
THIS PAPER puts forward considerations
for the development of healthy school
communities in which relationships are

core business and a sense of belonging is
fostered for all, including those who are
often marginalised if not excluded from full
participation. 

The following paragraphs place the
specific educational issues discussed later
within a broader socio-political context. 

Equality: Although cultures differ, there is
strong evidence in multiple studies cited by
Wilkinson and Pickett (2010), that societies
which strive for greater equality and the
‘common good’ have better levels of mental
health, less violence and criminality and
better social and health outcomes.
According to a major study for the World
Bank (Narayan et al., 2000), community well-
being is demonstrated by adequate material
conditions, a sense of security, educational
opportunities and freedom from economic
exploitation. The psychological signs of

community well-being and the conditions
that enable people to live with dignity
include: respect and tolerance for diversity,
democratic participation, a sense of commu-
nity and solidarity, social support, freedom
of choice and action and capacity for action. 

Beliefs and Values: For the ‘common good’ to
be a reality, individual ambition must be
tempered with a responsibility towards
others and a desire to facilitate the well-
being of all. A common critique of modern
societies is that the belief that ‘everyone can
make it’ puts the responsibility for advance-
ment on individual effort alone and ignores
the need to address inequality of birth and
opportunity (Lerner, 1980, cited in Roffey,
2012a). Much current political discourse is
an argument between these two polarities,
which encapsulate opposing belief systems.
One set of beliefs and associated values is
demonstrated in the cuts to public services
and welfare together with policies which
have at their heart the freedom of the
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market unfettered by regulation. Those who
do not achieve are blamed for their inade-
quacies rather than seen as having experi-
enced a number of negative circumstances.
The alternative position takes the view that
we have a responsibility to ensure basic
human rights for all – including full access to
education – and equal opportunities to
succeed.

These ideologies have implications for
those students in school who come from
disadvantaged circumstances and often find
it more of a struggle to learn, achieve and
behave in desired ways. Without positive
intervention to alleviate the risk factors in
their lives they may become the ‘socially
excluded’ of the future – with all the implica-
tions this has for both individuals and the
well-being of communities. 

Community well-being: The Prilletenskys’
(2006) summary of the literature on commu-
nity well-being identifies the values that are
the hallmarks of healthy communities. Some
of these privilege the individual whilst others
emphasise the importance of shared
humanity and collaboration, alongside
ethical behaviours. It would appear that this
is not a question of one or the other as is
often portrayed in political discourse – but a
more complex interplay between the two.
These values are self-determination,
freedom, personal growth, health, caring
and compassion, accountability, trans-
parency, responsiveness to the common
good, collaboration, democratic participa-
tion, respect for human diversity, support for
community structures and social justice
(p.235). 

Community development: Positive develop-
ments in communities need specific princi-
ples and practices. Foster-Fishman and
colleagues (2001) offered a meta-analysis of
the critical factors involved. These are
‘member capacity’ – including diversity of
assets, core skills and attitudes and disposi-
tions; ‘relational capacity’, both internal
dynamics and positive external relationships;

‘organisational capacity’ and ‘programmatic
capacity’. Throughout there is a strong
emphasis on interpersonal value and
respect. ‘Attitudes and motivations make a big
difference, particularly toward four issues: (1)
Value of collaboration as a process whose benefits
outweigh its costs. (2) Strong commitment to the
targeted problem (3) Positive attitudes about the
other stakeholders (e.g. viewing them as capable,
legitimate, needed + valuing their diversity) (4)
Positive perception of one’s own role and compe-
tence’ (p.2). 

Applying these principles and practices
to school communities suggests that indi-
vidual differences are perceived as strengths
so long as these are embedded within a
framework of inclusion and collaboration. 

Overview: In this paper we will be exploring
factors that bring communities together and
the place of social capital in this endeavour.
We critique this concept by building on
Putnam’s bridging and bonding social
capital, the former being inclusive and the
latter with the potential for fostering a sense
of belonging for some but excluding others
who don’t ‘fit’ (Putnam, 2000). Social capital
in a school context often refers not only to
the connections made between people but
the quality of those interactions which build
mutual trust and reciprocity. We stress that
this needs to apply to all members of the
school community if we are to break inter-
generational cycles of school and social
exclusion. We illustrate the extent of this
problem by statistics on suspension and
exclusion in the UK. The need to feel you
belong is critical for resilience and well-
being and yet young people, often the most
vulnerable, are being marginalised and
excluded (DfFE, 2011). Circle Solutions
builds on Circle Time and is a philosophy
and pedagogy for promoting both connect-
edness and positive relationships. We give a
brief overview that includes developing
evidence of the efficacy of this intervention
and the implementation factors necessary to
promote positive outcomes. Finally we
discuss the role of the educational psycholo-
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gist in being an agent of change for student
and whole school well-being especially in
offering alternative practices that promote
connection for marginalised young people 

