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Abstract  

Belonging matters to students, and yet their perspectives on what shapes it remains largely 

absent from the research. This action research inquiry asked students at J.N. Burnett Secondary 

School in Richmond, BC to share and co-analyze their experiences of belonging and community, 

using an anonymous photovoice-inspired survey and a youth action planning workshop, 

conducted in accordance with approval from Royal Roads University's Research Ethics Board 

and Richmond School District No. 38. Eleven students completed the survey, and six took part in 

a follow-up workshop where they reviewed the survey responses, named patterns, and discussed 

possible next steps. The students who participated described belonging as rooted in relational 

connection, actively created through inclusion, shaped by difference and misunderstanding, and 

fragile in ways that are not always visible from the outside. What they shared points toward a 

shared responsibility, among students, teachers, and the broader school community, to treat 

belonging not as a program to implement but as something built through everyday choices and 

genuine care. 

  

 



LENSES OF BELONGING   

 

   

 

6 

Table of Contents  

Executive Summary ...................................................................................................................... 10 

References ..................................................................................................................................... 12 

Chapter 1: Focus and Framing ...................................................................................................... 13 

Significance of the Inquiry ........................................................................................................ 15 

Student Benefits ..................................................................................................................... 16 

Organizational Benefits ......................................................................................................... 16 

Why Now? ............................................................................................................................. 17 

Organizational Context and Systems Analysis ......................................................................... 17 

Richmond School District No. 38.......................................................................................... 19 

Systems Analysis ................................................................................................................... 20 

Systems Change ..................................................................................................................... 21 

Overview of the Thesis ............................................................................................................. 21 

Chapter 2: Literature Review ........................................................................................................ 23 

Belonging in Secondary Schools............................................................................................... 24 

How School Relationships and Practices Shape Belonging...................................................... 27 

Belonging, Loneliness, and Disconnection ............................................................................... 31 

Chapter Summary ...................................................................................................................... 33 



LENSES OF BELONGING   

 

   

 

7 

Chapter 3: Methodology ............................................................................................................... 35 

Methodology ............................................................................................................................. 35 

Data Collection Methods ........................................................................................................... 37 

Method 1: Anonymized Photovoice Story Sharing Survey................................................... 38 

Method 2: Youth Action Planning Workshop ....................................................................... 40 

Project Participants .................................................................................................................... 41 

Study Conduct ........................................................................................................................... 43 

Data Analysis and Validity ....................................................................................................... 45 

Data Analysis Process – Method 1 ........................................................................................ 46 

Data Analysis Process – Method 2 ........................................................................................ 48 

Crystallization, Trustworthiness, and Reflexivity ................................................................. 49 

Ethical Implications................................................................................................................... 49 

Outputs and Knowledge Mobilization ...................................................................................... 51 

Contribution and Application .................................................................................................... 53 

Chapter 4: Inquiry Project Findings and Conclusions .................................................................. 54 

Study Findings........................................................................................................................... 55 

Finding 1: Belonging Is Rooted in Relational Connection.................................................... 56 

Finding 2: Belonging Is Actively Created Through Inclusion and Shared Experiences ....... 58 



LENSES OF BELONGING   

 

   

 

8 

Finding 3: Belonging Is Shaped by Differences and Misunderstandings ............................. 61 

Finding 4: Belonging Is Fragile and Felt Unevenly Across the School Experience ............. 64 

Study Conclusions ..................................................................................................................... 66 

Belonging Is Built in the Everyday ....................................................................................... 67 

Belonging Has to Be Actively and Intentionally Created ..................................................... 68 

Students Recognize What Disrupts Belonging but Often Lack the Tools to Respond ......... 69 

Belonging Requires Shared Responsibility Across the School Community ......................... 71 

Scope and Limitations of the Inquiry ........................................................................................ 73 

Chapter Summary ...................................................................................................................... 76 

Chapter 5: Recommendations and Implications ........................................................................... 77 

Study Recommendations ........................................................................................................... 78 

Recommendation 1: Make Belonging ‘Normal’ ................................................................... 79 

Recommendation 2: Prioritize Student-Teacher Relationships, With Honesty About What 

That Asks ............................................................................................................................... 81 

Recommendation 3: Treat Transition Moments as Belonging Moments .............................. 83 

Recommendation 4: Support Students in Acting on What They Already Know .................. 85 

Recommendation 5: Start With Yourself .............................................................................. 87 

Organizational Implications ...................................................................................................... 88 



LENSES OF BELONGING   

 

   

 

9 

Implications for Future Inquiry ................................................................................................. 92 

Thesis Summary and Conclusion .............................................................................................. 94 

AI Use Transparency Statement ................................................................................................... 97 

References ..................................................................................................................................... 98 

Appendix A: Systems Analysis Diagram ................................................................................... 107 

Appendix B: Action Research Engagement Model .................................................................... 108 

Appendix C: Method 1 - Anonymized Photovoice Story Sharing Survey Questions ................ 109 

Appendix E: Method 2 Workshop Materials – Silent Viewing .................................................. 113 

Appendix F: Workshop Agenda and Notes ................................................................................ 115 

Part 1: Annotated Agenda ....................................................................................................... 115 

Part 2: Workshop Slide Deck .................................................................................................. 118 

Appendix G: Study Information Letter ....................................................................................... 124 

Appendix H: Method 1 Guardian Invitation to Participate ......................................................... 131 

Appendix I: Method 2 Workshop Invitation to Guardians ......................................................... 133 

Appendix J: Method 2 Guardian Consent Form ......................................................................... 135 

Appendix K: Method 2 Youth Participant Consent Form .......................................................... 137 

 

 



LENSES OF BELONGING   

 

   

 

10 

Executive Summary 

J.N. Burnett Secondary School is a public high school in Richmond, BC, part of 

Richmond School District No. 38 (SD38). Only fifty-five percent of secondary students in SD38 

reported feeling a sense of belonging at school (BC Ministry of Education, 2024), which leaves a 

meaningful share of students whose experiences a single measure does not surface. This inquiry 

started with a question about what belonging feels like for students when you ask them directly, 

in their own words, rather than through a single yes-or-no question. 

The primary inquiry question was: How might students at J.N. Burnett develop a sense of 

belonging and community within the school? Four subquestions guided the exploration: what 

experiences have helped students feel connected, what does the school look like when students 

feel they belong, what could staff and students do differently, and what gets in the way. 

Research on belonging in secondary schools points consistently to relationships, 

particularly with teachers and peers, as central to how students experience connection (Allen et 

al., 2021b). Much of that research is built around adult perspectives and standardized measures. 

How students themselves understand and describe belonging remains an underexplored part of 

the conversation. 

This inquiry used action research to address that gap. Two photovoice-inspired methods 

were used: an anonymous online survey distributed to all students at J.N. Burnett, and a youth 

action planning workshop where six students reviewed survey responses, identified patterns, and 

discussed possible next steps together. Eleven students completed all survey questions. The study 
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was approved by Royal Roads University's Research Ethics Board and SD38 prior to data 

collection, all participation was voluntary, and trustworthiness was supported through youth co-

analysis, reflexive thematic analysis, and methodological triangulation. 

The students who participated described belonging as something rooted in relational 

connection, actively created through inclusion and shared experiences, shaped by how difference 

is navigated, and fragile in ways that are not always visible from the outside. What students 

shared points toward belonging as something built in everyday moments rather than through 

programs, requiring genuine shared responsibility from students and adults alike. Five 

recommendations follow: make belonging normal, prioritize student-teacher relationships with 

honesty about what that asks, treat transition moments as belonging moments, support students 

in acting on what they already know, and start with yourself. 

SD38 has named belonging a strategic priority in its 2026-2030 Strategic Plan (Richmond 

School District No. 38, 2026). What students shared through this inquiry is what that priority 

looks and feels like from the inside. That is a useful place to begin. 
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Chapter 1: Focus and Framing 

Youth are the future, and, at the same time, they deserve to be our present. There is a 

history of undervaluing the voices of youth, particularly children. This idea is salient as we lean 

on theories of cognitive development that highlight that young children are only beginning their 

critical-thinking journeys (Shamrova & Cummings, 2017). As educators, we constantly look for 

ways to improve our practice for our students. Although this process has a positive intent, it often 

fails to include youth voices in decision-making. During the second residency of the Master of 

Arts in Leadership program at Royal Roads University, one of the course supervisors stated that 

"we cannot talk about future generations without inviting them into our spaces" (T. Hill, personal 

communication, January 27, 2025). While we often advocate on behalf of our students, we must 

remember that advocacy requires inquiry for change to occur (Senge, 2006). My journey with 

this research project into youth's sense of belonging involved bringing youth into the 

conversation through an inquiry lens. In this thesis, I will walk you through the focus and 

framing of my research project, discuss relevant literature, explain how my research 

methodology positively impacted the research process, provide you with an overview of the 

inquiry, and discuss possible pathways forward. Before beginning this project, I committed to 

learning with the youth who engage in this process to co-create positive change in their lives. 

This thesis is an offering that carries forward what they entrusted to me. 

My name is Connor Radil, and I am a settler, husband, and father on the traditional and 

unceded territories of the First Peoples of the hən̓q̓əmin̓əm̓ language group. The place where I 

live is also known as Richmond, BC, and has been a gathering place for many First Nations since 
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time immemorial. I am an educator at a local high school called J. N. Burnett Secondary School, 

and my research focuses on this organization. I share this information and acknowledge that my 

view of the system is based on my past experiences, and I might see the challenges differently 

from those I worked with during this thesis journey. 

This thesis explores belonging and community within our school. The primary inquiry 

question was: How might students at J.N. Burnett develop a sense of belonging and community 

within the school? 

The primary inquiry question guided the exploration and possible paths forward. Change 

requires understanding our preferred future state, assessing where we are right now, and deciding 

what steps to take to help transition from the current state to the desired future (Beckhard & 

Harris, 2009). This thesis helped shed light on students' current sense of belonging and their ideal 

future state. It also sought to understand how we can move towards that future state and what 

might support those first steps. The following sub-questions supported the inquiry: 

• The current state: What experiences or interactions have helped youth feel connected at 

school? How is belonging fostered amongst students? 

• The ideal future state: What does J. N. Burnett look like when students feel a sense of 

belonging? 

• Possible steps to get there: What could staff and students learn or do differently to create 

a community where everyone feels they belong? 
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• Possible resources and supports to manage the transition: What gets in the way of you 

feeling a sense of belonging? 

Significance of the Inquiry 

The inquiry sought to understand the lived experiences of students and how they feel 

belonging at the school. It engaged students in an action-planning process where they 

empathized with the stories of their peers and ideated how belonging could be improved. The 

inquiry aligned with the Richmond School District 38’s (SD 38) mission to “cultivate a safe, 

accepting and engaging community that inspires a passion for lifelong learning” (Richmond 

School District No. 38, 2024). While fifty-five percent of secondary students in SD38 reported 

feeling a sense of belonging at school (BC Ministry of Education, 2024), this data does not 

highlight the experiences of the forty-five percent who do not. While it is easy to key in on many 

students who report a sense of belonging, we miss the stories of those who do not by not asking 

them more (Gagné, 2009). All students at the school were invited to participate, regardless of 

how they had previously responded to the district belonging surveys. By opening this inquiry to 

every student, this study was able to surface a fuller range of lived experiences, including 

important gaps between how students experience belonging and the structures intended to 

support it. 

