How can Building a
Sense of Belonging
Support School
Mental Health?

A 2020 inquiry by UCL (Riley et
al.) highlighted the importance of
‘belonging’ for School Mental
Health.

Belonging is one of those intangible-
sounding concepts that can feel
difficult to plan for or engineer.
Children and young people either
feel it or they don't, can we make
them feel like they belong?

The reality is, though, that belonging is a tangible outcome we can plan for and
evaluate. It can be affected by school leadership, policies, practice and culture.

The authors of the UCL inquiry define it as ‘that sense of being
somewhere you can be confident that you will fit in and be
safe in your identity: a feeling of being at home in a place!

Who belongs?

The feeling of ‘belonging’ at school is hot evenly

distributed. The UCL report states that 1 in 4 young
people feel they do not belong in school: a figure which is
rising’ and highlights these specific groups:

‘Children from disadvantaged communities are twice as
likely as their more advantaged peers to feel they don't
belong and four times more likely to be excluded!

‘Black Caribbean and special educational needs children
are more likely to be excluded than their peers.

A risk of a low sense of belonging is that those ‘who
experience a sense of exclusion from school or society
seek “belongingness” elsewhere!’



Why does belonging matter?
This matters because belonging is associated with a host of positive outcomes:

¢ Increased student motivation

Increased staff well-being, motivation and retention

Reductions in student absenteeism

Other positive social outcomes e.g. health and well-being

Improved academic achievement

A growing sense of agency in students and staff: a belief that they can make a
difference

How can we ensure pupils feel they belong?

Cultivating a sense of belonging is essential for mentally healthy schools - and it is
achievable. Key levers include:




Why did you do that?

* How do you feel?

* How do you think other
children or your teacher
feel?

e What do you think we

should do?'

What does research tell us?

Walton and Cohen (2011) have studied why
certain young people don't feel they belong

In one study, teachers gave pupils in an academic school environment. They
a simple activity: looked specifically at young people in
[Students] ranked a list of personal minority groups ‘who face negative
values in terms of their importance stereotypes in school and may not feel that
to them. [... Theyl then wrote for the attributes they value most in themselves
about 15 minutes about why their — their sense of humour, their relationship
top-ranked value was important to with their family — make them valuable in the
them. [..] A few booster exercises school setting.

reinforced the intervention during

the year. Find the full
Compared to a control group, pupils from reference to this
minority groups who participated in this research
activity gained better grades and were more at the end of this
likely to be assigned to higher sets. document

By encouraging pupils to focus on the qualities they value most in
themselves, pupils ‘can “bring" these values into the school setting and
thereby enhance their sense of belonging' (Dweck et al., 2012). ‘Broadening
their perspectives on themselves', Walton and Cohen (2011) say that this Minds
‘reduces minority students’ sense of threat and therefore the likeliness that Ahead
they will falter’.




You'll find more free,
downloadable
resources on the
Minds Ahead Mental
Health Hub

www.mindsahead.org.uk

Another way to develop a sense of belonging
in pupils is to connect them to older pupils
who can talk frankly about feelings of not
fitting in or believing you're up to par, and
help them to overcome those feelings.
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