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KIDS NEED CONNECTION: LEARNING AND LIVING POSITIVE RELATIONSHIPS  

By Sue Roffey 
 
The importance of feeling you belong 
 
Connectedness can be defined as a sense of belonging to a community, whatever that community 
is - your family, school, sports club or congregation.  It is a feeling that you matter, that your 
contributions are valued and others care about you.  Authentic connectedness, however, requires 
reciprocity.  It means doing things for others as part of that group and taking the needs of your 
community into consideration. To do this you not only need to be able to relate well to people, 
you also have to believe that others in your community are worth the effort.  
 
Having a sense of belonging impacts on many aspects of individual and educational outcomes. 
Studies on risk and resilience show that when children and young people have the opportunity to 
participate in on-going cooperative activities with others, those groups can boost a positive sense 
of self for individuals who are otherwise at risk of negative life trajectories. This is deepened when 
these groups also offer a place for discussion and reflection on issues of concern for young people 
– fulfilling the role of a well-functioning family. 
 
When many in a community feel positively connected with each other, this can lead to a level of 
social capital in which trust and reciprocity predominate and there is a greater chance of 
supporting each other to attain shared goals.  The focus on ‘we’ rather than ‘me’ is in everyone’s 
interests.  
 
Relationships for wellbeing 
 
The human race has developed technology almost beyond comprehension. We can perform what 
a century ago would have been in the realms of magic and fantasy. The internet, air travel and the 
genome project are just a few examples of the way knowledge and its application has expanded to 
change our lives – especially for those in the privileged, ‘developed’ world.  And yet we have 
progressed much less in matters of wisdom and living well. Conflicts continue to rage across the 
globe, family breakdown is rife, parenting skills often lacking, anti-social behaviour, intolerance 
and addictions are all increasingly a concern. Many individuals and communities are ‘languishing’ 
rather than ‘flourishing’, 
 
There is a disconnect between people, that is partly framed by economics and the dominance of 
the individual. The world is increasingly focused on ‘the bottom line’, which is not about intrinsic 
value and meaning in our lives but about extrinsic monetary worth. We are living in times when 
the quality of relationships often matters less than our bank balance, profit margins and having 
the latest and best of everything.  
 



Human beings are social animals. We need each other. At the deepest level, we want to feel that 
we belong, that we are connected with others and most of us seek relationships that nurture our 
mind, body and spirit. Reis and Gable (2003) consider that relationships may be the most 
important source of life satisfaction and wellbeing. From the fundamental importance of early 
attachment in infancy, through learning to make friends as children and belonging to teenage 
groups, onto romantic, sexual relationships and becoming parents and workers, relationships are 
threaded through every stage of life and are intrinsic to many things we do. We therefore need to 
know how to connect well in all the different relationships in our lives, at home, at work, at school 
and at play. Researchers in positive psychology are increasing their focus on the role of positive 
relationships for wellbeing and although there is still a strong focus on individual happiness, the 
health and wellbeing of our communities is having an increasing profile in the literature.   
 
Kids who struggle to have positive relationships 
 
There are several categories of children and young people who struggle to have positive 
relationships and are at risk of being marginalised and disconnected. This gets in the way of their 
wellbeing - and has a knock-on effect for their contribution to the communities in which they live 
and work.  
 
The ‘double whammy’ student 
 
Many of our kids are not having such a great time. Every teacher could list the struggles they are 
dealing with on a daily basis: family discord, stressed parents, loss, violence, disadvantage, trauma, 
displacement, mental illness, addictions and outright abuse.  Many of these students are 
emotionally volatile. They may be confused, depressed, anxious, fearful and/or angry. Often they 
have not had the opportunity to learn how to establish reciprocal healthy relationships nor know 
how to be resilient in positive ways. They are often difficult to teach, both in terms of their ability 
to focus and learn and their behaviour in class. Their hurt may be expressed in defiance, 
aggression, insolence, bullying, disruption or disengagement - sometimes a toxic mixture of all the 
above.  
 
It is unsurprising that such students often fuel negativity in teachers and antagonism from peers. 
Schools may increase sanctions with little effect until there is nothing left but exclusion, 
perpetuating a cycle of social exclusion. The reality for disconnected youth is a disconnected 
future. The cost is incalculable, not only in individual and economic terms but also for the 
wellbeing of the next generation.  
 