This research aimed to strengthen the school community by beginning with the student 

lens to better understand how belonging is experienced by youth in secondary schools in 

Richmond. Centring student perspectives helped surface insights that were not visible from my 
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adult lens and created space for students to articulate what supports, or gets in the way of, their 

sense of belonging at school. 

Student Benefits 

Students are required to attend school, yet they often have limited opportunities to shape 

their school experience. Children have the right to have their opinions heard and included in all 

discussions and decisions that affect them (Article 12, Convention on the Rights of the Child, 

1989). This inquiry centered youth voices in exploring a problem that is felt acutely by youth 

themselves. In doing so, it supported participants in developing social-emotional and cognitive 

skills and increased their capacity to act as agents of change (Shamrova & Cummings, 2017). 

The shift from adult-centered to youth-centered inquiry created space for students to interpret, 

analyze, and share their perspectives in ways that were meaningful to them. 

The use of anonymous and participatory methods allowed students to contribute honestly 

while mitigating power dynamics. Through their contributions, students collectively told a fuller 

story of what belonging looks like in their school and identified actionable ways that students, 

staff, and school structures might better support belonging for both current and future students. 

Organizational Benefits 

Schools are spaces not only for academic learning but also for the development of 

students’ identities, relationships, and sense of belonging. SD38’s 2026–2030 Strategic Plan 

emphasizes the creation of equitable and inclusive learning environments where students feel 

valued and experience a strong sense of belonging (Richmond School District No. 38, 2026). 
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This inquiry supported district priorities by providing qualitative, student-generated insight into 

how belonging is experienced at the school level. Students who learn to build positive 

relationships in school will take this with them as they graduate and engage in relationships 

outside of school (Osterman, 2000).  

The findings from this research offer value to SD38 by complementing existing district 

data with rich student-centered stories and experiences. The inquiry contributes to a school-based 

engagement approach that promotes authentic student voice and supports equity-oriented 

leadership practices that are aligned with district priorities (Richmond School District No. 38, 

2026). 

Why Now? 

This inquiry took place during a moment of reflection and renewal within Richmond 

School District 38, coinciding with the release of the district’s 2026–2030 Strategic Plan. Equity, 

inclusion, student well-being, and belonging are identified by the School District as essential to 

supporting all learners (Richmond School District No. 38, 2026). As the district emphasizes 

these priorities, this research offers a student grounded understanding of belonging and provides 

actionable insights to support the strategic plan’s implementation. 

Organizational Context and Systems Analysis  

To understand how students experience belonging at J.N. Burnett Secondary school, it is 

important to situate this inquiry with the broader organizational and systemic context in which it 

took place. Schools operate within layered systems that shape relationships, structures, and 
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decision-making, often in ways that are not obvious to those working within them. A systems 

lens matters here because belonging is shaped by many interacting factors. Understanding these 

factors helps clarify the boundaries of this inquiry. This section outlines the organizational 

context of Richmond School District No. 38 and J.N Burnett Secondary School to clarify the 

system within which the inquiry occurred, and to support interpretations of the findings that 

follow later in the thesis. 

The world and the organizations that we work within are complex. One way to 

understand this complexity is by looking at organizations through a systems lens. Systems 

thinking is a way of analyzing the parts of a system to understand how you might make a change 

to improve it (Arnold & Wade, 2015); however, there is no one way to look at a system 

(Williams, 2008). Fulton (2024) described systems thinking as an approach to understanding 

whole systems and their interconnections. Systems thinking is a perspective that looks to see 

patterns and understand how pieces of the system are interrelated. Using a systems thinking lens 

allows researchers to recognize how our current practices have risks and limitations (Laszlo, 

2012). Relational systems thinking brings an awareness that systems change should center on 

mutual benefit for all components of the system (Goodchild, 2021). A systems lens on this 

inquiry allowed me to recognize who traditionally holds power within the system by examining 

whose input is included in decision making processes and who ultimately makes decisions within 

this environment. It also allowed me to better understand who might be impacted by decisions 

within this system, and how far that impact might stretch. A relational systems thinking lens 

allowed me to better understand who should also be included in research within our system. 
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Richmond School District No. 38 

There are nine public secondary schools in the Richmond School District. Each school 

has a principal and will have up to two vice-principals, depending on the student population. Our 

district employs teachers, counsellors, educational assistants, custodial staff, and other support 

staff at the school level. The district also employs a wide range of district-level staff, including 

our senior leadership. The school district is overseen by seven elected school trustees. In British 

Columbia, our schools fall under the School Act 1996, which outlines the legal requirements and 

responsibilities of students, parents, teachers, schools, districts, and the Ministry of Education 

and Child Care (School Act, 1996). The School Act provides the framework that guides school 

district operations. I include this description to highlight that public education operates as a large, 

multi-layered system with many participants and levels of agency. 

The school district creates policies guided by the School Act. These policies are then 

applied at the school level. Teachers in Richmond's public schools are all members of the British 

Columbia Teachers' Federation (BCTF) and are represented by the Richmond Teachers’ 

Association (RTA). The BCTF and the provincial government negotiate a new contract every 

few years. Embedded in that agreement is the concept of professional autonomy. Professional 

autonomy is intended to allow teachers to exercise their professional judgement in how they run 

their classes and teach the curriculum to meet their students' needs (Professional Issues Advisory 

Committee, 2023). This professional autonomy allows teachers to adapt their classrooms and 

interactions with students in ways they judge to be responsive to their specific contexts. 
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Systems Analysis 

I teach at J.N. Burnett Secondary, one of the nine secondary schools in the Richmond 

School District that is overseen by the Ministry of Education and Child Care. School staffing is 

based around the number of students enrolled in the school. At the time of this inquiry, the 

school had three principals, 56 teachers, 12 educational assistants, three counsellors, and other 

support staff. These are all relationships in the system that impacts students and their feeling of 

belonging (see Appendix A).  

High school teachers are responsible for teaching seven out of eight blocks a school year 

to be considered full-time teachers. They also volunteer to sit on committees that set policies at 

the school level. The daily schedule does not allow time to meet within working hours. 

Discussions around policy often occur during lunch hours or after school, which can limit the 

extent of staff participation during initial discussions. 

J.N. Burnett has over 900 students. Those 900 students are spread out over grades eight to 

twelve. A little over 100 international students, predominantly in grades 11 and 12, are included 

in the 900-student count. Each of those students has a different set of teachers that they rotate 

through the day, and different mixtures of students in their classes. While each of their 

experiences is unique, some patterns can emerge when using a systems lens to explore how the 

parts of the school system are interconnected.  
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Systems Change 

Individuals and organizations get what they need to succeed when they are aligned 

(Bolman & Deal, 2021). Framing the system or deciding what is in and out are judgements of 

what we value (Williams, 2008). In our system, alignment needs to occur between the 

organization, the adults, and the youth in the building. We already have mechanisms to consider 

the voices of the adults during policy making, while only small initiatives exist to capture student 

voices. 

Systems change requires understanding the system's complexity and what keeps the 

challenges from improving (Kania et al., 2018). This project sought to provide a voice to youth 

in the building in order to better understand their perspectives within the system and leverage 

this understanding to support belonging. Through this inquiry, I worked to build a stronger 

community by inviting youth to share what contributes to their sense of belonging and how it 

might be strengthened at J.N. Burnett. 

Overview of the Thesis 

This thesis is organized into five chapters. Chapter 1 introduces the focus and framing of 

the inquiry, outlines the significance of exploring student belonging, and situates the research 

within its organizational and systemic context. Chapter 2 reviews relevant literature related to 

student belonging, connectedness, and engagement in secondary school settings to establish the 

conceptual foundation of the inquiry. Chapter 3 describes the action research methodology and 

the methods that were used to center student voice through a participatory approach. Chapter 4 
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presents the findings and conclusions, highlighting themes that emerged from students’ shared 

experiences and co-analysis. Chapter 5 discusses recommendations and implications for practice, 

leadership, and future inquiry. Together, these chapters build towards a deeper understanding of 

student belonging, beginning with the literature reviewed in Chapter 2.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

This chapter reviews literature relevant to the inquiry question that focuses on the sense 

of belonging of secondary school students. Literature reviews are a way to recognize past 

contributions to the topic and how it has been studied, while also highlighting what might be 

missing from past contributions and any tension that exists between different contributors. In this 

literature review, I will provide context for how belonging has been discussed in secondary 

schools, and why belonging should continue to remain a focus to improve the experience of 

students in our secondary schools.  

This literature review chapter has three main sections. The first section explores how 

belonging has been thought about in secondary school contexts. This will look at how it has been 

defined and described in both youth and educational research. The second section will review 

how school relationships, culture, and everyday practices influence students’ sense of belonging. 

The third part of this chapter considers the impact of loneliness and disconnection, to better 

understand how they impact the sense of belonging felt in secondary schools. Together, these 

three sections help paint the picture of what the literature has already said about the experiences 

of belonging that secondary students feel.  

These areas have been chosen to support a more grounded understanding of belonging in 

secondary schools. Rather than treating belonging as something students either have or do not 

have, the literature suggests it is shaped through relationships, interactions, and conditions 

created within schools. This is important because it helps explain the present inquiry's focus on 
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student perspectives and its aim to better understand how students themselves make sense of 

belonging within their schools. 

Belonging in Secondary Schools 

Belonging in secondary schools is an important topic that can be hard to fully understand, 

as there are multiple definitions. While frequently discussed, it rarely shows up in a clear or 

consistent way (Allen et al., 2018). Instead, researchers use a range of terms to describe 

belonging, including school belonging, school connectedness, school membership, and 

acceptance (Allen et al., 2021b; Arslan, 2018; Goodenow, 1993). These terms overlap, but they 

are not consistently used. This variety suggests that belonging is a complex experience that is 

difficult to capture in a single definition. This is challenging as without a common thread and it 

can be difficult for researchers to build from each other to ultimately better understand how 

youth feel a sense of belonging in secondary schools. 

Belonging is more often described as something students feel than as something easily 

observed from the outside. It is discussed in terms of how students experience their relationships 

at school and how they perceive their place within the school community. Some researchers 

focus on whether students feel accepted within their schools (Ma, 2003; Osterman, 2000), while 

others emphasize how students perceive the way other students and adults see them 

(Korpershoek et al., 2020). These perspectives seem to agree that belonging is closely tied to 

how youth interpret their connection to others, how they feel they are recognized, and whether 

they feel included. 
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Belonging has also been described as a fundamental human need, particularly during 

adolescence when relationships and identity development becomes more central in young 

people’s lives (Allen et al., 2018; Allen et al., 2021a; Erikson, 1959). In secondary schools, this 

need often shows up through students’ desire to feel connected, valued by others, and safe to be 

themselves. While the literature consistently connects a strong sense of belonging to positive 

academic and social outcomes (Allen et al., 2021b; Arslan, 2018; Korpershoek et al., 2020; 

Obsuth et al., 2017; Roorda et al., 2017), it also acknowledges that students experience 

belonging in different ways and to different degrees (Allen et al., 2021a; Offidani-Bertrand et al., 

2022). This suggests that while belonging may support positive academic and social outcomes, 

more research is needed to understand differences in how we build a sense of belonging. 

Although belonging is commonly framed as relational (Allen et al., 2021b; Block, 2018; 

Falkenberg & Heringer, 2024; Obsuth et al., 2017; Strayhorn, 2019), much of the research places 

emphasis on school-based conditions that might influence a student's feeling of belonging. 

Research in secondary schools often centres on student-teacher relationships, classroom climate, 

and students' general perception of school (Allen et al., 2021b; Gagné, 2009; Radil et al., 2023). 

