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Belonging

• Is a powerful psychological concept, 
incorporating cognitive, social-emotional and 
behavioural experience within a context of 
connectedness to place, to culture, to others. 

• Has significant implications for schools, which 
have duties to promote inclusion, community 
cohesion and the well-being of all members 
(DCSF, 2008; DfEE, 2001; DfES, 2004;).



Psychological Aspects

• Many of the strongest emotions people 
experience – both positive and negative – are 
linked to belonging. 

• Being accepted, included or welcomed leads 
to a variety of positive emotions, such as 
happiness, elation, contentment and calm. 

• Being rejected, excluded or ignored leads to 
potent negative feelings such as anxiety, 
depression, grief, jealousy and loneliness.

(Baumeister & Leary, 1995). 



Biological aspects
• Brain imaging studies suggest that human beings are 

‘hardwired’ to connect with others, with experiences 
of belonging stimulating reward mechanisms in the 
brain (Resnick 2005). 

• The effects in the brain of social exclusion have been 
found to closely mirror those of physical pain 
(Eisenberg et al., 2003).



School Belonging and 
Community Cohesion

Learning together to be safe – toolkit to help schools contribute 
to the prevention of violent extremism (DCSF, 2008) 

• “Adolescents exploring issues of identity can feel both distant 
from their parents’ cultural and religious heritage and 
uncomfortable with their place in society around them. 
Extremist ideas can help provide a sense of purpose or 
feeling of belonging. The experience of migration, local 
tensions…..may contribute to alienation from UK values.”

• Schools are encouraged to: 
• “Uphold a clear ethos which….promotes a strong sense of 

belonging, shared community care and responsibility for 
others.”



Belonging & Inclusion

• ‘Inclusion is about engendering a sense of 
community and belonging….’ (DfES, 2001, p. 3).

• ‘The concept of inclusion must embrace the 
feeling of belonging, since such a feeling 
appears to be necessary both for successful 
learning and for more general wellbeing’.    

(Warnock, 2005, p. 15)



Risk Factor: Weak Belonging 

• threats to belonging produce decrements in 
intellectual performance (Baumeister et al., 
2002). 

• A significant number of pupils who 
anonymously admitted to bullying others 
reported a lower sense of belonging to their 
school (Bosworth et al. 1999).

• Longitudinal research with 12 to 14 year olds 
in Australia found a predictive link future 
mental health problems (Shochet, et al, 2006). 



Protective Factor: Strong Belonging

Study of 12,000 aged 12 to 18 years

• important protective effects of perceived 
family and school connectedness on a wide 
range of health risk behaviours including: 
self-reported emotional distress; suicidal 
thoughts and behaviour; violence; use of 
cigarettes, alcohol and marijuana; and age of 
first sexual experience.  

• low attainment at school was additionally 
associated with high risk.    (Resnick et al.,1997)



Sense of Community 
(McMillan & Chavis (1986)

• Membership (boundaries, 
belonging, emotional safety...)

• Influence (and power –
validation and conformity)

• Integration and fulfilment of 
needs

• Shared emotional connection 
(contact, high quality 
interaction: honour-
humiliation)



Belonging

Enjoyment

Resilience

Distress

Responsiveness

Social Behaviour

Healthy Living



Belonging Measures
• Sense of a School Community Scale (Battistich

et al.,1995)

• Family & School Connectedness Scales 
(Resnick et al.,1997)

• Psychological Sense of School Membership 
Scale (Goodenow, 1993) 

• Social Cognitive Mapping (Cairns & Cairns,1994)

• Four Field Map (Sturgess et al., 2001)

• Student Engagement Instrument (Appleton et 
al., 2006)



School Connectedness Scale

1.You feel close to people at school
2.Teachers care about you
3.You feel part of your school
4.You feel happy at school
5.You feel teachers treat students fairly
6.You feel safe in your school



Social Cognitive Mapping



Four Field Map



Social and emotional aspects of learning (SEAL)

• Learning outcomes include ‘belonging to groups’. 
• Secondary SEAL specifically targets work at Year 7 pupils 

joining their new secondary school with interventions to 
support transition. 

• Pupils are encouraged to contribute to the management of 
group dynamics. Learning outcomes include:
– I understand my rights and responsibilities as an individual who

belongs to many different social groups;
– I can make the people in my group feel valued and welcome;

• Culture and identity are also addressed. Stated aims are to:
– Affirm children’s cultures and developing sense of personal identity
– Promote equal opportunities and a sense of belonging
– Equip children to recognise and resist bias, racism and 

stereotyping. 



Circle of Friends (CoF)?

An inclusive approach to support 
children experiencing emotional, 
behavioural or social difficulties
in school by:

• enlisting the help of the whole 
class peer group

• setting up a Circle of Friends 
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Systemic Focus I
• Case studies of 14 schools particularly successful in 

keeping in school pupils at risk of drop out or exclusion. 
• Characterised by steps by staff to promote school belonging: 

(a) active efforts to create positive and respectful staff-pupil 
relationships, 
(b) communication of concern about and direct help with personal
problems, 
(c) active help with meeting required standards of success and 
competence, 
(d) active help in identifying pupil place in society, based on a link 
between self, school and ones future. 

• Clear expectations on pupils for reciprocal commitment to: 
(i) positive and respectful behaviours towards adults and peers,
(ii) educational engagement, defined as a level of mental and physical 
effort in school tasks that makes achievement likely.

(Wehlage et al.,1990)



Systemic Focus II

Semi-structured interviews with adolescents about the experiences and
events that shaped their feelings towards their schools and teachers. 

• Pupils respected and connected with teachers who used effective 
and clear instructional styles and demonstrated commitment to 
promoting the learning of each individual. 

• Perceived caring was communicated by teachers who knew their 
pupils’ names, noticed and asked about absences, were available to 
listen, set high expectations, provided encouragement and followed 
up on requests and undertakings. 

• Pupils very rarely approached teachers to discuss personal 
problems. Significant discussions tended to result from teachers
enquiring about issues such as absences, homework completion and
decrements in performance. 

Good teaching itself is advocated as a key resource for mental health.            
Ozer, et al. (2008) 



Check and Connect - Rationale
(http://www.ici.umn.edu/checkandconnect/ )

• Interventions need to address engagement 
comprehensively, not only focusing on academic or 
behavioural needs but also on the social and interpersonal 
aspects of schooling, in particular the need for connections 
to adults and peers. 

• A systemic approach with a cognitive-behavioural 
orientation is most likely to achieve the goal of positively 
influencing students’ thoughts, feelings and behaviour. 

• Consistently positive results from implementation in 
different types of communities in the U.S.A., in both 
primary and secondary, on reduced rates of truancy, 
exclusions, course failures and dropout. (Christenson et al., 
2008) 



Check and Connect – Key Components
• Checking alterable signs of student engagement such as 

attendance, behaviour and academic progress 
• Connecting with students, families and school staff. 

• Monitors 
– meet individually with students at least once a week and establish 

regular communication with families - in person, by phone, pager, 
text etc. 

– the role is one of mentor, case manager and advocate. They work 
to create positive relationships between students, families and the 
school. 

– their approach is characterised by ‘persistence plus’ - not giving 
up on students and maintaining positive and high expectations. 
Also important are continuity over time and consistency, with a 
strong message message of caring and the importance of school.



Conclusions

• What questions?
• What conclusions?
• What dreams and 

aspirations?