Definition of community
Although strong communities are connected
communities, where people feel they belong,
they matter and their participation is facili-
tated, the definition of what constitutes a
community is not straightforward (Barnes &
Roffey, 2013; McMillan & Chavis, 1986). For
administrative purposes a local community
can be measured by geographical bound-
aries. Whether anyone feels they belong to
their neighbourhood, however, is dependent
on many factors. We regularly hear of elderly
people being isolated with no meaningful
contact with anyone in their locality whereas
others perceive their neighbourhood to
cover quite a wide area. A community of
interest is a different kind of community and
exists where people have something in
common. They might share a faith, belong
to a sporting association or a professional
network. Schools, especially state schools,
meet both criteria – they are communities
within a local neighbourhood that also have
a shared purpose and interest – the educa-
tion of children and young people. There is
a further definition of community that is
predominantly psychological. This is where
there is a sense of emotional connection,
shared values and inter-dependence
between the members of the community.
Schools that manage to combine all three
are more likely to have high levels of social
capital (Roffey, 2008).

Social capital 
Although there continues to be a lack of
clarity around the concept, social capital is
increasingly cited as having a role to play in
addressing educational and social issues.
There is evidence that neighbourhoods and
educational communities with high levels of
social capital are more likely to achieve their
goals (Fukuyama, 1995; Pretty & Ward,
2001).

Over a century ago, John Dewey (1900)
suggested social capital was a valuable
resource that would develop when individ-
uals connect to others in meaningful ways.
Dewey went on to say that social capital is lost
to any society that does not provide the envi-
ronment and education necessary to bring
out the best in any individual. 

‘Men (sic) live in a community in virtue of the
things which they have in common; and
communication is the way in which they come
to possess things in common. What they must
have in common in order to form a community
or society are aims, beliefs, aspirations,
knowledge – a common understanding – like-
mindedness as the sociologists say. Such things
cannot be passed physically from one to
another, like bricks.’ (Dewey, 1916, p.4)

Since then there have been three main
proponents of the concept of social capital,
all of whom have developed their theories
over time in ways that have both similarities
and differences. According to Bourdieu
(1993) membership of formal and informal
groups gives access to opportunities and
resources. As such, he sees social capital as a
vehicle for the reproduction of privilege.
Although he also acknowledges the dangers,
Coleman (1988) has a more positive view. He
proposes that social capital has three forms:
level of trust, as evidenced by obligations and
expectations; information and communica-
tion channels; and norms and sanctions that
promote the common good over self-
interest. 

Putnam (2000) has added to the concept
by identifying within-group connections,
such as between teachers, as ‘bonding social
capital’ and across-group connections, such
as between staff and the parent community
as ‘bridging social capital’. Bridging social
capital is seen as particularly useful in
building resources and opportunities. 

‘Bonding’ social capital is where people
connect within a defined network. According
to Putnam (2000) this provides the founda-
tions for reciprocity and solidary. It can
generate multiple positive benefits, including
psychological boosts, for those who are
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within the group. It does, however, tend to be
inward looking and can be self-congratula-
tory. Groups may seek to maintain a sense of
cohesion and superiority by excluding those
who don’t ‘fit’. ‘Bridging’ social capital is by
contrast more flexible and inclusive. It gener-
ates broader identities which are more
outward looking and inclusive. 

Putnam suggests a vivid metaphor for the
difference: Bonding social capital constitutes a
kind of sociological superglue, whereas bridging
social capital provides a sociological WD-40
(Putnam, 2000, p.23).

Where there is high social capital individ-
uals are likely to be more interested, more
knowledgeable, and more concerned about
their community. This facilitates collective
action. There is a potentially virtuous cycle
where participation in community action
promotes social capital, which is turn
increases participation. ‘Community connected-
ness is not just about warm fuzzy tales of civic
triumph. In measurable and well-documented
ways, social capital makes an enormous difference
to our lives’ (Putnam, 2000, p.290).

Plagens (2011) illustrates, however, the
difference between the multiple connections
in high social capital being used for individ-
ualistic purposes and that used for commu-
nitarian purposes. For example, in the first,
parents are more likely use their social
connections to advantage their own
children: for instance, if their children are
particularly sporting then they may connect
with others to raise funds that go towards
new sporting equipment or facilities – that
the school orchestra may also need new
instruments will not feature as their concern.
Parents who are more community minded
would be interested in the advancement of
multiple initiatives, making it more likely, for
example, that families with sporting children
would want to help fund some orchestral
expenses, given the contributions of the
musicians to athletic events. Inclusive
belonging promotes mutual support to the
advantage of all whereas exclusive belonging
benefits only those who meet the criteria for
membership. 

Negative or exclusive social capital
promotes benefits for the few who belong to
a particular group but opposes rights and
opportunities for others. At the macro level
this can be seen in the apartheid system in
South Africa and the Indian caste system
(Streeton, 2002).