This focus highlights the important role that schools and educators play in shaping the student 

experience. However, it might also oversimplify how belonging is felt by youth by treating it 

solely as something schools provide, rather than as an ongoing experience built through 

interactions with others and how those interactions are interpreted (Strayhorn, 2019). 

The literature also reflects some tension in how belonging is approached over time. In 

some studies, belonging is treated as a relatively stable characteristic that can be measured and 
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compared across groups of students (Goodenow, 1993; Ma, 2003). In others, belonging is 

presented as fragile and changeable (Strayhorn, 2019). While students may feel emotionally 

connected to their schools in some contexts, they may have other experiences of exclusion 

(Offidani-Bertrand et al., 2022; Osterman, 2000). This suggests that belonging is not something 

students simply have or do not have, but something that can shift depending on their experiences 

and relationships.  

Belonging is also shaped by individual characteristics, including a student's self-esteem, 

optimism, and confidence (Allen et al., 2018; Ma, 2003). These findings help explain why 

students in the same school environment will have different experiences. At the same time, 

focusing too heavily on an individual’s personal characteristics can shift away from ways that 

school practices and structures impact belonging. While belonging is experienced internally, it is 

shaped by external conditions that are often outside of the control of students (Arslan, 2018). The 

research seems to suggest that belonging is complex and impacted by both internal processes and 

external stimuli that are difficult to understand and impact. 

Literature on youth belonging tends to be framed by adult views. How belonging is 

defined, measured, and interpreted is usually developed by adult researchers and educators, with 

students typically positioned as respondents or providers of information. It is understandable that 

the literature has developed this way, given that researchers are primarily adults. What it leaves 

out, though, is how students themselves understand belonging and what they believe supports or 

gets in the way of it. 
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The literature suggests that belonging for youth in secondary schools is a lived, felt, and 

relational experience. This experience is influenced by school practices and conditions, and by 

how a student interprets their experiences. A gap in the literature exists around the lack of 

consensus in how belonging is defined. Another gap exists with the limited amount of research 

that lends voice to students to generate their own descriptions of belonging and how they make 

sense of their experiences within secondary school environments.  

How School Relationships and Practices Shape Belonging 

The first section of this literature review explored how belonging is understood and 

defined. This section shifts the lens to focus on what shapes it. The literature suggests that 

belonging is not simply something students arrive at school with or without. It is instead 

something that is made and unmade through relationships, everyday interactions, and the 

conditions that schools create or fail to create (Allen et al., 2021b; Osterman, 2000; Strayhorn, 

2019). This shift to looking at how belonging is made emphasizes the role that the school 

environment plays and raises the question of who is responsible for making these environments 

the way they are and could be. 

The research tends to point to relationships as the primary driver of students’ sense of 

belonging. Both peer and adult relationships appear consistently across the literature as central to 

how students experience connection at school (Allen et al., 2021b; Obsuth et al., 2017; 

Osterman, 2000). This becomes more complicated when you look at which relationships have 

been studied, and which have been, for the most part, left unexplored. 
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Peer relationships shift in significance as students move through adolescence. As youth 

move into their mid-teen years, peer relationships begin to take on more weight, and how 

students navigate those connections starts to influence their social behaviours (Obsuth et al., 

2017). The literature suggests that belonging among peers is not simply about proximity, but 

about having developed actual skills of connection (Allen et al., 2021a). Students can move 

through a school day surrounded by people and still feel disconnected if the conditions for 

genuine connection are not present. There is relatively little in the literature about how these 

skills develop, what gets in the way of them, or what students themselves understand about 

building peer connection. The emphasis on teacher relationships in the research is interesting and 

raises questions about whether the literature’s focus shapes what students and schools are taught 

to prioritize when thinking about belonging. 

Student-teacher relationships receive considerably more attention in the research than 

peer relationships (Allen et al., 2021b; Radil et al., 2023). Teachers are the adults most 

consistently present in students' lives, and the evidence that positive teacher-student relationships 

support belonging is fairly consistent (Allen et al., 2021b). These relationships seem to matter 

not only in the moment, but over time. The relational patterns students develop with teachers in 

their early teens appear to continue to shape how they engage with other adults in the following 

years (Obsuth et al., 2017). Relatively small interactions with adults seem to carry weight: being 

greeted by name, having teachers take interest in who you are outside of the subject, feeling 

understood as a person rather than as one learner among many (Allen et al., 2021b). These 

moments matter as they imply that belonging is built quietly in everyday school life. 
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A tension exists in student-teacher relationships. Students' and teachers' perspectives on 

the quality of their relationship do not always align (Obsuth et al., 2017). A teacher who believes 

they have built a good connection with a student may not be aware of how that student actually 

experiences it. This gap between intention and felt experience is significant because belonging is 

ultimately shaped by how students interpret their interactions, not by what adults believe they are 

providing (Korpershoek et al., 2020; Strayhorn, 2019). The literature has historically been slow 

to take this seriously, in part because evidence for the value of student-teacher relationships has 

often been described as anecdotal, making it easier for schools to deprioritize relationship-

building in favour of approaches with more measurable causal links, such as disciplinary or 

exclusionary responses to student behaviour (Obsuth et al., 2017). 

This deprioritization is worth understanding as a systemic problem rather than a matter of 

individual teacher choice. The organizational pressures that shape secondary school teachers’ 

days, including the breadth of curriculum to cover, reporting and administrative demands, and 

the structural limitations of schedules and class sizes, work against the kind of sustained 

relational attention that research suggests matters most (Allen et al., 2021b). Teachers may 

genuinely want to build meaningful relationships with students and still find that the conditions 

of the job make it difficult to do so consistently across all students. This is not a small point. It 

helps explain why good intentions at the classroom level do not always translate into students 

feeling connected (Osterman, 2000), and why belonging cannot be treated as primarily a 

teacher's responsibility. It is shaped by the systems in which teachers work, and the demands 

those systems place on them. 
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Some of the research points to social and emotional learning approaches in secondary 

schools as one way to create more structured opportunities for teachers and students to build 

relationships, particularly in contexts where belonging tends to decline as students move through 

the grades (Allen et al., 2021b). These approaches have some promise, but they also depend on 

teachers having the capacity and support to implement them well. Where organizational demands 

are already high, adding a new layer of expectation without changing underlying conditions is 

unlikely to shift much. 

The literature raises questions about how classroom and school structures shape 

belonging more broadly. Physical arrangements that emphasize equality over control, such as 

students seated in circles rather than rows facing an authority figure, may communicate 

expectations for the kind of relationships and participation a space invites. Building in 

opportunities for students to have genuine co-ownership of their spaces, rather than simply 

occupying them, appears to support a stronger sense of belonging (Block, 2018). Academic 

pressure, too, plays a role. Schools and classrooms that are heavily oriented toward performance 

and achievement can undermine belonging, whereas environments that emphasize growth and 

mastery tend to support it (Korpershoek et al., 2020; Ma, 2003). Interestingly, the research 

suggests that belonging may actually support academic outcomes rather than follow from them 

(Allen et al., 2018; Korpershoek et al., 2020), which runs against some of the assumptions 

embedded in how secondary schools prioritize their time and attention. 

The literature establishes that belonging is shaped by real and identifiable conditions. It is 

not accidental. Relationships, structures, and the cultures schools create all appear to influence 
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whether students feel connected. What the literature does considerably less well is engage with 

students' own perspectives on any of this. The research tends to position belonging as something 

that adults design conditions for, with students as the intended recipients (Allen et al., 2021b; 

Radil et al., 2023). Students are rarely invited to interpret what shapes their experience, identify 

what they believe is missing, or participate in thinking through what might help. This is a notable 

absence. Adults frame the problems, design the interventions, and measure the outcomes. It is a 

pattern in how schools tend to operate. The literature reflects it, but rarely questions it, and that 

gap is one of the central motivations for the present inquiry. Before returning to that gap, the 

next section turns to what happens when belonging is absent, and what the literature has to say 

about the experience of loneliness and disconnection in secondary schools. 

Belonging, Loneliness, and Disconnection 

The previous two sections explored how belonging is understood and what shapes it. This 

section considers what happens when belonging is absent or only partially present. Loneliness 

and disconnection are not simply the opposite of belonging, but they are close enough that the 

literature treats them as related concerns, and looking at them alongside belonging helps clarify 

what students may be experiencing in ways the research does not always surface. 

Belonging and loneliness are distinct experiences, but the literature has linked them in 

important ways (Falkenberg & Heringer, 2024). Loneliness is described as a subjective 

experience shaped by a perceived gap between the social connection a person has and the 

connection they actually want (Jefferson et al., 2023). That is distinct from aloneness, which is 

the objective condition of being physically without others. The two can overlap, but they do not 
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have to. A student can be physically present in a classroom, surrounded by peers, and still feel 

that something in their social world is missing. That distinction matters for how schools think 

about disconnection, because approaches that address physical proximity do not necessarily 

reach the underlying felt experience. 

The research suggests that loneliness is a particularly common experience during 

adolescence, more so than in childhood or adulthood (Jefferson et al., 2023). This is relevant in a 

secondary school context, where the stakes of social connection rise as peer relationships take on 

more weight. Weak or strained interpersonal relationships can deepen this isolation, and students 

who feel disconnected tend to struggle more with their emotional health than those who feel 

accepted (Arslan, 2018). What makes this harder to interrupt is that disconnection is not always 

visible. When teachers read a student's withdrawal as indifference rather than disconnection, the 

chance to respond gets missed (Obsuth et al., 2017). Sustained loneliness has been linked to 

negative impacts on health, academic outcomes, and broader wellbeing (Jefferson et al., 2023; 

O'Brien & Bowles, 2013), suggesting that the consequences of unaddressed disconnection 

accumulate over time. 

The literature also points to school climate as a meaningful driver of loneliness rather 

than simply a backdrop to it (Jefferson et al., 2023). Factors like teacher support, the degree of 

cooperation versus competition among peers, and the presence or absence of discrimination all 

shape how lonely students feel at school. Students with marginalized identities are particularly 

vulnerable, including those who face exclusion based on race, gender, disability, or other aspects 

of difference (Jefferson et al., 2023). Feeling different, unseen, or like the norms of a space were 
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not built with you in mind are experiences the literature suggests can deepen disconnection even 

in environments that appear, from the outside, to be social and connected. 

What the literature does less well in this area is attend carefully to how students 

themselves name and describe these experiences. The emphasis on measurable outcomes and 

adult-identified responses leaves relatively little room for the interior dimension of disconnection 

to be explored on students' own terms. That gap runs through all three sections of this chapter 

and is taken up in the chapter summary that follows. 

Chapter Summary 

Across three sections of literature, this chapter has explored what the literature says about 

belonging in secondary schools, what shapes it, and what happens when it is absent. The first 

section examined how belonging has been conceptualized and defined in secondary school 

contexts. The second looked at the relationships, structures, and everyday practices that shape 

whether students feel connected. The third considered loneliness and disconnection, and what the 

literature suggests about their consequences for student wellbeing. Each section approached 

belonging from a different angle, but a common pattern emerged across all three. The research 

on belonging is substantial and consistently points to real, identifiable conditions that influence 

whether students feel connected. Relationships matter. School climate matters. The quality of 

everyday interactions matters. These are not minor findings, and they provide a meaningful 

foundation for understanding why belonging deserves sustained attention in secondary school 

contexts. 
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At the same time, the literature carries a consistent limitation. Whether defining 

belonging, examining what shapes it, or describing the consequences of disconnection, the 

research tends to be built around adult perspectives, adult-designed measures, and adult-

identified responses. Students appear throughout the literature as the subjects of inquiry rather 

than as participants in it. How they understand belonging, what they believe supports or 

undermines it, and what they think might help are questions the literature gestures toward but 

rarely pursues in a sustained way. This is not a minor gap. If belonging is ultimately a felt and 

interpretive experience, then understanding it more fully requires hearing from those who live it. 

