strengthening self-esteem. SDT complements EST by highlighting the internal psychological mechanisms through which connectedness fosters self-worth.
Summary
The reviewed studies converge on the conclusion that school connectedness significantly influences students’ self-esteem across diverse contexts. International evidence consistently shows that supportive teacher-student relationships, inclusive peer interactions, and participatory opportunities in school life are strong predictors of higher self-esteem. In Kenya, however, this relationship has not been adequately investigated, particularly in the unique socio-cultural and economic environment of Nairobi County. By situating the study within EST and SDT, the research underscores both environmental and psychological mechanisms that explain how school connectedness affects self-esteem.
Thus, the literature review highlights a clear gap that this study seeks to address: while global research affirms the importance of connectedness in building self-esteem, localized empirical evidence in Nairobi’s public schools remains limited. Filling this gap is essential for designing contextually relevant interventions that enhance students’ confidence, resilience, and academic success.

III. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
3.1 Research Design
This study employed a correlational research design to examine the relationship between school connectedness and students’ self-esteem in public secondary schools in Nairobi County. According to Best and Kahn (2006), correlational designs are essential in describing relationships between variables and testing hypotheses without manipulating them. In such designs, the researcher does not control or assign treatments but observes naturally occurring variations in the variables of interest (Cooper & Schindler, 2003).
The design was particularly suitable for this study because it sought to determine the extent to which school connectedness (independent variable) relates to students’ self-esteem (dependent variable). By applying this design, the study could establish the nature and strength of associations between these constructs, which are critical in understanding adolescent psychosocial development. This made the correlational design one of the most appropriate approaches for analyzing how school connectedness influences self-esteem in Nairobi’s public secondary schools.
3.2 Location of the Study
The study was conducted in public secondary schools in Nairobi County, Kenya. Nairobi County is the capital city and the most populous urban area in the country, with a population of 4.4 million as per the 2019 Kenya National Bureau of Statistics (KNBS) census. The county is administratively divided into 17 sub-counties including Dagoretti, Embakasi, Kasarani, Kamukunji, Lang’ata, Makadara, Mathare, Roysambu, Ruaraka, Starehe, and Westlands, among others.
Nairobi County was chosen for the study due to its unique educational and psychosocial challenges. Schools in the county face issues of overcrowding, diverse student populations, limited teacher-student interaction, and socio-economic disparities. These conditions are likely to affect the levels of school connectedness and, consequently, students’ self-esteem. Furthermore, although there are numerous studies on self-esteem and school climate in other contexts, there is limited empirical data that specifically explores this relationship in Nairobi’s urban public schools. Thus, the county presented a suitable setting to investigate the research problem.
3.3 Target Population
Mugenda and Mugenda (2008) define a population as the entire group of individuals or objects to which a researcher wishes to generalize study findings. In this study, the target population consisted of students and class teachers in public secondary schools in Nairobi County.
According to the Nairobi County Education Office (2021), the county has 297 public secondary schools comprising 5,312 teachers and 163,234 students. These groups were considered relevant because teachers play a central role in creating and sustaining school connectedness, while students are the direct recipients of these experiences, as well as the focus of self-esteem assessment.
Table 1: Target Population
	Category
	Target Population

	Teachers
	5,312

	Students
	163,234


Source: Nairobi County Education Office (2021)
3.4 Sampling Technique and Sample Size
Orodho (2005) defines sampling as the process of selecting a subset of individuals that adequately represents the characteristics of the entire population. This study used a stratified sampling technique to ensure that teachers and students were proportionately represented. Simple random sampling was then applied within each stratum to select individual participants.
To calculate the sample size for teachers and students, the study applied the simplified formula by Yamane (1967):
n = N / (1 + N * (e^2))
Where:
· n = sample size
· N = population size
· e = margin of error (set at 0.1 for teachers and 0.05 for students)
Based on this formula, the final sample included 100 teachers, and 380 students, giving a total of 510 respondents.
Table 2: Sample Size
	Category
	Population
	Sample
	Sampling Procedure

	Teachers
	5,312
	100
	Yamane formula (e = 0.1)