Social capital in school
Social capital in school usually refers not
simply to the number of connections
between stakeholders but the quality of their
interactions. (Stone, 2003; Roffey, 2008;
Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Inclusive,
strong, school communities are those where
there is a shared vision and purpose that
gives meaning and motivation to all students,
not just a select elite. Many of these signs of
well-being are embedded in social structures
– how people perceive and relate to each
other (e.g. Murray-Harvey, 2010; Noble &
McGrath, 2012).

‘The well-being of students in the school
community is promoted through developing
connectedness and social capital. Social
Capital is a term used to describe the particular
features of social relationships within a group
or community. This includes such things as
the extent of trust between people; whether they
have a shared understanding of how they
should behave toward, and care for one
another.’ (Catholic Education Office,
Melbourne, 2007) 

Beliefs about others and the purpose of
education, the vision of school leaders and a
focus on relational values and skills dictate
whether or not social capital is actively
fostered. And whether it is used for the
common good or only to privilege those who
can succeed and boost the school’s reputa-
tion. 

Psychological need to belong
Feeling that you are accepted within your
social group is a basic psychological need.
Baumeister and Leary (1995) argue that it is
so vital to our survival that it counts as one of
our basic human needs along with suste-
nance and shelter. Being able to establish and
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maintain positive social connections has
numerous benefits and is important to
everyone. When you are positively connected
with others you have reliable alliance in the
face of adversity, self-validation, support and
emotional security (Majors, 2012). Positive
social connections also offer opportunities
for collaboration and extending the potential
to attain mutual goals. In self-determination
theory, alongside the need for competence
and autonomy the need for relatedness to
others is considered critical for well-being
(Deci et al., 1991). 

Well-functioning groups provide social
and psychological support, can protect and
aid in times of need, facilitate access to
important resources and provide the founda-
tion for strong families (Duncan et al.,
2007). The need to belong is demonstrated
powerfully in the success of online networks
and the Facebook phenomena (Gangadhar-
batla, 2008). 

Inclusive and exclusive belonging
Exclusive social capital, however, can have
devastating effects for those positioned on the
margins or actively rejected. This may then
impact negatively on the entire community.
We can see this where youngsters who have no
other place to go, join up with each other,
sometimes engaging in anti-social or criminal
activity. In an extreme example, there is
evidence that in the incidents of multiple
killings in US schools since 1999 there had
been high levels of social stratification where
some students were seen as stars and others
rejected as losers. In March 2009 the New
Scientist reported on this study (Wike & Fraser,
2009) with the headline ‘Teen killers don’t come
from schools that foster a sense of belonging’. The
recommendations from this research include
strengthening school attachment.

Where connectedness and inclusion is
actively promoted it is likely to discourage
the development of connection to more
negative groups such as gangs. Positive rela-
tionships and inclusive groups inhibit
aggression and violence (Wolfe et al., 1999;
Wilson, 2004).

A sense of belonging is a significant
protective factor for children experiencing
multiple adversity in their lives (Werner &
Smith, 2001). Vulnerable students can be
challenging students. They need more
connection to school, not less. This goes well
beyond the wearing of a school uniform and
cheering on the school teams.

The other two environmental factors that
promote resilience are having someone who
believes in the best of you, thinks you are
worth bothering about, and high expecta-
tions – not giving up on anyone. The figures
suggest that the opposite is happening. This
has potential consequences in promoting an
intergenerational spiral of disadvantage and
disaffection with impact on social exclusion
in broader terms. 

Marginalisation and exclusion 
According to the latest available figures
(DfE 2011) there were an estimated 5740
permanent exclusions from primary,
secondary and all special schools in 2009/10
in the UK. Further details are given as
follows:
! There were 279,260 fixed period

exclusions from state funded secondary
schools, 37,210 fixed period exclusions
from primary schools and 14,910 fixed
period exclusions from special schools.

! The average length of a fixed period
exclusion in state-funded secondary
schools was 2.5 days, for primary schools
the average length of a fixed period
exclusion was 2.1 days.

! The permanent exclusion rate for boys
was approximately four times higher
than that for girls. The fixed period
exclusion rate for boys was almost three
times higher than that for girls.

! Pupils with SEN with statements are
around eight times more likely to be
permanently excluded than those pupils
with no SEN.

! Children who are eligible for free school
meals are around four times more likely
to receive a permanent exclusion and
three times more likely to receive a fixed
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period exclusion than children who are
not eligible for free school meals.

! Nearly 900 children are suspended from
school for abuse and assault every school
day.

These figures are likely to be underestimates
of children and young people not fully
attached to school. Anecdotal evidence from
both parents and teachers suggest that in
order to keep suspension figures low, students
may sometimes be marked as sick rather than
as suspended, or informally asked to stay at
home for a few days to ‘cool off’. 