Mitra (2018) argued that including students in research or change processes does not 

automatically shift the power dynamics involved. The gap in the belonging literature is not only 

that students are underrepresented. It is also that when they do appear, the terms of their 

participation have usually been set by adults. This gap shapes the methodological approach of 

the present inquiry. Rather than adding another adult-framed account of what belonging looks 

like from the outside, this study sought to invite students into the process of making sense of 

their own experiences. Chapter 3 describes how that approach was designed, the methodology 

that guided it, and the methods through which students were engaged as participants in both 

generating and interpreting the inquiry's data. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Writing about methodology explains how a researcher carried out an inquiry and allows 

the reader to understand the guiding assumptions that informed the research process (Schwandt, 

2015). Research can be undertaken in many different ways so long as researchers explicitly align 

their views on how knowledge is created with a clear explanation of their methodological 

approach (Lincoln et al., 2018). The methodological choices in this inquiry reflect my beliefs 

about knowledge, learning, and the role of participation in creating meaningful change. This 

chapter is written to explain the methodological underpinnings of this research, or, more plainly, 

how the topic was chosen, how the data were gathered, and how the information was interpreted. 

Methodology 

The research community often distinguishes between positivist and non-positivist 

approaches to inquiry. Positivist research emphasizes neutrality and objectivity, seeking to 

separate facts from values, whereas non-positivist perspectives recognize that knowledge is 

socially created and interpreted through human experience (Gergen & Gergen, 2015). Positivist 

approaches tend to isolate and classify knowledge, while non-positivist approaches emphasize 

interconnectedness and context (Hersted et al., 2019). This inquiry was grounded in a 

non-positivist paradigm, recognizing that meaning is constructed through interpretation and 

relationship rather than discovered as an objective truth. 

Action Research (AR) guided the methodological approach of this inquiry. Action 

research acknowledges the existence of subjective experience, values practical and experiential 

knowledge, and emphasizes conducting research with communities rather than on them 
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(Coleman, 2015). AR brings together personal, group, and professional knowledge to support 

collective learning and action around shared challenges (Bradbury et al., 2019). Dialogue and 

collaboration are central to this approach, allowing participants to build shared understanding 

and learn together through inquiry (Numans et al., 2019; Senge, 2006). 

This inquiry was also informed by Insider Action Research, which emphasizes the value 

and responsibility of members of an organization or community in generating knowledge and 

solutions from within their own system (Coghlan & Shani, 2015). As a teacher at the school 

where the inquiry took place, my insider position provided contextual understanding and 

relational access while also requiring careful attention to power dynamics, reflexivity, and ethical 

practice.  

Action Research Engagement (ARE) is a research model that emphasizes how 

engagement can be enacted to center participants throughout the inquiry process. The first part of 

the ARE model (see Appendix B) involves framing the challenge that is being explored, 

engaging participants in meaningful inquiry methods, incorporating reflection on both the data 

collection and the inquiry process, and centring participants in deciding the most appropriate 

next step to address the challenge (Rowe et al., 2013). 

In this inquiry, the research process and resulting actions were intended to capture the 

diverse perspectives and needs of youth at J.N. Burnett Secondary School. When selecting 

methods to explore belonging with young people, priority was given to approaches that centred 

student perspectives while also recognizing the power dynamics that exist between youth and 

adults in the school setting. The methods were intentionally scaffolded to support meaningful 
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youth participation, allowing students to engage in reflection, interpretation, and dialogue in 

ways that were accessible and supportive. This scaffolding was intended to benefit participants 

while enabling them to co-create actionable steps to strengthen belonging within the school 

community. 

Data Collection Methods 

This inquiry used qualitative, arts based data gathering methods, as these approaches are 

well-suited to understanding complex issues from multiple perspectives and centring participant 

experience (Hesse-Biber, 2017). The two data collection methods drew on the photovoice 

lineage, originally developed by Caroline Wang and Mary Ann Burris to empower marginalized 

communities to share their stories and influence decision-makers (Wang & Burris, 1997). 

Photovoice is an engagement-oriented approach in which participants respond to a line of inquiry 

through visual and narrative expression, and it can be adapted to fit the context and purpose of 

different communities (Etmanski et al., 2022). 

Photovoice is often described as involving three interrelated stages: the selection of 

images by participants, the development of individual and group meaning making around those 

images, and the identification of themes and potential actions that emerge through dialogue 

(Wang & Burris, 1997). In this inquiry, two complementary methods were used that align with 

these stages. The first method focused on the collection of anonymized student narratives 

inspired by photovoice, and the second method emphasized collective interpretation, theming, 

and action planning. Together, these methods supported an engagement process in which student 

experiences informed shared sensemaking and the identification of possible next steps. 
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Method 1: Anonymized Photovoice Story Sharing Survey 

The first data collection method was an anonymized, photovoice-inspired story-sharing 

survey. This method differed from traditional photovoice in that participation was anonymous. 

The survey was intentionally designed in this way to acknowledge my positionality as a teacher 

in the school and to mitigate potential perceived power dynamics, creating space for students to 

share their experiences authentically. 

Photovoice shifts the analytic lens toward participants' perspectives and seeks to 

understand a challenge through their eyes (Etmanski et al., 2022). The goal of this method was to 

capture students' lived experiences of belonging at school. Photovoice was originally developed 

to place the act of inquiry in the hands of those whose experiences were being studied, shifting 

interpretive authority away from researchers and toward participants (Wang & Burris, 1997). In 

a school context, students' experiences are often assessed through adult-designed tools that ask 

them to respond to predetermined categories rather than name what actually feels true for them. 

Photovoice offers a different entry point. Rather than asking students to confirm what adults 

already suspect, it invites participants to document and explain their own world, creating space 

for perspectives that might otherwise go unheard (Wang & Burris, 1997). That orientation 

toward student meaning-making was central to why this approach felt right for this inquiry. 

Students were invited to upload a photograph that reflected how they experience 

belonging in their school community and to provide a written explanation of why the image 

represented that experience. In addition, students responded to a series of open-ended prompts 

that asked about experiences of connection, visions of belonging at school, barriers to belonging, 
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and possibilities for change among both staff and students (see Appendix C). The submissions 

varied in form and depth. Some participants wrote briefly; others shared longer, more detailed 

accounts of specific moments, relationships, and feelings. The photographs are not reproduced in 

this thesis due to ethical constraints related to consent and identifiability, and the written 

explanations became the primary analytical material. The reasoning behind that decision is 

addressed in the data analysis section. 

The survey was administered using SurveyMonkey, and students were not asked to 

provide identifying information. The use of the word “survey” in this method is not intended to 

bring to mind a quantitative research framework. In traditional survey research, the term 

typically refers to large sample sizes and the measurement of a variable across a population 

(Jansen, 2010). This method works quite differently. Jansen (2010) highlights a distinction 

between statistical surveys, which aim to use numerical distributions to better understand a 

population, and qualitative surveys, which aim to understand the diversity of perspectives from 

within a group. This method aligns with that framing. The goal was not to create statistical 

representation of student voice, but to surface the diverse perspectives and experiences of 

students at the school. SurveyMonkey was selected as a practical tool that allowed anonymized 

digital submissions from across the school community, not as a methodological framework. Its 

value was in how it helped protect students’ anonymity, while making room for more accessible 

participation, both of which were central ethical commitments of this inquiry.  

Students who accessed the survey encountered a preamble (see Appendix D) at the start 

that outlined the study, confirmed the voluntary nature of participation, and established consent 
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before responding. Anonymizing responses can help reduce preconceived interpretations by 

reviewers and support greater honesty in participant contributions (Etmanski et al., 2022). While 

photographs were initially intended to play a larger role in subsequent stages of the inquiry, 

ethical considerations related to consent and identifiability led to a decision to focus the analysis 

on the written narratives. These written responses were collated and prepared to inform the 

second phase of the inquiry. 

Method 2: Youth Action Planning Workshop 

The second data method was a participatory youth action planning workshop that aligned 

with the later stages of the photovoice process, where meaning interpretation and action planning 

are emphasized. This method drew on photovoice’s critical dialogue stage, where narratives and 

interpretations are discussed within a group to support deeper understanding (Sutton-Brown, 

2014).  

This method deviated from photovoice’s critical dialogue stage by bringing forward 

anonymized written responses to a new group of students for theming and action planning. 

Sharing narrative stories draws a group in and allows them to feel the emotion being 

communicated (Braun, 2021). The workshop was structured to move students from individual 

reflection toward group-based sharing, analysis, and action generation.  

The workshop began with a neutral facilitator outlining some group norms, making a land 

acknowledgement, and outlining the day's flow. Students first engaged in a silent viewing of the 

survey responses while taking notes (see Appendix E), allowing space for individual sense-
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making. They then transitioned into groups of three, where they used flip chart paper to take 

notes of their small-group analysis to support a shared understanding (see Appendix F). As a 

small group, they shared their observations, grouped and themed their ideas, and brainstormed 

actions to improve the experience of belonging at Burnett. Through group discussion and 

theming, students explored diverse narratives in survey responses, creating space for partial and 

evolving understandings to emerge (Stewart et al., 2023; Morgan, 2024). This discussion-based 

approach supported collective interpretation by recognizing that dialogue can build consensus 

and a shared understanding while supporting multiple viewpoints (Numans et al., 2019).  

Photovoice does not seek to establish representativeness through individual stories; 

rather, it relies on collective analysis to illuminate patterns and priorities that matter to 

participants at a particular moment in time (Wang & Burris, 1997). After their small group 

planning, the two groups came together as a large group to synthesize their viewpoints. This final 

stage was framed around what could be done to improve students' sense of belonging. Students 

discussed and documented what they felt needed to be addressed to improve their feeling of 

belonging at the school. 

Project Participants 

An inquiry team supported this research. The team included school administrators, a 

teacher colleague, a neutral facilitator, and me as the teacher-researcher. Members of the 

administration and teaching staff were involved at varying levels throughout the inquiry, 

primarily in a supportive capacity. Their role included offering contextual insight, assisting with 

recruitment processes, and supporting ethical considerations within the school setting. A neutral 
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facilitator with no direct connection to the school facilitated the second method, the student 

workshop. 

Youth were central participants in this inquiry. Students are members of the school 

community who are often underrepresented in decision making processes that affect their daily 

school experiences. This inquiry sought to include youth as anonymized participants in the first 

method and as analytical participants in the second method. Including youth in these roles 

aligned with the intent of the inquiry to center student perspectives while remaining attentive to 

power dynamics between youth and adults in the school. 

Participation occurred across two phases. The first method, an anonymized survey, was 

distributed to all students enrolled at the school. The second method involved a smaller group of 

students who participated in an in person workshop focused on collective sensemaking and 

action planning. Although the initial plan was to involve between ten and twenty students in the 

workshop, six students ultimately participated. This deviation is acknowledged as part of the 

contextual realities of conducting school-based inquiry and does not detract from the depth of 

engagement. 