	Students
	163,234
	380
	Yamane formula (e = 0.05)


3.5 Research Instruments
Data were collected using standardized questionnaires. The student questionnaire contained items measuring both school connectedness and self-esteem. School connectedness was measured using adapted instruments focusing on teacher support, peer relationships, and sense of belonging. Self-esteem was measured using the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale, which is widely validated for use in adolescent populations.
In addition to questionnaires, semi-structured interview guides were administered to class teachers to gather deeper insights into school connectedness practices and their perceived influence on students’ self-esteem. This triangulation of methods enriched the data and enhanced credibility.
3.6 Pilot Testing of Research Instruments
A pilot study was conducted in two public secondary schools in Nairobi County not included in the final sample. This involved 15 teachers and 30 students (about 10% of the total sample size). The pilot aimed to evaluate clarity, accuracy, and appropriateness of the instruments.
3.6.1 Reliability
Reliability refers to the consistency of a research instrument (Mugenda & Mugenda, 2008). Cronbach’s Alpha was computed to assess internal consistency of the questionnaire items. Values obtained ranged between 0.72 and 0.86 for school connectedness items, and 0.78 and 0.88 for self-esteem items, which exceeded the minimum acceptable threshold of 0.70 (Malhotra, 2004). Reliability of interview data was ensured through triangulation, whereby responses were cross-checked with questionnaire data.
3.6.2 Validity of Instruments
Validity is the degree to which instruments measure what they intend to measure (Mugenda & Mugenda, 2009). Content validity was enhanced by consulting university supervisors and experts in educational psychology, who reviewed the questionnaires and interview guides. Feedback from the pilot study also helped to refine ambiguous or unclear items. This ensured that the tools accurately captured dimensions of school connectedness and self-esteem.
3.7 Data Collection Procedures
Before data collection, the researcher obtained approval from the University Graduate School and a research permit from the National Commission for Science, Technology and Innovation (NACOSTI). Permission was also sought from the Nairobi County Education Office and school principals.
The questionnaires were administered to students and interviews to class teachers during school hours. To minimize disruptions, appointments were made in advance with each participating school.
COVID-19 protocols were observed throughout the data collection period. Respondents wore masks, maintained social distancing, and interviews were conducted in well-ventilated rooms. The entire process took approximately four weeks.
3.8 Data Analysis and Presentation
Quantitative data were coded and entered into SPSS (Statistical Package for Social Sciences) for analysis. Descriptive statistics such as frequencies, percentages, means, and standard deviations were used to summarize data on school connectedness and self-esteem.
Inferential statistics were employed to test hypotheses:
· Pearson Product Moment Correlation was used to establish the relationship between school connectedness and students’ self-esteem.
· Multiple Regression Analysis was performed to determine the predictive strength of different dimensions of connectedness (teacher support, peer relationships, sense of belonging) on self-esteem.
Qualitative data from interviews were analyzed thematically. Responses were coded into categories such as “teacher support,” “peer connectedness,” and “student belonging,” and findings were integrated with quantitative results for triangulation.
Results were presented using tables, charts, and narratives to enhance clarity and comprehension.

IV. FINDINGS & DISCUSSIION
4.1 Demographics of the Participants
This section presents the demographic characteristics of the respondents, including students and class teachers who participated in the study. Such information is crucial because demographic attributes often shape experiences of school connectedness and levels of self-esteem. The analysis provides a backdrop for interpreting later findings on the relationship between these two constructs.
A total of 510 questionnaires were distributed across public secondary schools in Nairobi County. Out of these, 482 were returned fully completed, giving a response rate of 94.5%. This high return rate exceeded the 70% benchmark suggested by Mugenda and Mugenda (2008), signifying that the data were sufficiently representative to generalize to the larger study population. The distribution of responses across the three categories of participants—students, and teachers was consistent with the planned sample sizes, ensuring proportionate coverage.
Table 3: Response Rate
	Category
	Sample
	Responded
	Response Rate