Although unacceptable behaviour
should not be condoned, exclusion is based
on a set of beliefs rather than the evidence of
what is effective practice. A review of zero
tolerance policies in the US by the American
Psychological Association (Skiba et al.,
2006), found that schools that quickly
exclude students not only perpetrate a
‘school to prison pipeline’ for disadvantaged
youth but that both behavioural standards
and academic attainment deteriorate rather
than improve throughout the school. This is
attributed to reduced trust and relational
quality between students and staff. This study
also concludes that other ways of
approaching behavioural issues are more
effective, including promoting stronger
community connections and restorative
practices. This is mirrored in the scoping
study on approaches to student well-being
for the Australian Federal government
(Noble et al., 2008). 

School connectedness
School connectedness can be defined as the
belief by students that both peers and
teachers in the school care about their
learning and about them as individuals
(CDC, 2009).

Students are more likely to engage in
healthy behaviours and succeed academi-
cally when they feel connected to school.
The National Longitudinal Study of Adoles-
cent Health in the US looked at the impact
of protective factors on adolescent health
and well-being among more than 36,000 

7th to 12th grade students (Blum et al.,
2002). School connectedness was found to
be the strongest protective factor for both
boys and girls to decrease substance use,
school absenteeism, early sexual initiation,
violence, and risk of unintentional injury
such as drinking and driving. In this same
study, school connectedness was second in
importance, after family connectedness, as a
protective factor against emotional distress,
disordered eating, and both suicidal
ideation and attempts. 

Research has also demonstrated a strong
relationship between school connectedness
and educational outcomes, including school
attendance, staying in school longer; and
higher grades and classroom test scores
(Klem & Connell, 2004). 

The Wingspread Declaration on School
Connections (2003) identified four factors
that influence school connectedness. These
are: adult support; belonging to positive peer
groups; commitment to education; and the
quality of the school environment. The US
Department for Health and Human Services
also produced a document that outlines 60
strategies that could help pupils feel more
connected to school. Most of these are minor
adaptations in the school system rather than
major structural or policy changes. As such
they are actions that educational psycholo-
gists could well be involved with if not
initiate. The following are the overarching six
categories of suggested interventions 
1. Create decision-making processes that

facilitate student, family, and community
engagement; academic achievement; and
staff empowerment. 

2. Provide education and opportunities to
enable families to be actively involved in
their children’s academic and school life. 

3. Provide students with the academic,
emotional, and social skills necessary to
be actively engaged in school. 

4. Use effective classroom management and
teaching methods to foster a positive
learning environment. 

5. Provide professional development and
support for teachers and other school
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staff to enable them to meet the diverse
cognitive, emotional, and social needs of
children and adolescents. 

6. Create trusting and caring relationships
that promote open communication
among administrators, teachers, staff,
students, families, and communities. 

Using a Circle Solutions philosophy and
pedagogy to increase inclusive belonging
Circle Solutions addresses at least four of the
above and gives teachers pratical strategies
to change the emotional climate in their
classroom, increase inclusion and promote
the pro-social behaviours that some students
struggle to develop. Students who have a
sense of commitment to the group are more
likely to choose pro-social behaviour than
those who are marginalised and see little
reason to care about others. The Circle Solu-
tions (CS) philosophy has developed from
the better-known Circle Time. Circle Time is
a pedagogy that is primarily used in schools
to promote social and emotional learning.
(Mosley & Tew, 1999; Roffey, 2006) The
developments are in the additional princi-
ples that underpin the approach, the
specifics of the facilitation and the emphasis
on the application of the CS philosophy in
all aspects of classroom interaction.
Although Circle Solutions sessions and activ-
ities happen in a specific time slot this
broader application is needed for sustain-
able outcomes (McCarthy, 2009). The CS
principles and their praxis are: 

Equality and democracy: Everyone is given the
opportunity to participate and speak if they
wish. Many activities are structured to enable
students to discover what they have in
common – their shared humanity. The
teacher as facilitator does not ‘stand and
deliver’ but participates in all activities as an
equal with students. If one member of a
group is asked to give feed back for others to
save time, the rest are asked if they have
anything to add. 

Inclusion: It is the right of each person in the
class to participate in circle sessions, they are
never denied this right because of their
behaviour outside the circle. Vulnerable
young people need more opportunities for
connection, not less. If their behaviour
during the circle infringes the principles they
are given the choice to stay and abide by these
or take some time out to reflect and then
return when they are ready. Conversations
with the facilitator take place quietly whilst
others are engaged in activities. No-one is
shown up in front of others and the emphasis
is on pupil choice, not teacher control. This
appears to be effective as students enjoy
Circles and are motivated to be there. Activi-
ties are rarely dependent on a high level of
academic skills or take place within small co-
operative groups. Although children with
English as a second language and those with
special educational needs tend to take longer
than others to participate, the framework
promotes their eventual inclusion.