Counsellors and members of the administration supported outreach to students for the 

second method. Criteria shared with staff included identifying students who were analytical, 

community oriented, and able to engage in reflective discussion. Additional criteria were aimed 

at inviting students from different grade levels, gender identities, and socio-economic 

backgrounds. While invitations were extended with these criteria in mind, participation was 

voluntary, and the final group reflects those who were available and consented to participate. 
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Consistent with Action Research and crystallization informed inquiry, the purpose of 

participant selection was not to achieve representativeness, but to support depth of engagement 

and include multiple perspectives in analysis and action planning. The combination of 

anonymized participation in the first method and participatory analysis in the second method 

created opportunities for student perspectives to inform shared understanding while recognizing 

that all findings remain partial and situated. 

Study Conduct 

My experiences shape my perspective, and my unconscious bias influences how I see the 

world. In this inquiry, I worked with others to better understand and mitigate my own blind spots 

and assumptions. Trust, mutual learning, openness, and respect are fundamental components of 

relationships and collaborative inquiry (Abma et al., 2009). Meaningful dialogue with others 

creates opportunities to broaden perspectives and co-create better ways of doing things in our 

school communities. 

Some members of the inquiry team reviewed the survey prompts prior to distribution to 

help identify what I may have been overlooking in the initial design of the first method. The 

questions were rewritten with their support to make them more youth friendly. This collaborative 

review was intended to surface potential blind spots in the survey design and to ensure the 

questions were ethically appropriate for student participants. While the inquiry team contributed 

to the design phase, the findings and themes had not been shared with them at the time of 

writing. 
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Photovoice inspired methods seek to reduce traditional power hierarchies by centring 

participant perspectives; however, it is important to acknowledge that decisions about 

recruitment and participation can themselves reflect power dynamics (Sutton-Brown, 2014). To 

mitigate power-over dynamics in this inquiry, the first method was designed as an anonymized 

survey, and invitations to participate were distributed by school administration rather than by me 

directly. Administrators sent the study information letter (See Appendix G) and invitation to 

guardians (See Appendix H) of all students enrolled at the school. Guardians then chose whether 

or not to provide the information letter and survey link to their child, a process that aligned with 

the approved ethics protocol. 

To support awareness and participation, the survey window was expanded, and the 

administration sent multiple reminder communications during the open period. Students were 

informed, both at the start of the survey and again at the point of submission, that any uploaded 

images should not include identifiable individuals. Despite this, some submitted images included 

identifiable features, which contributed to a later decision to focus the analysis on written 

responses only. 

The second method involved an in person workshop with a selected group of students. 

The workshop was rescheduled once in order to accommodate participation and support 

meaningful engagement. Guardians of invited students received a workshop invitation (see 

Appendix I) that included the research information letter. Those who wished for their child to 

participate submitted a guardian consent form (see Appendix J) in advance, and youth 

participants signed their consent forms (See Appendix K) on the day of the workshop. 
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Participants were informed of their right to withdraw at any point without consequence. The 

consent forms indicated that audio may have been recorded; however, we did not record any 

audio or video. Instead, discussions, themes, and actions were documented through individual 

written notes and shared flipcharts created by participants during the session. 

Ethical approval for this research was granted by Royal Roads University’s Research 

Ethics Board and Richmond School District No. 38 prior to data collection. All study procedures 

were conducted in accordance with the approved ethics application and aligned with the Tri 

Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans. 

Data Analysis and Validity 

Data can be interpreted in many different ways. Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA) 

recognizes the positionality of the research and how it impacts the themes they generate (Braun 

& Clarke, 2019). Crystallization aims to make interpretations credible by acknowledging that 

there is no single way to interpret the data and by supporting validity through transparency 

inhow interpretations were developed (Stewart et al., 2017). Crystallization enables multiple 

qualitative methods to be used to explore a research question, with the aim of furthering our 

understanding of emerging experiences (Stewart et al., 2023). Data analysis in this inquiry was 

guided by RTA and informed by crystallization and participatory sensemaking. This section 

outlines how data were prepared, analyzed, and interpreted across both research methods, and 

how trustworthiness was supported through reflexivity, triangulation, and youth co-analysis.  
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Data Analysis Process – Method 1 

Survey responses were exported from SurveyMonkey into a Microsoft Excel workbook 

and organized across three tabs: raw export, cleaned data, and analysis. A total of 52 individuals 

accessed the survey; 14 individuals submitted the first question, and 11 completed all survey 

questions. Analysis focused on the 11 completed responses, as these provided the fullest story 

across all prompts. 

Each response was assigned an anonymized identifier and was analyzed by question and 

by individual. Photos were initially supposed to play a central role in the analysis. There were 

multiple touchpoints explaining that photos should not be identifiable. Even with these warnings 

in place, a large volume of the photos included identifiable information. The uploaded images 

included friend groups, specific connection moments with others, spaces within the school, and 

symbols of belonging. Ethical and consent considerations led to a decision to exclude images 

from the analysis and focus solely on written responses. 

Setting aside the photographs was not a simple decision, and I want to be transparent 

about what that meant for the analysis. In photovoice, the photograph is not just an illustration; it 

is an act of meaning-making (Wang & Burris, 1997; Braun, 2021). The relationship between 

what someone photographs and what they share about it is where much of the interpretation lies. 

When I read through the submissions, some photographs and written responses felt closely 

connected, while others felt more distant from each other. Wall (2017) notes that setting aside 

visual data requires honest acknowledgement of what changes as a result. The anonymous, one-

shot format also meant that the community-oriented process of traditional photovoice was not 
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fully available. Participants submitted a single image alongside written prompts rather than 

documenting experience deliberately over time. I recognize this as a real limitation of the 

adaptation. The written responses were approached as student stories in their own right, with the 

photovoice framework continuing to inform how I interpreted participant meaning-making. 

Initial analysis followed an RTA process. I engaged in multiple readings of the data, first 

reading responses question by question and recording analytic notes on emerging observations. 

An initial set of 15 codes was created. RTA requires the researcher to seek to understand the 

assumptions they are making and revise their process (Braun & Clarke, 2019). At this point, I 

asked why I was drawn to these codes and what I might have been missing. I recognized that 

these early codes grouped together supportive experiences with barriers. I was, unintentionally, 

grouping what gets in the way of belonging with feelings of belonging. This led to a code 

revision that more accurately reflected how student responses differentiated among experiences 

of belonging, barriers, and actions.  

The new list of codes better recognizes the emotional tone, relational context, and 

agency. They also included codes for barriers to belonging and actions that students and adults 

could take to support belonging. Several initial patterns emerged, including belonging as 

connected to shared emotional experiences, supportive relationships with peers and teachers, 

proactive acts of inclusion, the role of language in shaping safety or harm, and the fragile nature 

of belonging. These patterns supported provisional working themes that were open to refinement 

through youth-co-analysis.  
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Data Analysis Process – Method 2 

The second phase of analysis used a participatory youth action planning workshop, which 

was both a method of inquiry and an analytical process. Youth participants engaged with 

anonymized survey responses through silent reflection, small-group discussion, theming, and 

action planning. A neutral facilitator supported this process to mitigate power dynamics 

associated with my role as a teacher-researcher. 

Workshop data included individual written reflections, small-group flipchart notes, and 

large-group synthesis outputs. I reviewed these materials after the workshop and conducted a 

secondary analysis, summarizing youth interpretations by survey question and examining how 

meanings were collaboratively constructed. I looked for areas where youth-generated themes 

converged and diverged with my initial analysis from the first method. 

Youth co-analysis highlighted where we aligned and what I had not considered. For 

example, students emphasized relational connection and feelings of loneliness in ways that 

converged with my analysis, while also placing greater emphasis on teacher practices during 

action planning. Including youth as co-analysts served as a form of interpretive validation, 

strengthening credibility through participants' sensemaking (Shamrova & Cummings, 2017). 

This further highlighted power dynamics within the school and the ways in which perceived 

agency shaped students' interpretations of what change felt possible. Such moments of 

divergence were treated as analytically generative, reflecting how power relations surface 

through participatory sensemaking rather than as inconsistencies to be resolved (Sutton-Brown, 
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2014; Morgan, 2024). It provided an opportunity for me to check in on my interpretations and 

move forward in a generative way, carrying forward the youth stories entrusted to me. 

Crystallization, Trustworthiness, and Reflexivity 

Crystallization informed the overall analysis as understanding grew from multiple lenses, 

methods, and sense-making moments over time (Stewart et al., 2017; Stewart et al., 2023). 

Rather than seeking a single authoritative interpretation, this inquiry embraced partial, situated 

understandings produced through interactions between the researcher's interpretation and youth 

analysis.  

Trustworthiness was supported through methodological triangulation (survey narratives 

and workshop analysis), participatory interpretation by youth, transparent documentation of 

analytic decisions, and reflexive attention to researcher positionality. Limitations, including a 

limited number of complete survey responses and constraints on workshop participation, are 

acknowledged as contextual realities of conducting school-based action research. The depth of 

engagement and interpretive transparency are positioned as indicators of quality within this 

crystallization-informed approach. 

Ethical Implications 

This inquiry involved youth participants within a school community where I hold a dual 

role as teacher and researcher. Because of this, ethical considerations extended beyond 

procedural compliance to include ongoing attention to power, relationship, interpretation, and 

responsibility. Ethical approval for this research was granted by Royal Roads University’s 
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Research Ethics Board and Richmond School District No.38 prior to data collection, and all 

procedures were conducted in accordance with the approved ethics application and the 

Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans (TCPS2). 

A primary ethical consideration was the potential power imbalance associated with 

teacher led research in a school setting. To mitigate real and perceived power-over dynamics, the 

first method was designed as an anonymized survey distributed by the school administration 

rather than by me directly. Guardians received the information letter and chose whether to share 

the invitation with students, and youth provided consent at the start of the survey. This structure 

was intended to support voluntary participation and reduce pressure associated with my role 

within the school. 

The second method, a youth action planning workshop, required additional ethical care. 

Participation was voluntary, with guardian consent obtained in advance and youth consent 

collected on the day of the workshop. A neutral facilitator with no connection to the school 

facilitated the session to further reduce power dynamics. Participants were reminded of their 

right to withdraw at any time without consequence. Workshop data were captured through 

student generated written notes and shared materials rather than audio or video recording, 

supporting confidentiality and participant comfort. 

Ethical responsibility in this inquiry also extended to how student contributions were 

interpreted and represented. Reflexive thematic analysis recognizes that interpretation is shaped 

by the researcher’s positionality and that analytic decisions contribute to meaning making (Braun 

& Clarke, 2019). Care was therefore taken to avoid deficit- based framing, overgeneralization, or 
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attributing meaning to individual participants. Analysis focused on patterns across responses, 

acknowledging that how findings are framed and shared is itself an ethical act. 

Ethical decision-making also shaped the handling of photovoice inspired data. Although 

students were asked not to submit identifiable images, some photographs included identifiable 

features. In keeping with consent agreements and a responsibility to protect participants and 

others, a decision was made to exclude images from analysis and focus solely on written 

responses. This choice prioritized care and safety while still honouring the substance of students’ 

stories. 

This research approached reciprocity as a relational and ethical commitment rather than 

as a single act of dissemination. In action research, ethical practice involves mutual learning and 

a responsibility to participants beyond data collection (Abma et al., 2009). Honouring students’ 

contributions involved creating space for their voices, inviting shared interpretation through 

youth co-analysis, and moving beyond the thesis to consider actions to improve experiences of 

belonging. This thesis is therefore understood as an artefact intended to honour the stories shared 

as part of the inquiry rather than an endpoint. Ethical responsibility continues in how these 

stories are held, represented, and mobilized with care and respect. 