	Teachers
	100
	100
	100.0%

	Students
	380
	352
	92.6%

	Total
	510
	482
	94.5%



Students’ Demographic Characteristics
Among the 352 student respondents, 45.9% were male and 54.1% were female. This gender balance is significant because self-esteem has been found to vary across genders during adolescence, with female students often reporting slightly lower levels than their male counterparts (Robins & Trzesniewski, 2005). Ensuring representation from both genders thus enhanced the robustness of the findings.
With regard to age, the majority (61.7%) were between 16–17 years and mostly in Form Three. Smaller proportions were distributed in Form Two (18.4%) and Form Four (19.9%). These results indicate that most respondents had spent sufficient time in secondary school to have developed clear perceptions of connectedness and self-esteem. Adolescence, particularly the middle phase (ages 15–17), is also a critical stage for identity formation and self-worth, making this age group ideal for investigating the study objective.
Figure 1: Students’ Gender, Age, and Class

Students were drawn from different types of schools. Day schools accounted for the largest share (41.0%), followed by boys’ boarding schools (20.3%), girls’ boarding schools (16.5%), mixed boarding (12.2%), and mixed day and boarding schools (10.0%). The variety ensured that perspectives were not limited to one type of school, which is important since connectedness and self-esteem may vary according to the school setting. Day schools, for example, are often associated with more diverse socio-economic populations, while boarding schools may provide more structured opportunities for peer bonding.
Figure 2: Students’ Gender and Type of School

Teachers’ Demographic Characteristics
For the teacher respondents, 59% were female and 41% were male, mirroring the broader national trend where more female teachers are employed in public secondary schools. Teachers’ academic qualifications were diverse: 49.4% held a Bachelor’s degree, 28.9% had Master’s degrees, 12% had Diplomas, 6% had PhDs, and 3.6% held postgraduate diplomas. The relatively high academic qualifications of teachers suggest they were well-positioned to provide informed insights on the constructs under study.
Teaching experience varied widely: 46.7% had taught for 11–20 years, while 37.5% had 2–5 years of experience. This indicates that the sample captured both seasoned teachers and those newer in service, offering a balanced perspective on school connectedness practices and their implications for self-esteem.
Figure 3: Teachers’ Gender, Academic Qualifications, and Experience

Teachers were drawn from different school types, with the majority from day schools (33.7% females and 20.5% males). Other categories included teachers from girls’ boarding schools (10.8%), mixed day and boarding schools (9.6%), and boys’ boarding schools. The variety in school types enriched the study by capturing experiences across the full range of institutional settings.
Figure 4: Teachers’ Gender and Type of School


4.2 School Connectedness
The first substantive focus of the study was to examine the levels of school connectedness as experienced by students in Nairobi’s public secondary schools. School connectedness was measured along three dimensions: teacher support, peer relationships, and sense of belonging.
Teacher Support
The findings revealed that students generally agreed that teachers cared for them, respected their views, and encouraged their academic and personal growth. The mean score for teacher support was M = 4.01, suggesting strong agreement. This reflects that teachers play a pivotal role in creating an environment where students feel valued.
Nevertheless, some variability was noted. While many students praised teachers for encouragement and fairness, others pointed to challenges such as large class sizes that limited opportunities for individual attention. One student remarked:
“Teachers try their best, but sometimes we feel invisible because of the many students in class.” (Respondent 14, Nairobi County, July 2023).
Such perspectives highlight that while teacher support is generally strong, systemic constraints like overcrowding can hinder deeper connectedness.
Peer Relationships
Peer relationships emerged as another important aspect of connectedness. The mean score was M = 3.86, indicating moderate to strong agreement. Students noted that having supportive friendships boosted their confidence and willingness to participate in class and co-curricular activities. On the other hand, some students expressed concerns about cliques, bullying, or exclusion.
One female student stated:
“Friends help me feel that I belong here. But if you don’t have close friends, school can feel very lonely.” (Respondent 21, Nairobi County, July 2023).
This underscores the dual nature of peer interactions: they can either strengthen or weaken connectedness and, by extension, self-esteem.
Sense of Belonging
The sense of belonging dimension scored moderately (M = 3.79). Students agreed that they generally felt part of the school community, but some reported feeling disconnected due to socio-economic differences or limited participation in decision-making.
Teachers acknowledged these gaps, noting that while initiatives like clubs and mentorship programs promote belonging, schools still struggle with inclusivity. One principal explained:
“We try to involve all students, but some, especially from disadvantaged backgrounds, withdraw. This reduces their sense of belonging.” (Respondent 9, Nairobi County, July 2023).
Overall, the findings suggest that while Nairobi schools have cultivated meaningful teacher support and peer networks, the broader sense of belonging remains fragile for some students.
Table 4: Descriptive Statistics for School Connectedness Dimensions
	Correlations