Respect: Not putting anyone down either
verbally or non-verbally. This means listening
when one person is speaking, not laughing
unkindly or making faces at what others say.
Pupils are routinely mixed up out of their
usual social groups and interact with others.
It is not respectful to refuse to work with
anyone else. This principle inhibits stereo-
typing. Feedback from students is that they
enjoy the opportunity to get to know others
they don’t usually speak with (personal
communications; McCarthy, 2009).

Safety and choice: No-one has to speak if they
choose not to. It takes some students a while
to become comfortable and confident in
sharing their ideas. They are, however,
watching, listening and learning and it
would seem that pupils speak when they are
ready. Circles may address issues, but never
incidents so that there is no blame attached.
Discussions are not opportunities to self-
disclose but to share thoughts of issues of
concern to all. There is no fear of ‘losing’ as
activities are not individually competitive. 
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Agency: Pupils are not told what to think or
do but given structured opportunities to
discuss and address important issues with
others. This makes it more likely they will
take some group responsibility for abiding
by decisions. The role of the teacher/facili-
tator is to be in charge of proceedings but
avoid taking control.

Positivity: Participants are focused on what
they would like to aim for in their class for
themselves and others – including what they
would like to feel about being there. This is
different from addressing problems. The
aim is to identify both individual and class
strengths and explore ways to build on these.
We know that predominantly positive feel-
ings encourage both problem solving skills
and collaboration (Fredrickson, 2009). CS
promotes a sense of belonging by fostering
positive feelings, including shared laughter.

Developing evidence
More than 100 schools across all States and
Territories in Australia have introduced this
intervention with positive feedback from
teachers who are noticing positive changes
in class ethos, relational skills and problem-
solving (personal communications; Well-
being Australia, 2011; Circle Solutions
Network, 2012). Students as a group are
taking increased responsibility – especially in
addressing bullying by increasing inclusion.
In Australia many school counsellors (in
most States the equivalent of educational
psychologists) have taken a trainer
programme so they can introduce this into
their schools. 

Preliminary evidence of the efficacy of
this intervention/approach has been
provided by two student research projects
(unpublished), a nationwide survey on well-
being, and a small study that was carried out
for the Department of Education, New
South Wales (McCarthy, 2009). In the latter
18 undergraduate students, many training to
be teachers or work as early years profes-
sionals, were trained as Circle facilitators and
placed into eight Greater Western Sydney

schools as part of a ‘Learning through
Community Service’ module. Here they
supported Circles in whichever way the
school determined. Their placement began
with a needs analysis on social and emotional
issues within the classes to which they were
assigned. The student facilitators were
surprised at the lack of social skills in many
pupils that interfered with both their
learning and their integration: ‘Children knew
little about their feelings and how to regulate
emotions. They acted on impulse rather than logic,
and lacked assertive skills. There were deficiencies
in communication and little awareness of or rela-
tionships with others.’ (Student facilitator, cited
in McCarthy, 2009)

During the following 10 weeks student
facilitators spent 100 hours in the school
running sessions, making materials,
supporting teachers and observing changes.
Assessment for the module was four submis-
sions over four months on aspects of their
experiences, including literature reviews and
reflections. Their final portfolios were
submitted with evidence of their experiences
and their own learning. This included inter-
views within the community setting, observa-
tional data and other material. With
students’ permission their portfolios were
analysed and written up after marking and
grading (McCarthy, 2009). 

Although there were major differences
between schools the pupils in all eight
schools invariably became engaged during
Circle sessions and changes were notes in
their social behaviour. 

‘We covered a lot on friendship which I think
eventually brought the class together more.
They began to think about their class and the
importance of forming bonds within the
classroom. I think the atmosphere in the
classroom began to change in regards to
friendship and classroom connectedness.’
(Student facilitator School 8) 

Changes were observed if teachers were not
involved but these did not last nor generalise.

‘In relation to teachers not much was discussed
in terms of what we were doing with circle time,
they seemed disinterested and didn’t seem to

Educational & Child Psychology Vol. 30 No. 1 45

Inclusive and exclusive belonging – the impact on individual and community well-being



value what we had to offer… the children…
seem to forget what was done during circle time
and resort to old behaviours of being ego
centric, not getting along with others or not
thinking about how others might feel.’
(Student facilitator School 6)

It needs a whole class, if not a whole school
approach for optimal outcomes. Teachers
have to believe that social and emotional
issues are not only critical but they can change
behaviour. Circles have limited impact if the
relational values are not embedded within
everyday interaction. This is also reflected in
earlier research (Taylor, 2003).

Indigenous communities across the
world are often vulnerable and marginalised.
In Australia they comprise about two-and-a-
half per cent of the population but make up
nearly 24 per cent of the prison population.
Retention at school is improving but still a
long way behind other Australians at 23 per
cent (Australian Human Rights Commission,
2008).