Outputs and Knowledge Mobilization 

The primary formal output of this inquiry is this thesis, completed in partial fulfillment of 

the Master of Arts in Leadership and housed within Royal Roads University’s digital archive. 
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While the proposal envisioned several outward facing knowledge mobilization activities, the 

realities of the school context shaped how and when learning from this inquiry could be shared. 

Rather than beginning with broad dissemination, the earliest and most immediate form of 

knowledge mobilization occurred through my own leadership practice. Self-awareness is often 

described as a first step in a journey toward meaningful change (Stroh, 2015), and this inquiry 

led me to reflect more intentionally on how I show up in relationship with students. Leadership, 

in this sense, began in my classroom through everyday actions that modelled belonging, care, 

and inclusion. These small, relational choices represent the area of greatest influence available to 

me at this moment. 

The youth action planning workshop also served as an important site of knowledge 

mobilization within the inquiry itself. Through shared analysis and dialogue, students engaged 

with peer experiences and explored what shapes their sense of belonging. While I initially 

expected youth to focus on initiating new programs or initiatives, their emphasis on teacher–

student relationships highlighted how power and responsibility are perceived within school 

systems. This shift reinforced the idea that people may either recognize their capacity to 

influence change through daily choices or believe that barriers to change are beyond their control 

(Stroh, 2015). 

Opportunities for broader knowledge sharing remain possible in the future, including 

conversations with administrators, colleagues, or professional learning contexts. These 

possibilities are understood as emergent rather than guaranteed. Change involves developing a 

sense of a preferred future, honestly assessing current conditions, and identifying steps that may 
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help move between the two (Beckhard & Harris, 2009). At present, this inquiry represents an 

early stage in that process. 

Contribution and Application 

The contribution of this inquiry lies in deepening the understanding of how belonging is 

experienced within the school and in surfacing what may promote or hinder that experience from 

a student perspective. The depth and diversity of perspectives shared offered insight into both 

supportive conditions and points of fragility, creating a grounded picture of belonging at the 

school. These insights form a foundation that could later be explored further through 

participatory analysis with students. 

This inquiry approached contribution through a lens of reciprocity. Rather than treating 

student stories as data to be extracted, reciprocity was understood as an ethical commitment to 

listen carefully, interpret responsibly, and allow student perspectives to meaningfully influence 

practice. For youth participants, this meant creating space for their experiences to be named and 

taken seriously without placing responsibility for change solely on their shoulders. 

For the school context, the inquiry contributes a relational lens that highlights classrooms 

as key spaces where belonging is modelled through everyday interactions. From a reciprocal 

standpoint, responding to student experiences begins with how educators show up in 

relationship, even when broader systemic change is not immediately possible. For my own 

practice, the inquiry reinforced leadership as a learning journey, where honouring student voice 

involves carrying their stories forward with care and intentionality over time. 
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Chapter 4: Inquiry Project Findings and Conclusions 

This inquiry set out to better understand how students at J.N. Burnett Secondary 

experience belonging and community within their school. The primary inquiry question guiding 

this study was: How might students at J.N. Burnett develop a sense of belonging and community 

within the school? This question was explored through the following subquestions: 

• What experiences or interactions have helped youth feel connected at school? How is 

belonging fostered among students? 

• What does J.N. Burnett look like when students feel a sense of belonging? 

• What could staff and students learn or do differently to create a community where 

everyone feels they belong? 

• What gets in the way of feeling a sense of belonging? 

This chapter presents the study's findings and shows how students' experiences and 

perspectives responded to these questions. While I am solely responsible for the authorship of 

this thesis, the understandings presented here were shaped through a participatory process with 

students. Youth engaged in multiple stages of analysis, including reviewing survey responses, 

identifying patterns, naming themes, and discussing points of tension or difference. As a result, 

the findings reflect both my role as researcher and the collective meaning-making of the students 

who took part. 

Data for this chapter came from two sources. The survey was distributed to all students 

enrolled at J.N. Burnett through guardian outreach. The link was accessed 52 times. Though it 
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was distributed to guardians rather than students directly, it is not possible to know how many of 

those were students engaging with the survey versus guardians previewing it before passing it 

along. 14 respondents submitted a photograph, and 11 completed all questions. Analysis focused 

on those 11 completed responses. Six students participated in the youth action planning 

workshop. They were invited through the school administration using criteria intended to include 

students who were analytical and community-oriented, drawn from different grade levels and 

backgrounds. 

Student voices are referenced throughout using participant codes to protect anonymity. 

Survey responses are cited as S-Q#-R#, where Q identifies the question number (see Appendix 

C), and R identifies the respondent. Workshop reflection sheet responses are cited as RS-P#-Q#, 

where P identifies the participant, and Q identifies the guiding question. Workshop group 

activities are cited as G#P#, where G identifies the group, and P identifies the workshop part. 

The workshop involved four distinct stages: small-group idea sharing (Part 3), small-group 

theming (Part 4), small-group action planning (Part 5), and large-group synthesis (Part 6). 

Study Findings 

Four patterns emerged across both data sources. Students helped name and refine those 

patterns during the workshop, so what follows reflects both what the data showed and how 

students made sense of it together. The following four findings emerged through that analysis: 

• Finding 1: Belonging is rooted in relational connection 

• Finding 2: Belonging is actively created through inclusion and shared experiences 
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• Finding 3: Belonging is shaped by differences and misunderstandings 

• Finding 4: Belonging is fragile and felt unevenly across the school experience 

Together, they describe how students experienced belonging, how it was created and 

disrupted, and what got in the way of feeling connected at school. Each finding draws on survey 

responses, workshop reflection sheets, and group discussion to show how patterns were 

identified and, where students were involved, questioned and refined. 

The first finding focuses on the central role of relationships in students' experiences of 

belonging. 

Finding 1: Belonging Is Rooted in Relational Connection 

Across survey responses and workshop discussions, students consistently described 

belonging as an experience rooted in relationships. Feeling connected was closely tied to 

interactions with peers and teachers that were marked by care, trust, recognition, and mutual 

support. Rather than describing belonging as a general feeling about the school, students most 

often grounded their responses in specific relationships and moments of connection with others. 

Supportive peer relationships. Students frequently described belonging as emerging 

through everyday interactions with friends and classmates. Moments of shared laughter, working 

together, or simply spending time with peers were described as central to feeling connected at 

school. For many students, belonging was felt most strongly when they were with people who 

listened to them, included them in conversations, or made space for them to participate. 
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Several survey respondents described small acts of peer support as meaningful 

connection points, such as classmates helping one another during class activities or choosing to 

include someone who might otherwise be alone (S-Q3-R5; S-Q6-R13). One student described 

how an unplanned decision to join a group at lunch in grade 8 had grown into something lasting: 

"One day I had randomly decided to join them at lunch, and now the people that eat there are one 

of my closest friend groups as we laugh so hard about stupid jokes every day" (S-Q3-R10). In 

the workshop, students noted that belonging was often built through informal peer interactions 

rather than through structured programs, emphasizing that everyday moments contributed to their 

overall sense of connection (RS-P2-Q1; G1P3). 

Reliable Friendships. Beyond general peer interaction, students distinguished between 

being around others and having reliable friendships. Belonging was described as deeper and 

more stable when students felt they could trust others and rely on their friends for support. Some 

students noted that even when surrounded by peers, belonging felt uneven when they did not feel 

truly known or understood within those groups. 

This distinction surfaced clearly in both the survey responses and the workshop. One 

student captured it directly:  

By all means, I belong. I have many friends, and I always have someone that I can 

hangout with or talk to at school. But it still feels like I'm just an onlooker sometimes. 

Like I am just an observer, watching the people around me, and not feeling truly a part of 

the group. (S-Q2-R49) 
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Proximity to others, this response suggested, did not automatically produce a sense of 

belonging. During small-group theming, students discussed how confidence, trust, and shared 

understanding within friendships influenced whether they felt connected or isolated, even in 

familiar spaces (G2P4). 

Student-Teacher Relationships. Relationships with teachers were also described as an 

important source of belonging. Students highlighted moments when teachers noticed them, 

offered flexibility, or took time to listen as experiences that strengthened their sense of 

connection to the school. These interactions were often framed as feeling seen as a person rather 

than only as a student. 

Several survey responses described how teacher support during stressful moments or 

difficult days contributed to feelings of safety and belonging (S-Q3-R24; S-Q3-R46). In 

reflection sheets, students emphasized the importance of teachers building relationships beyond 

academics, noting that feeling known by a teacher made it easier to participate, ask for help, and 

engage in the school community (RS-P4-Q2; RS-P5-Q2). 

Overall, students described belonging at J.N. Burnett as developing through relationships 

marked by care, reliability, and recognition, particularly in interactions with peers and teachers. 

Finding 2: Belonging Is Actively Created Through Inclusion and Shared Experiences 

Students described belonging as something that does not happen automatically, but is 

actively created through intentional actions and shared experiences. Across survey responses and 

workshop discussions, students emphasized that feeling connected depended on being included 
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by others, having opportunities to participate, and engaging in activities that allowed them to 

connect around shared interests. Belonging was framed as requiring effort and choice from both 

individuals and the broader school community. 

Proactive inclusion. Students frequently described inclusion as a deliberate act rather 

than a passive condition. Feeling a sense of belonging was often tied to moments when peers or 

adults took initiative to invite others into conversations, activities, or groups. Small actions, such 

as saying hello, asking someone to join, or checking in with someone who seemed alone, were 

described as meaningful ways to build belonging. 

Survey responses highlighted that students noticed when inclusion was absent, 

particularly when people stayed within established friend groups or failed to acknowledge others 

(S-Q6-R10; S-Q6-R24). Students were also specific about what proactive inclusion could look 

like in practice. One student suggested that peers could include everyone in conversations, show 

genuine interest in others, and give people the benefit of the doubt rather than forming opinions 

based on first impressions (S-Q6-R49). Another offered a more detailed picture, noting that even 

asking peers about their grades could shift a conversation toward comparison rather than 

connection, and that the real work of belonging happened in smaller moments: "smile at others, 

say hi to people you know, say thank you to the person holding the door... the day-to-day 

moments add up into each student's overall sense of belonging (or lack thereof) at the school" (S-

Q6-R46). During workshop discussions, students emphasized that proactive inclusion mattered 

most when it felt genuine rather than forced, noting that subtle invitations often felt more 

meaningful and respectful (RS-P2-Q5; G1P3). 



LENSES OF BELONGING   

 

   

 

60 

Community-building activities. Shared activities were described as important spaces 

where belonging could be created and reinforced. Students pointed to clubs, sports teams, 

classroom activities, and school events as contexts where connections were formed through 

working toward a common goal or spending time together in low-pressure settings. These shared 

experiences were often described as helping students connect across differences in interests or 

social groups. 

In survey responses, students described feeling more connected during activities that 

emphasized collaboration, play, or informal interaction (S-Q3-R25; S-Q4-R52). In small group 

theming, students discussed how community-building activities supported belonging when they 

were accessible, inclusive, and allowed students to participate in ways that felt comfortable to 

them (G2P4; G2P5). 

Shared interests and spaces. Students also emphasized the role of shared interests and 

familiar spaces in fostering a sense of belonging. Feeling connected was often tied to spending 

time in places where students felt comfortable and where shared interests could naturally emerge, 

such as common areas, clubs, or classrooms where collaboration was encouraged. These spaces 

were described as providing structure for connection without requiring students to initiate 

interactions entirely on their own. 