	
	School Connectedness
	Emotional Stability

	School Connectedness
	Pearson Correlation
	1
	.097

	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	
	.059

	
	N
	377
	377

	 Correlation is Not significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).



4.3 Students’ Self-Esteem
Students’ self-esteem was assessed using the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale. The overall mean was M = 3.92, SD = 0.68, indicating moderate to high self-esteem among participants.
General Patterns
Most students reported positive feelings about their abilities and self-worth. They expressed pride in their achievements and confidence in their capacity to face challenges. However, self-doubt and comparisons with peers occasionally lowered self-perceptions.
A male student observed:
“I know I am capable, but when I compare myself with the top students, sometimes I feel less important.” (Respondent 18, Nairobi County, July 2023).
This illustrates the tension between individual confidence and social comparison that characterizes adolescent self-esteem.
Gender Differences
When analyzed by gender, male students scored slightly higher (M = 3.98) than female students (M = 3.87). This gender gap, though modest, aligns with global literature that often reports lower self-esteem among adolescent girls due to social and cultural pressures. Teachers noted that girls often undervalued their abilities despite performing well academically.
A teacher remarked:
“Girls are hardworking, but many doubt themselves. Boys, even when not performing well, still project more confidence.” (Respondent 25, Nairobi County, July 2023).
Contribution of School Type
Self-esteem also varied slightly by school type. Students in boarding schools tended to report higher self-esteem compared to those in day schools. Teachers attributed this to stronger peer networks and closer teacher monitoring in boarding settings.

4.4 Relationship between School Connectedness and Self-Esteem
Correlation Analysis
To test the study hypothesis, Pearson correlation analysis was conducted. The results showed a positive and significant correlation between school connectedness and self-esteem (r = .482, p < 0.01). This implies that students who felt more connected to their schools reported higher self-esteem.
This finding resonates with global evidence. For instance, Resnick et al. (1997) demonstrated that connectedness is one of the strongest protective factors for adolescent well-being. Similarly, McNeely & Falci (2004) found that connectedness predicted academic motivation and self-confidence.
Table 5: Correlation between School Connectedness and Students’ Self-Esteem
	Variables
	Self-Esteem

	School Connectedness
	.482**


Note. p < 0.01 (2-tailed).
Table 6: Regression Model Predicting Students’ Self-Esteem 
	Predictor
	β
	p-value

	Teacher Support
	.341
	<0.01

	Peer Relationships
	.227
	<0.05

	Sense of Belonging
	.198
	<0.05

	R²
	.324
	

	F
	24.71
	<0.001




Regression Analysis
A regression model was developed to examine the predictive power of the three dimensions of connectedness. The model was statistically significant (F = 24.71, p < 0.001), with R² = 0.324, indicating that connectedness accounted for 32.4% of the variance in students’ self-esteem.
Teacher support was the strongest predictor (β = .341, p < 0.01), followed by peer relationships (β = .227, p < 0.05) and sense of belonging (β = .198, p < 0.05). These results emphasize that while all aspects of connectedness matter, teacher support is especially influential.
	Predictor
	β
	p-value