The CS philosophy has underpinned
work with groups of Aboriginal girls aged
between 12 and 17 years in a city in regional
New South Wales. The girls work together to
identify and work on projects that will be of
benefit to the community in some way. They
explore the parameters of positive relation-
ships and take part in activities that raise
issues of give them a sense of leadership and
connection with others, both at school and
within the wider community. 

The three high schools involved have
seen improvement in levels of confidence,
engagement and resilience in the girls and as
a consequence have adopted the Circle
philosophy across all schools. Teachers are
noticing a difference to the relationships they
are having with pupils, as well as between the
young people. The programme and its imple-
mentation is currently being evaluated. 

The work of educational psychologists
in promoting inclusive belonging 
Educational psychologists (EPs) already act
as advocates for vulnerable children, some-
times battling for inclusion when other

dominant voices are pressing to ‘get rid’ of
the ‘problem’. Often teacher well-being and
the rights of other children are given as a
rationale to suspend and exclude. It may be
a struggle to persuade schools that there are
viable alternatives. There are a number of
possible ways in which EPs might take affir-
mative action both as individuals and as a
profession. 

Educational psychologists work with
evidence-based practice. The profession as a
whole needs to keep the evidence at the fore-
front of discussion. We know what works for
vulnerable children and should be raising
the evidence wherever we can. 

‘The school’s philosophy, a supportive and
stable school environment, and strong
relationships between the school and parents
were found to be important factors in
preventing very young children from being
excluded’. (Ofsted, 2009) 

Gladwell (2000), however, talks about the
‘stickiness’ of messages in getting ideas to
take hold. By this he means delivering
memorable messages that resonate with what
people want in their lives. Time is an issue in
education, so it is helpful to get teachers to
see that what you are suggesting is doing
things a little differently rather than doing
more. 

We also know that addressing the well-
being of children in schools in general also
supports the well-being of teachers (Roffey,
2012b). It is in teachers’ interests to promote
inclusive belonging for all. 

Student well-being is also connected with
learning outcomes and pro-social behaviour
(Noble et al, 2008). All schools want students
engaged, so pedagogy matters. Educational
psychologists are experts on teaching
approaches but this is rarely part of their
brief in schools. What opportunities might
there be to raise the profile of this aspect of
the profession? 

EPs may be able to work at a systems level
to promote the value and practice of restora-
tive approaches to behaviour as an alterna-
tive to punitive sanctions and exclusions.
This is not the ‘soft’ option but enables
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people to repair the harm they have caused
and reconnect them to the school commu-
nity. They are also well placed to deliver
training on how teachers might develop
constructive and more effective relationships
with challenging children and what might be
involved to foster a sense of connectedness
and engagement for all stakeholders in a
school. 

At an individual level, EPs can intervene
early to help schools identify whether behav-
iour can be addressed by teaching or
whether there are developmental issues that
need assessment. It is also worth considering
who in the school might have some belief in
the best of the student, be able to see poten-
tial where others do not and be prepared to
identify and develop strengths, whatever
these may be (Roffey, 2011). This person
could be the catalyst for increasing school
connection. If finding someone who meets
this criterion presents a challenge, what does
this say about the quality of relationships
throughout the entire school and the way
vulnerable and challenging children are
positioned? When children are marginalised
or simply labelled as ‘naughty’ this rein-
forces how other children, teachers and
parents perceive the child as ‘not one of us’,
respond negatively to their needs and boosts
a downward educational trajectory (McClure
et al., 2008).

Summary and conclusions
It is the socio-political context that deter-
mines much of what happens in schools
(Parsons, 2005). The current UK discourse
constructs ‘good’ schools and teachers as
those who have strong discipline and get
high grades. Those students who are vulner-
able, struggle with their learning and
perhaps infringe strict behavioural expecta-
tions may be positioned as ‘not a good fit’
with the school’s ethos or the Government’s
priorities. 

When dominant discourses are negative
towards such students, it may be hard for
individuals to counter with a more construc-
tive view and in schools where an authori-
tarian ethos prevails, positive statements may
be dismissed as evidence of a willingness to
be ‘soft’ on students rather than ensure that
appropriate discipline is upheld. The
accepted view may be that students who chal-
lenge the system need to adapt to the
expected standards or be asked to leave to
maintain the ‘good’ reputation of the
school. 

However, where there has been conscious
and sustained school development on well-
being, respect and inclusion for all, the
opposite may be true (Roffey, 2010). 

‘Negativity about the kids is rare. It is taboo to
talk negatively about the kids. When teachers
do sometimes say something negative others
will give a different view. It is not seen as a
cool thing to do.’ (High School Teacher) 

Pupils need support to identify their
personal strengths and be surrounded by
educational professionals that do not posi-
tion them as unworthy, lacking in skills, qual-
ities or potential. They need to feel they are
acknowledged, welcomed, valued and
included, especially when life outside school
presents them with multiple challenges. 