The straight A student 
 
Then there are students who live with constant pressure to excel - and there is evidence of rising 
levels of anxiety in individuals who worry that they will only be valued if they do well on tests.  
Being academically brilliant might open doors to opportunity, but what is the point of being 
‘successful’ if those things that bring authentic wellbeing are not in place.  Seligman summarises 
these in the acronym PERMA - predominantly Positive feelings, Engagement, Relationships, 
Meaning, and Achievement. Parents who are focused solely on high achievement may believe that 
they are doing this in their children’s best interests - but are forgetting about the importance of 
other domains of development.  They may also be caught up in their own reflected status. The 
pianist Lang Lang was under so much pressure from his father to be a top-performing musician 
that, in his teenage years, he tried to break his fingers. Our competitive world encourages us to 



believe that being more successful, wealthy, well known, beautiful or popular than those around 
us will bring us happiness.  Positive psychology research, alongside many biographies of the rich 
and famous, is increasingly providing evidence that authentic and sustainable wellbeing lies 
elsewhere – confirming what many of us know already. 
 
The bubble-wrapped student  
 
In schools, teachers increasingly talk of children who are bubble-wrapped, over-protected and not 
required to have any responsibility to others. When the primary focus is on your rights and what is 
in your self-interest, the option for healthy, sustaining relationships diminishes.  
 
These children are precious to their families and have one of the most important factors in place 
for resilience - being valued.  Unfortunately they do not have another important protective factor - 
high expectations.  Teachers speak with frustration about the increasing numbers of children 
whose parents give in to all their demands, anxious not to cause any upset, haul them out of any 
difficulty and do things for them rather than foster independence. These children are not expected 
to take responsibility for themselves or others, not allowed to take risks or ever be unhappy.  
When something difficult does happen, as it inevitably will, these kids go to pieces. They have not 
learnt how to cope in a crisis.  Bubble wrapped children learn to blame others when things wrong; 
they are unable to problem solve relational dilemmas and often want more than their fair share of 
attention. This does them no favours in becoming authentically well connected with others.  
 
The student with special needs 
 
A child with a specific difficulty or multiple complex needs is more at risk than other students - 
especially if they are also in one of the categories above.  An inclusive environment where every 
child is offered access to an appropriate curriculum but also a shared social context ensures that 
they stay connected. It takes more effort to value diversity and inclusion but it usually has a 
positive impact not only on that particular child but also other students who are less likely to 
stereotype and judge when they get to know someone.  
 
So what can we do?  
 
Children learn from the experiences they have, by copying others, by being given structured 
opportunities to think about issues and reflect on what works and by direct teaching and 
reinforcement.  
 
Experiences:  Children who grow up in strong families who use facilitative parenting styles  (high 
warmth alongside high, clear expectations) are more likely to have self-confidence and resilience 
but also be better able to tune in well to others. Healthy attachment in infancy is part of this and 
children relate better to others and cope better with difficult emotions when they have a basic 
trust that their needs will be met.  As Sue Gerhardt points out in her book Why Love Matters, 
leaving small babies to cry for long periods is toxic for the development of good emotional 
regulation.  Children who can rely on parents not to let them down, who feel their concerns are 
taken into account alongside the needs of others, who understand that their parents love them for 
who they are but also expect them to take responsibility for their behaviour are more likely to 
have strong relational values and good relationship skills.  These children may also realise that you 
do not have to be the most popular kid in the class to feel good about yourself.  
 



Nel Noddings talks about ethical relationships in school and uses the phrase: ‘where the best self 
of the educator seeks a caring relationship with the best self of the child’. There are many overlaps 
with facilitative parenting in a good teacher-student relationship. Teachers who teach students 
first and subjects second are more likely to have a relationship with pupils that makes them feel 
they can be successful, their views are elicited and valued and they can contribute.  John Hattie’s 
meta-analysis of effective education has a lot to say about the importance of the teacher-student 
relationship and urges teachers to have respect for young people and their ideas - and not give up 
on anyone.  
 