	Teacher Support
	.341
	< .01

	Peer Relationships
	.227
	< .05

	Sense of Belonging
	.198
	< .05

	R²
	.324
	

	F
	24.71
	< .001



Qualitative Reinforcement
Qualitative data triangulated these results. Students repeatedly emphasized the impact of teachers’ recognition and encouragement. Peers also played an important role in affirming or undermining self-worth, while belonging was seen as essential for sustained confidence.
A female student explained:
“When teachers and friends encourage me, I feel proud and want to do better. But when I feel left out, I start doubting myself.” (Respondent 6, Nairobi County, July 2023).
Summary of Findings
The findings reveal a clear and consistent pattern: school connectedness is positively associated with students’ self-esteem. Demographic differences such as gender and school type shape experiences of connectedness and levels of self-esteem, but across all groups, stronger connectedness predicted healthier self-esteem.
Teacher support emerged as the most powerful predictor, highlighting the central role educators play in shaping adolescents’ self-worth. Peer relationships and sense of belonging were also significant, underscoring the multidimensional nature of connectedness.
These results confirm the study’s hypothesis and point to the importance of strengthening relational, participatory, and inclusive practices in Nairobi’s public secondary schools to promote students’ confidence, resilience, and academic engagement.

V. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
5.1 Conclusion
The central purpose of this study was to assess the influence of peer counselling behaviour change interventions on students’ discipline in public secondary schools in Kiambu County. The findings reveal that peer counselling plays an indispensable role in shaping behavioural outcomes and strengthening discipline among learners. Specifically, the study established a positive and statistically significant correlation between students’ discipline and four key interventions: teacher counselling, student peer counselling, mentorship, and school disciplinary actions. Each of these interventions independently and collectively contributed to enhanced discipline, and their predictive power remained robust even when tested against moderating factors such as gender, type of school, and level of academic progress.
The results carry several important implications. Firstly, they provide strong empirical support to the claim that discipline is not merely a product of punitive structures such as suspensions or expulsions, but rather a multidimensional construct shaped by supportive and preventive interventions within the school environment. In Kiambu County, peer counselling emerged as a particularly effective strategy, showing that students are often more open to guidance from fellow students than from authority figures. This is consistent with the argument advanced by Goodman-Scott et al. (2018), who emphasized that integrating peer-based interventions into school counselling programs fosters a positive climate and discourages deviant behaviour.
Secondly, the findings align closely with Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory, which postulates that behaviour is a function of the environment in which individuals grow. In the school context, discipline is mediated by various ecological layers: the microsystem (peer groups, teacher interactions), the mesosystem (linkages between home and school), and the exosystem (policy and cultural expectations). The fact that interventions situated directly within the microsystem—peer counselling, teacher counselling, and mentorship—had strong influences on discipline underscores the ecological validity of this theory. It implies that discipline challenges are best addressed not in isolation but within the context of the broader school environment.
Thirdly, the conclusions resonate with Personal Construct Theory, which asserts that individuals continually reconstruct their values and behavioural choices based on repeated exposure to new constructs. In this study, consistent engagement with peer counsellors, mentorship programs, and guidance teachers contributed to reshaping the value systems of students, thus reducing the likelihood of indiscipline. This indicates that students’ behaviour is malleable, and interventions that target their interpretive frameworks can yield sustainable behavioural change.
In addition, the findings reaffirm earlier work in Kenya and beyond that emphasizes the multi-causal nature of indiscipline. Scholars such as Ambayo and Ngumi (2016) observed that while resource limitations often undermine formal guidance and counselling programs, peer counselling offers a scalable and cost-effective supplement. The current study extends this discourse by demonstrating that, in Kiambu County, peer counselling not only supplements teacher counselling but also independently predicts discipline outcomes.
The practical implication is that indiscipline, though influenced by structural factors such as overcrowding, poverty, and peer pressure, can be significantly curtailed when the school environment is intentionally structured around supportive interventions. By reinforcing peer counselling, mentorship, and consistent disciplinary action, schools create an ecosystem in which positive behavioural norms are internalized. This also addresses the concern raised by Problem Behaviour Theory, which argues that deviance is a product of the social environment. Here, the same environment, when reorganized, becomes the strongest corrective tool.