Some students noted that belonging felt stronger in spaces designed for interaction, while 

others noted that only certain students felt able to fully access these spaces (S-Q4-R46; 

S-Q7-R52). During workshop reflection, students discussed how the availability and design of 
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shared spaces influenced who felt included and who was left on the margins of school 

community life (RS-P1-Q6; G1P4). 

Across the data, students framed belonging as actively created through intentional 

inclusion and shared experiences, rather than as a fixed or automatic feature of school life. 

Finding 3: Belonging Is Shaped by Differences and Misunderstandings 

Students described belonging as something that could be strengthened or disrupted 

depending on how differences were understood and navigated within the school community. 

Across survey responses and workshop conversations, students spoke about moments where 

assumptions, language, or a lack of empathy created distance between themselves and others. 

Belonging was not only influenced by shared connections, but also by how differences were 

noticed, labelled, or misunderstood in everyday interactions. 

Feeling Different. Many students described feeling different from those around them, 

whether based on identity, background, interests, or personal values. This sense of difference 

often shaped how comfortable students felt participating in conversations or social spaces. For 

some, feeling different did not mean being excluded outright, but rather feeling cautious, 

disconnected, or unsure about where they fit. 

One survey response described this experience with particular care. The student named a 

form of loneliness that was not about lacking close friendships, but about something quieter:  

It's more of a broader sense of being different from a lot of people my age, or wanting 

something different than what I feel like I'm supposed to want. I'm not really into typical 
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'teenager' things like parties, makeup, slang, social media posts... I feel like everyone 

(even those who align more closely with trends/norms) is going through this process; it's 

just not very visible within the high school social environment. (S-Q7-R46) 

What this response captured was something belonging surveys rarely surface. For this 

student, feeling different was not about lacking friends. It was about sensing that you want 

something different than what you are supposed to want, and carrying that quietly in a space 

where that kind of difference is not easy to see. During the workshop, students discussed how 

this kind of quiet difference could erode belonging over time, even when other supportive 

relationships were present (RS-P4-Q6; G1P4). What stood out from the workshop discussion 

summaries was the recognition that feeling different does not simply add to other challenges. 

Feeling different can undermine belonging even when other positive conditions are present, and 

participants noted it often begins externally before building inward over time (G2P4). 

Assumptions, perception, and lack of empathy. Students also emphasized how 

assumptions and first impressions influenced whether belonging was felt or withheld. Several 

responses suggested that students made quick judgments about one another based on appearance, 

behaviour, or perceived social status. These assumptions often shaped who felt welcome in 

certain spaces and who did not. 

In survey responses, students noted that it could be difficult to enter established groups or 

conversations when they felt judged or misunderstood (S-Q7-R20; S-Q7-R25). Workshop 

participants reflected on how a lack of empathy or willingness to understand others' perspectives 
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contributed to feelings of exclusion, even in environments that outwardly appeared friendly or 

inclusive (RS-P2-Q6; G2P4). 

Language, norms, and confidence. Language emerged as another important factor 

shaping students' experiences of belonging. Students described how jokes, comments, or casual 

language could either affirm or undermine a sense of safety and connection. For some students, 

repeated exposure to dismissive or harmful language made it difficult to feel comfortable 

speaking up or being fully themselves at school. 

One survey response described how objecting to discriminatory language at Burnett was 

itself treated as an unusual position: 

Many people at Burnett would disagree with this and look at me weirdly if I had voiced 

my discomfort with their use of slurs. These actions are seen as jokes, or insignificant 

("what's the big deal? It's not even that deep") when they're not. Words and actions are 

always significant and have/will always be used to ostracize, insult, discredit, and 

disrespect. (S-Q7-R49)  

Other responses also noted how unkind comments, even casual ones, could stay with a 

student longer than the person making them might expect (S-Q6-R46). In workshop discussions, 

students explored how confidence, both in oneself and in social settings, influenced how 

language was used and received. They noted that students who felt confident were often more 

willing to challenge harmful language, while others chose silence to avoid conflict or further 

exclusion (G1P3; RS-P5-Q6). 
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Across students' descriptions and collective analysis, belonging was shaped not only by 

inclusion but also by how difference was acknowledged and navigated. Differences in identity, 

perception, and communication influenced whether students felt understood or misunderstood in 

their interactions with others. 

Finding 4: Belonging Is Fragile and Felt Unevenly Across the School Experience 

Students described belonging as something that could shift from day to day and context 

to context rather than as a stable or consistent experience. Across survey responses and 

workshop discussions, students emphasized that feeling connected was often dependent on 

specific conditions, such as who they were with, what was happening, or how they were feeling 

at a given moment. Even students who generally felt connected described moments where that 

sense of belonging weakened or disappeared. 

Barriers to connection. Students identified several barriers that made it harder to feel a 

sense of belonging at school. These included structural factors such as schedules, workload, and 

class composition, as well as social factors such as entering unfamiliar groups or lacking shared 

interests with peers. These barriers were not always described as dramatic or overt, but rather as 

small and cumulative challenges that shaped students' day-to-day experiences. 

Survey responses highlighted how being placed in classes without friends, limited time to 

connect with peers, or feeling unsure how to join existing social groups contributed to feelings of 

disconnection (S-Q7-R5; S-Q7-R25). During workshop discussions, students noted that these 
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barriers often interacted with one another, making belonging feel easier to access in some spaces 

than others (G1P3; RS-P6-Q6). 

Identity-based exclusion. For some students, belonging was further complicated by 

experiences related to identity, background, or difference. Students described moments where 

language, norms, or behaviours made them feel singled out or unsafe, leading them to withdraw 

or remain quiet in certain settings. These experiences were often described as subtle yet 

impactful, shaping how comfortable students felt in expressing themselves or participating fully 

in school life. 

One student described this experience directly: 

As a girl that has darker skin and is queer, I can often feel like I stand out for my 'woke' 

opinions... I've often felt like I just had to stay quiet, and I have, because why would I go 

through the trouble when the person acting will just do it when I'm not around anyway? 

It's not my duty to educate or scold these people. This issue may not come up often, but it 

cuts deep, and affects how I connect with others and how they see me. (S-Q7-R49) 

What this response named was both the isolation of being visibly different and the 

calculation behind staying quiet. Speaking up carried a cost. Staying silent did too. Other survey 

responses described similar patterns of withdrawal in settings where language or attitudes made 

full participation feel unsafe (S-Q7-R13). In the workshop, students discussed how these 

experiences could undermine other sources of belonging, even when supportive relationships 

were present elsewhere (RS-P2-Q6; G2P4). 
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Nullifying effects of disconnection. Students also described how brief moments of 

disconnection could override otherwise positive experiences of belonging. Feeling excluded, 

misunderstood, or overlooked in one context sometimes made it difficult to access a sense of 

belonging in others. This fragility was described as emotionally taxing, particularly when 

students felt they had to constantly monitor where and when they could be themselves. 

In survey responses, some students described having "off days" where they chose to 

distance themselves from others, even if they generally felt connected (S-Q7-R24). Workshop 

participants reflected on how belonging could be quickly disrupted by a single negative 

interaction, reinforcing the idea that belonging was uneven and required continual care and 

attention (RS-P4-Q6; G1P4). 

Across students' accounts, belonging emerged as something that could not be taken for 

granted. Students described it as fragile and uneven, shaped by context, relationships, and 

individual experiences, and vulnerable to disruption even in environments where connection was 

otherwise present. 

Study Conclusions 

The inquiry asked how students at J.N. Burnett Secondary might develop a sense of 

belonging and community within the school. The findings offer partial but meaningful answers 

to this question and to the four subquestions that guided the study. Taken together, they suggest 

that belonging is relational, actively made, vulnerable to disruption, and shaped by conditions 

that neither students nor adults can fully control on their own. When placed alongside the 
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literature reviewed in Chapter 2, these findings both confirm and extend what existing research 

has established, while also pointing to gaps that deserve further attention. 

This study's conclusions are as follows: 

1. Belonging Is Built in the Everyday 

2. Belonging Has to Be Actively and Intentionally Created 

3. Students Recognize What Disrupts Belonging but Often Lack the Tools to Respond 

4. Belonging Requires Shared Responsibility Across the School Community 

Belonging Is Built in the Everyday 

The first sub-question asked what experiences or interactions have helped youth feel 

connected at school, and how belonging is fostered amongst students. The first finding speaks 

most directly to this. Students rooted their sense of belonging in relational connection, and what 

stood out in how they described this was not the scale of those connections but the texture of 

small, everyday moments. Being greeted by name, having a teacher notice something was off, 

feeling like someone wanted you in the conversation rather than tolerating your presence at the 

edge of it. These were the kinds of interactions students returned to again and again when 

describing what belonging felt like for them. 

The literature reviewed in Chapter 2 anticipated this, though perhaps not in quite the 

same way. Research on student-teacher relationships has consistently found that relatively small 

interactions carry weight, and that being recognized as a person rather than only as a learner 
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matters to students (Allen et al., 2021b). Strayhorn (2019) described belonging not as a stable 

characteristic but as something shaped through ongoing interpretation of experiences with others, 

which fits closely with how students in this study talked about connection as something built and 

rebuilt through everyday contact. What the literature tends to do less well is capture the 

student's-eye view of this. The evidence for these relational moments often comes through adult 

observation or survey design. Students in this study named what it actually felt like, which adds 

something the research on belonging has been slower to surface. 

This raises a question that runs through the rest of the conclusions. If belonging is built 

through small, everyday relational acts, then it is not primarily the product of programs or 

structures. It lives in how people treat one another. That is both a hopeful observation and a 

complicated one, because it is hard to build infrastructure around kindness and harder still to 

mandate genuine care. 

Belonging Has to Be Actively and Intentionally Created 

The third subquestion asked what staff and students might learn or do differently to create 

a community where everyone feels they belong. The second finding speaks directly to this, 

suggesting that belonging does not happen on its own. Students were clear that feelings included 

depended on people making choices to reach out, invite, and create space for others. Proactive 

inclusion, shared activities, and the availability of spaces where connection could naturally form 

were all described as conditions that helped belonging develop. The flip side of this was also 

present: when those choices were not made, or when structures did not create opportunities for 

genuine interaction, students noticed the absence. 
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The literature reviewed in Chapter 2 supports this in several ways. Research on school 

climate and practices has suggested that environments oriented toward performance and 

individual achievement can work against belonging, while those that create space for 

collaboration and social interaction tend to support it (Korpershoek et al., 2020; Ma, 2003). 

Block (2018) made a related point about how the design of shared spaces and group structures 

communicates something about what kind of participation and relationship are expected. 

Students in this study echoed this, describing belonging as easier to access in some spaces than 

others, and pointing to how the design and accessibility of those spaces shaped who felt included 

and who was left at the margins. 

What the findings add to the literature here is a sharper focus on the role of individual 

choice and intention. The literature tends to focus on what schools do, or fail to do, at the 

structural level. Students in this study located a meaningful part of the work at the level of 

everyday decision-making. Whether someone extends an invitation, whether a group stays closed 

or opens up, whether a student who seems alone is approached or left alone. These are choices, 

and students named them as choices. The literature's emphasis on adult-designed conditions 

remains relevant, but the findings suggest that belonging is also something students can actively 

build, even if they do not always feel fully equipped to do so. That gap between capability and 

readiness is taken up in the conclusion that follows. 