Address for correspondence
Adjunct Associate Professor Sue Roffey
School of Education, 
University of Western Sydney,
c/o 40A Rickard Avenue, 
Mosman, New South Wales 2088, 
Australia.
Email: s.roffey@uws.edu.au

Educational & Child Psychology Vol. 30 No. 1 47

Inclusive and exclusive belonging – the impact on individual and community well-being



Australian Human Rights Commission (2008).
Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander Social Justice
Report 2008, Appendix 2: A statistical overview of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in
Australia. Accessed 21 September 2012, from:
http://www.hreoc.gov.au/social_justice/
sj_report/sjreport08/app2.html

Barnes, J. & Roffey, S. (2013). Community change:
The complex nature of interventions to promote
positive connections. In F. Huppert & C. Cooper,
Well-being: A complete reference guide. New Jersey:
John Wiley & Sons (in press). 

Baumeister, R.F. & Leary, M.R. (1995). The need to
belong: Desire for interpersonal attachments as a
fundamental human motivation. Psychological
Bulletin, 117(3), 497–529.

Benard, B. (1991). Fostering resiliency in kids: Protective
factors in the family, school, and community.
Portland, OR: Western Center for Drug-Free
Schools and Communities.

Blum, R.W. (2005). A case for school connectedness.
Educational Leadership, 42(7), 62–70.

Blum, R.W., McNeely, C. & Rinehart, P.M. (2002).
Improving the odds: The untapped power of schools to
improve the health of teens. Minneapolis: Center for
Adolescent Health and Development, University
of Minnesota.

Bourdieu, P. (1993). Sociology in question. London:
Sage.

Catholic Education Office, Melbourne (2007).
Enhancing Relationships in School Communities
(ERIS). Phase 1 Report (2004–2006). Accessed 
27 February 2009, from:
http://www.ceo.melb.catholic.edu.au on 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2009).
School connectedness: Strategies for increasing
protective factors among youth. Atlanta, GA: 
US Department of Health and Human Services;
2009. www.cdc.gov/HealthyYouth.

Circle Solutions Network (2011). List of registered Circle
Solutions schools; Circle Solutions accredited trainers.
www.circlesolutionsnetwork.com/csn/

Coleman, J. (1988). Social capital in the creation of
human capital. American Journal of Sociology, 94
(Supplement), S95–S120.

Deci, E.L., Vallerland, F.J., Pelletier, L.G. & Ryan,
R.M. (1991). Motivation and education: The self-
determination perspective. The Educational
Psychologist, 26, 325–346.

Department for Education (2011). Accessed 8 June
2012, from:
http://www.education.gov.uk/rsgateway/
DB/SFR/s001016/index.shtml

Dewey, J. (1900). The psychology of the elementary
curriculum. In J. Dewy (Ed.), The Elementary
School Record, 1 (pp.219–32). Chicago: University
of Chicago Press.

Dewey, J. (1916). Democracy and education. New York:
Macmillan.

Duncan, G.J., Dowsett, C.J., Claessens, A., Magnuson,
K., Huston, A.C., Klebanov, P. et al. (2007).
School readiness and later achievement.
Developmental Psychology, 43, 1428–1446.

Foster-Fishman, P.G., Berkowitz, S.L., Lounsbury,
D.W., Jacobson, S. & Allen, N.A. (2001). Building
collaborative capacity in community coalitions: 
A review and integrative framework. American
Journal of Community Psychology, 29(2), 241–261.

Fredrickson, B. (2009). Positivity: Ground-breaking
research to release your inner optimist and thrive.
Oxford: OneWorld Publications.

Fukuyama, F. (1995). Trust: The social virtues and the
creation of prosperity. New York: The Free Press.

Gangadharbatla, H. (2008). Facebook me: Collective
self-esteem, need to belong, and internet self-
efficacy as predictors of the igeneration’s
attitudes toward social networking sites. Journal of
Interactive Advertising, 8(2 ), 5–15.

Gladwell, M. (2000). The Tipping Point: How little
things can make a big difference. Boston: Little,
Brown.

Klem, A.M. & Connell, J.P. (2004). Relationships
matter: Linking teacher support to student
engagement and achievement. Journal of School
Health, 74(7), 262–273.

Jennings, P.A. & Greenberg, M.T. (2009). The pro-
social classroom: Teacher social and emotional
competence in relation to student and classroom
outcomes. Review of Educational Research, 79(1),
491–525.

Lerner, M. (1980). The belief in a just world. New York:
Plenum Press.

Libbey, H.P. (2004). Measuring student relationships
to school: Attachment, bonding, connectedness,
and engagement. Journal of School Health, 74(7),
274–283.

MacLure, M., Jones, L., Holmes, R. & MacRae, C.
(2008). Becoming a problem: How and why children
acquire a reputation as ‘naughty’ in the earliest years at
school. Swindon: Economic and Social Research
Council.