Using strengths based language   
 
Children will develop a self -concept based on what they hear about themselves from the people 
who are significant in their lives.  Children who are called naughty, lazy or ‘conduct disordered’ 
think of themselves like this and have nothing more positive to live up to. When it is pointed out to 
a young person that they have been thoughtful, caring, gentle, helpful, trustworthy or kind, they 
begin to live up to this different sort of label. In this way they develop relational values and skills 
and ways of interacting that keeps them connected.  
 
Awareness of the models we are providing to children 
 
Our kids often do not have wonderful role models - from sports stars to politicians to media stars 
there is an acceptance of poor social behaviour, put downs, rudeness, disrespect and lack of 
emotional literacy. NAPCAN have produced a 90 second video clip called Children See, Children Do 
that provides a powerful reminder that our kids learn how to be in the world from what they see 
around them.  They copy adults at home, at school and on TV.  When they see people they respect 
take opportunities to help those around them, who do not feel it necessary to be ahead of another 
car at traffic lights, do not demand their rights in aggressive ways, who are able to say no when 
appropriate and are willing to support and go out of their way for others they begin to learn that 
this is way of being is an option for them.  TV and computer programs are often violent, display 
negative interactions and foster little understanding of how conflict can be dealt with well.  Unless 
children have access to better models they begin to take the negative as the norm.   
 
Direct teaching of social and emotional skills 
 
If children have poor role models outside of school or have not been taught that others matter 
they will become students who do not know how to make friends or get along with their 
classmates.  This requires some direct teaching.  Research across the world indicates that social 
and emotional learning (SEL) is valuable and CASEL (the Collaborative for Academic, Social and 
Emotional Learning) in the US publishes studies that show a significant increase in academic 
attainment as well as pro-social behaviour for students who are learning these understandings 
and skills.  
 
How resilience, relationships and responsibility are taught, however, is critical.  Students taken out 
of their classes for social skills training do not sustain new learning over the longer term because 
the perspectives of others reinforce earlier behaviour so SEL needs to be universal - taught to 
everyone - and interactive.  There is little point in just telling children how to relate to others; it is 
more effective to provide structured opportunities to reflect on why this is important and to 
practice new learning.  Activities and discussions need to be safe for both students and teachers, 
so the focus needs to be on issues, not on incidents. It is critical that SEL is not a stand alone part 



of the curriculum; relational values, friendly interactions and conflict management needs to be 
part of everyday conversation and the informal curriculum throughout a school. The Circle 
Solutions philosophy and pedagogy provides a platform and framework to promote class 
connectedness and a positive environment for learning alongside the social and emotional skills 
that contribute to this.  It is being implemented in classrooms across Australia with positive 
feedback about the difference it is making. 
 
Inclusive and Exclusive Belonging 
 
The psychological need to belong is so strong that some individuals may bolster their sense of self 
in ways that can be damaging to others outside the group. They go along with ‘group think’ 
because it is worse to be an ‘outsider’ than to stand up for what is ethical.  This is evident in 
‘queen bee’ behaviour where young girls exclude others for no other reason than to maintain 
power and control in the group; or where gangs ask prospective members to perform anti-social 
acts before they can join; or where terrorists go to extreme lengths - even suicide - to show 
loyalty.  We see exclusive belonging in many adult societies as well, lauding those who are ‘like us’ 
and dehumanising those who in some way are not.  This is at the root of racism, homophobia and 
religious intolerance.  Inclusive belonging promotes both a value on diversity - we are all different - 
and shared humanity - what we all have in common.  
 
It is up to all of us  
 
Children and young people need to feel that they matter and also learn that others matter. If we 
are looking to a future with healthier communities, stronger families, more equality and 
sustainable wellbeing then we all need to be modelling respectful, emotionally literate behaviour 
and having conversations which do not dehumanise or stereotype people.  Parents need to set 
high relational expectations for their children and encourage responsibility.  Setting clear 
boundaries about what is and is not acceptable and reinforcing the positive helps motivate young 
people to choose pro-social behaviour.   Schools need to be teaching and supporting relational 
values and skills within an inclusive and supportive environment.  We can all make a difference in 
helping young people be connected.  It matters for their wellbeing and also for our communities in 
the future.  
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