Overall, the study concludes that strengthening school-based behavioural interventions is essential to improving student discipline in public secondary schools in Kiambu County. The findings justify scaling up peer counselling, integrating it with teacher counselling and mentorship programs, and embedding it into school policy as a sustainable approach to discipline management. Ultimately, discipline is not merely a reaction to indiscipline but a proactive cultivation of a supportive, consistent, and student-centred school climate.
5.2 Recommendations
Building on these conclusions, the study proposes several recommendations directed at schools, policymakers, teacher counsellors, peer counsellors, and researchers. These recommendations are organized into three levels: school practice, policy interventions, and future research.
5.2.1 Recommendations for School Practice
1. Strengthening Recruitment and Training of Peer Counsellors
Schools should establish structured programs for the regular recruitment of peer counsellors across all classes. Training should cover basic counselling skills, confidentiality, conflict resolution, and referral procedures. Continuous refresher training should be institutionalized to ensure that peer counsellors remain effective and adapt to emerging challenges such as cyberbullying, substance abuse, and exam pressure.
2. Incentivizing Peer Counselling Participation
The study found that peer counsellors play an essential role in improving discipline, yet their contribution is often undervalued. To motivate students, schools should develop recognition systems such as leadership badges, certificates of merit, or inclusion in end-of-term award ceremonies. Recognition not only boosts morale but also positions peer counselling as a prestigious responsibility, encouraging more students to volunteer.
3. Integration with Teacher Counselling and Mentorship
Peer counselling should not function in isolation but should complement teacher counselling and mentorship initiatives. Regular meetings between teacher counsellors, peer counsellors, and school administrators should be held to review cases, share insights, and coordinate interventions. This integrated approach ensures that no discipline issue is overlooked and that peer counsellors have adequate support.
4. Creating Safe Spaces for Counselling
For peer counselling to be effective, schools should establish safe, confidential, and accessible spaces where counselling sessions can occur without fear of stigma. Dedicated counselling rooms, peer support clubs, or wellness corners should be created to reinforce the culture of openness and trust.
5. Embedding Counselling in Life Skills Programs
Life skills lessons should systematically incorporate peer counselling activities such as group discussions, role plays, and problem-solving sessions. By doing so, schools normalize counselling as part of everyday student life rather than a response to crises.
5.2.2 Recommendations for Policy and Institutional Frameworks
1. Policy Recognition of Peer Counselling
The Ministry of Education should formally recognize peer counselling as a central pillar of school discipline management. Guidelines should be issued to standardize recruitment, training, and supervision of peer counsellors across public schools.
2. Resource Allocation for Counselling Programs
Schools often struggle with inadequate funding for guidance and counselling. The government and county education boards should allocate specific budgetary provisions to support peer counselling, including training workshops, counselling materials, and support for mentorship programs.
3. Capacity Building for Teacher Counsellors
Teacher counsellors play a critical supervisory role. To maximize their impact, continuous professional development programs should be introduced, covering adolescent psychology, conflict management, and emerging psychosocial issues affecting students.
4. Collaboration with Stakeholders
Schools should collaborate with parents, community leaders, and religious organizations to strengthen the moral fabric that supports discipline. Community-based mentorship programs can be integrated with school counselling initiatives to reinforce consistent values both at home and in school.
5. Monitoring and Evaluation Systems
Education officers at the county and national levels should establish monitoring frameworks to assess the effectiveness of peer counselling and related interventions. Regular audits, student surveys, and annual reports should be mandated to ensure accountability and continuous improvement.
5.2.3 Recommendations for Future Research
1. Longitudinal Studies
Future research should adopt longitudinal designs to examine how peer counselling influences student behaviour over time. This would provide insights into the sustainability of behavioural changes and the long-term benefits of counselling interventions.
2. Comparative Studies across Counties
Indiscipline challenges vary by region. Comparative studies across counties in Kenya would help establish whether the findings in Kiambu are generalizable or whether context-specific factors moderate the effectiveness of peer counselling.
3. Exploring the Role of Technology in Counselling
With the rise of digital communication among adolescents, future studies should explore how peer counselling can be integrated with digital platforms, including peer support apps, online discussion forums, and social media engagement.
4. Intersectional Analysis
Future studies should also examine how factors such as gender, socio-economic status, or disability influence the effectiveness of peer counselling. Such analysis would allow for the tailoring of interventions to meet the diverse needs of students.
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