McCarthy, F. (2009). Circle Time Solutions: Creating
caring school communities. Sydney: Report for the
NSW Department of Education.

McMillan, D.W. & Chavis, D.M. (1986). Sense of
community, definition and theory. Journal of
Community Psychology, 14, 6–23. 

Majors, K. (2012). Friendships: The power of positive
alliance. In S. Roffey (Ed.), Positive relationships:
Evidence-based practice across the world. The Hague:
Springer.

Mosley, J. & Tew, M. (1999). Quality Circle Time in the
secondary school – a handbook of good practice.
London: David Fulton Publishers.

48 Educational & Child Psychology Vol. 30 No. 1

Sue Roffey

References



Murray-Harvey R. (2010). Relationship influences on
students’ academic achievement, psychological
health and well-being at school. Educational &
Child Psychology, 27(1), 104–116. 

Narayan, D., Chambers, R., Shah, M. & Petesch, P.
(2000). Voices of the poor: Crying out for change. 
New York: Oxford University Press.

Noble, T., McGrath, H., Roffey, S. & Rowling, L.
(2008). A scoping study on student well-being.
Canberra: Department of Education, Employ-
ment & Workplace Relations.

Noble, T. & McGrath, H, (2012). Well-being and
resilience in young people and the role of
positive relationships. In S. Roffey (Ed.), Positive
relationships: Evidence-based practice across the world.
The Hague: Springer.

Office for Standards in Education (OFSTED).
(2009). The exclusion from school of children aged
4–9. London: Ofsted.

Parsons, C. (2005). School exclusion: The will to
punish. British Journal of Educational Studies,
53(2), 187–211.

Plagens, G.K. (2011). Social capital and education:
Implications for student and school perform-
ance. Education & Culture, 27(1), 40–64.

Pretty, J. & Ward, H. (2001). Social capital and the
environment. World Development, 29(2), 209–227.

Prilleltensky, I. & Prilleltensky, O. (2006). Promoting
well-being: Linking personal, organisational and
community change. New Jersey: Wiley & Sons.

Putnam, R.D. (2000). Bowling alone: The collapse and
revival of American community. New York: Simon &
Schuster.

Roffey, S. (2006). Circle Time for emotional literacy.
London: Sage.

Roffey, S. (2008). Emotional literacy and the ecology
of school well-being. Educational & Child
Psychology, 25(2), 29–39. 

Roffey, S. (2010). Including students with
challenging behaviour. In R. Rose (Ed.),
Confronting obstacles to inclusion: International
responses to developing inclusive education. London:
Routledge.

Roffey, S. (2011). Changing behaviour in schools:
Promoting positive relationships and well-being.
London: Sage.

Roffey, S. (2012a). Introduction. In S. Roffey (Ed.),
Positive relationships: Evidence-based practice across
the world. The Hague: Springer.

Roffey, S. (2012b). Student well-being: Teacher well-
being – two sides of the same coin. Educational &
Child Psychology, 29(4), 8–17. 

Skiba, R., Reynolds, C.R., Graham, S., Sheras, P.,
Close Conely, J. & Garcia-Vasquez, E. (2006). 
Are zero tolerance policies effective in the schools? 
An evidentiary review and recommendations. Zero
Tolerance Task Force Report for the American
Psychological Association.

Stone, W. (2003). Bonding, bridging and linking
social capital. Stronger Families Learning Exchange,
4, 13–16. Australian Institute of Family Studies.

Streeton, P. (2002). Reflections on social and anti-
social capital. Journal of Human Development, 3(1),
7–22.

Taylor, M. (2003). Going round in circles: Implementing
and learning from Circle Time. Slough: NFER.

Well-being Australia (2011). Survey: Factors affecting
school well-being: First analysis. Sydney: Well-being
Australia Network. Available online at:
http://www.well-beingaustralia.com.au/wba/
2012/02/survey-factors-affecting-school-
well-being-first-analysis.html

Werner, E. & Smith, R. (2001). Journeys from childhood
to the midlife: Risk, resilience, and recovery. New York:
Cornell University Press.

Wike, T.L. & Fraser, M.W. (2009). School shootings:
Making sense of the senseless. Aggression and
Violent Behavior, 14(3), 162–169.

Wilkinson, R. & Pickett, K. (2010). The spirit level: 
Why equality is better for everyone. London: Penguin.

Wilson, D. (2004). The interface of school climate
and school connectedness and relationships with
aggression and victimisation. Journal of School
Health, 74(7), 293–299.

Wingspread Declaration (2003). Published in a
special issue on School Connectedness for the
Journal of School Health, 74(7).

Wolfe. D.A., Wekerle, C. & Scott, K. (1999).
Alternatives to violence: Empowering youth to develop
healthy relationships. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Educational & Child Psychology Vol. 30 No. 1 49

Inclusive and exclusive belonging – the impact on individual and community well-being