Students Recognize What Disrupts Belonging but Often Lack the Tools to Respond 

The fourth subquestion asked what gets in the way of students feeling a sense of 

belonging. The third and fourth findings speak to this, and they were, in some ways, the most 
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striking to emerge from the study. Students demonstrated a clear and often nuanced awareness of 

what disrupts belonging. They could name how assumptions, dismissive language, exclusion 

from established groups, and the quiet accumulation of small negative interactions could erode 

connection over time. They could identify how identity-based exclusion made some students feel 

that certain school spaces were not built for them. They understood, at least collectively, how 

difference was navigated and misnavigated in their school environment. 

What students described less confidently was how to use that awareness. Knowing that 

harmful language creates distance is not the same as knowing how to interrupt it, or feeling safe 

enough to try. Recognizing that a peer is isolated is not the same as having the relational 

confidence to reach across an unfamiliar social boundary. The gap between recognition and 

action was present in how students talked about belonging. 

The literature reviewed in Chapter 2 offers some context for this gap, though it does not 

resolve it. Research on loneliness and disconnection has noted that students can be physically 

surrounded by peers and still feel a meaningful social absence (Jefferson et al., 2023). Arslan 

(2018) observed that belonging is shaped by external conditions that are often outside of 

students' control. Allen et al. (2021a) argued that belonging among peers is not simply about 

proximity but about having developed actual skills of connection, and that the literature has 

relatively little to say about how those skills are built or what gets in the way of their 

development. That gap showed up here. Students in this study could articulate the problem with 

some precision. They were less certain about how to move through it. 
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This is one of the places where the findings extend rather than simply confirm what the 

literature established. Research on belonging has tended to focus on measuring the experience 

and identifying contributing factors. It has been less attentive to the developmental question of 

how students build the skills and confidence needed to navigate difference, repair disrupted 

connections, or interrupt exclusion when it occurs. This inquiry did not answer that question 

either. It surfaced clearly enough that it deserves to be taken seriously, particularly in how 

schools think about supporting students not only in identifying what is missing, but in building 

toward it. 

Belonging Requires Shared Responsibility Across the School Community 

The primary inquiry question asked how students at J.N. Burnett might develop a sense 

of belonging and community within the school. This conclusion draws on all four findings to 

address that question and also connects to the second subquestion, which asked what J.N. 

Burnett looks like when students feel a sense of belonging. When asked directly, one student 

described it this way: 

To me, J.N. Burnett would look like people in all grades interacting with each other, as 

well as having healthy relationships with your semester teachers. Being in this school can 

make me feel like that it is an inclusive and accepting school. (S-Q4-R10)  

This description named both the relational and cross-community dimensions of 

belonging, suggesting that what students hoped for was not a feeling confined to their own friend 

group but something visible and shared across the school as a whole. Across the findings, a 
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consistent thread emerged: belonging was not understood by students as something any one 

person, group, or structure could create alone. It depended on people being willing to show up 

for one another. It was disrupted by conditions that felt beyond any individual's control. It also 

required something that might be described as reciprocity, a shared orientation toward care and 

connection that needed to be practiced by students and adults alike. 

The literature reviewed in Chapter 2 laid some groundwork for this. Osterman (2000) 

described belonging as tied to whether students feel accepted and valued within their community, 

suggesting that the community carries a responsibility to the individual, not only the other way 

around. Block (2018) suggested that building community requires attention to how we structure 

our gatherings and interactions, and that creating a genuine sense of belonging depends on 

people being willing to orient toward the gifts others bring rather than their deficits. The findings 

from this study sit within that frame, but they also expand on it in a particular direction. 

Students in this study described adults as important to their sense of belonging, not only 

through formal relationships but through modelling. When teachers made small relational 

investments, it mattered. When adults in the building demonstrated that care and inclusion were 

valued, it appeared to give students permission to do the same. This suggests that one lever for 

change in a school community might be the behaviour of adults, not as program implementers, 

but as everyday models of how people can treat one another. The ask has to extend to youth as 

well. The students in this study showed they were already thinking about what belonging 

requires of them, and that thinking deserves to be taken seriously and supported rather than 

managed from above. 
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The literature has tended to position adults as the designers of conditions and students as 

recipients. What students described here was a more reciprocal picture, one in which adults and 

youth are both participants in the culture of belonging and both carry some responsibility for 

whether that culture deepens or erodes. That is a different starting point for thinking about how 

belonging might be strengthened, and it is one that aligns with this inquiry's commitment to 

centring student voice not only as a source of data but as a form of knowledge in its own right. 

Belonging, as this study found, is not a fixed outcome. It does not arrive and stay. It is 

made through choices and conditions, disrupted by moments of exclusion and misunderstanding, 

and rebuilt imperfectly over time. What students described at J.N. Burnett was not a school 

without belonging. It was a school where belonging was uneven, where some students felt it 

strongly and others barely at all, and where the distance between those experiences was not 

always visible to those who were not living it. Closing that distance is not a simple ask. The 

students who participated in this inquiry were already thinking carefully about it, and that, in 

itself, points toward something worth building on. 

Scope and Limitations of the Inquiry 

This study was designed from the outset as a single-school inquiry. As a staff member at 

J.N. Burnett Secondary, I was positioned as an insider researcher, and that was intentional. The 

action research orientation of this project rests on the premise that those closest to a situation are 

often best placed to understand and begin to address it. The focus was also deliberately on 

student perspectives rather than adult ones, since the inquiry question centred on how belonging 

is experienced by youth. 
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That insider positioning, while methodologically grounded, also shaped what was 

possible. Because I work at the school, I could not engage with participants during or after the 

survey process without raising the kind of power-dynamic concerns my ethics design was trying 

to prevent. This limited my ability to honour the photovoice method as I had originally 

envisioned it. I could not revisit students to explain the significance of their photos, offer 

guidance, or teach the reflective process that gives photovoice much of its depth. In practice, 

even with multiple checkpoints asking students not to include identifying information, some did, 

and I had no way to follow up with them to address this. That kind of course-correction would 

have been far easier to support in person. The study ultimately drew more heavily on written 

responses than on the photographs themselves. If I were to redesign the inquiry, I would look for 

a way to build more direct engagement with participants while still maintaining appropriate 

protections, partly because reciprocity is a value I had hoped to practise more fully. That 

question feels worth carrying into future work, and it connects to a broader tension worth 

naming: the ethical protections designed to safeguard youth participation can also create the 

conditions that limit how meaningfully they are included. 

The survey invitation was distributed to guardians as part of an opt-in consent process, 

and participation was voluntary. The link received a number of opens, though it is not possible to 

know how many of those were students engaging with the survey versus guardians previewing it 

before passing it along. Fourteen respondents submitted a photo, and eleven answered all 

questions. The response rate was lower than I had hoped, and the collection window was 
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extended. The findings reflect the perspectives of those who chose to participate rather than a 

representative cross-section of the school. 

The workshop drew six participants from an invited group of approximately fifty students 

and was rescheduled once before being held on a Pro-D day. The six students who came gave 

something real, and I am not framing the low uptake as a failure of the study. That said, it raises 

a question worth sitting with: whether students understood the invitation as genuinely meant for 

them. Having a neutral facilitator was a condition of conducting research at a school where I 

teach, which meant I was not present during the session. That absence was intended to protect 

students from feeling any pressure to respond in particular ways, though it also meant I was not 

there to read the room, respond in the moment, or support students as I might have otherwise. 

The session ran approximately thirty minutes beyond the planned time, and two participants were 

unable to stay for the final portion. 

There is a structural tension in this inquiry that the design choices did not fully resolve. 

The methods were intended to reduce the power imbalance between the students who 

participated and me. The inquiry questions were set by me, the literature was framed by me, and 

the conclusions were written by me. Students shaped what the study found and how those 

findings were understood, and that contribution was real. The interpretive work, though, 

ultimately remained mine. Mitra (2018) noted that students can participate in a research process 

without genuinely driving it, and that the distance between the two is not always visible from the 

outside. I do not think this inquiry fully escaped that dynamic. I think it reduced it, but I cannot 

confidently say by how much. 
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Chapter Summary 

This chapter presented four findings and four conclusions. The findings described how 

belonging was experienced, actively created, disrupted, and felt unevenly across the school, 

drawing on student survey responses and the collective analysis from the action planning 

workshop. The conclusions connected those findings to the inquiry questions and to the literature 

reviewed in Chapter 2. Taken together, they pointed toward belonging as something built in 

everyday relational moments, requiring shared responsibility from students and adults alike, and 

complicated by a gap between what students could clearly see and what they felt ready to do. 

The scope and limitations section outlined what the study covered and where its 

boundaries lay. The smaller-than-expected number of completed survey responses, the six-

student workshop, and adjustments to the original photovoice design were all part of the reality 

of conducting this kind of inquiry within a school. They shaped what this study could and could 

not claim. 

What students described here is the foundation for what follows. Chapter 5 takes these 

findings and conclusions and asks what comes next. The recommendations and implications that 

follow are grounded in what students shared, and in a commitment to taking their thinking 

seriously. 
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Chapter 5: Recommendations and Implications 

The previous chapter presented four findings that emerged from students' accounts of 

belonging at J.N. Burnett Secondary. This chapter builds on those findings by moving from 

description toward implication. What students shared through the survey and workshop was not 

only meaningful as data, it pointed toward questions about what might be done differently, by 

whom, and under what conditions. This chapter takes those questions seriously while staying 

grounded in what the inquiry actually found, rather than reaching beyond what the evidence can 

support. 

This chapter is organized into four sections. The first presents five study 

recommendations drawn directly from the findings and student voices in Chapter 4. The second 

situates those recommendations within the organizational context of J.N. Burnett and SD38, 

attending to the systemic conditions that shape what is possible at the school and district level. 

The third identifies directions for future inquiry that this study was not designed to pursue but 

that the findings point toward. The chapter closes with a summary and reflection on the thesis as 

a whole. 

Throughout this chapter, the aim is not to prescribe solutions but to name what the 

inquiry surfaced and to consider what it might ask of those who work in and alongside schools. 

The findings in Chapter 4 were shaped through a participatory process with students. The 

interpretations and implications that follow are mine, informed by those findings, and offered 

with the same intent that guided the inquiry from the beginning. 
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Study Recommendations 

The recommendations in this section are grounded in the inquiry questions that guided 

this study and the four findings from Chapter 4. The primary inquiry question was: How might 

students at J.N. Burnett develop a sense of belonging and community within the school? The 

following subquestions supported the inquiry: 

• What experiences or interactions have helped youth feel connected at school? How is 

belonging fostered among students? 

• What does J.N. Burnett look like when students feel a sense of belonging? 

• What could staff and students learn or do differently to create a community where 

everyone feels they belong? 

• What gets in the way of feeling a sense of belonging? 

Together, these questions shaped the data collected and the analysis that followed. The 

four findings in Chapter 4 described belonging as rooted in relational connection, actively 

created through inclusion and shared experiences, shaped by differences and misunderstandings, 

and fragile and felt unevenly across the school experience. They pointed to specific, 

interconnected areas for action. The five recommendations that follow are drawn from those 

findings and from broad directions participants identified during the large group synthesis. 

Where students pointed toward areas for change, I have tried to develop these into specific 

recommendations that remain grounded in what they named and connected to the inquiry 

questions above. 
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Recommendation 1: Make Belonging ‘Normal’ 

Near the end of the workshop, students were asked to synthesize what they had been 

discussing and point toward what they thought could change. One phrase from that large-group 

conversation captured what the rest of the session had been building toward: "Change what is 

normal, belonging should be normal." This is a powerful, youth-generated statement. It does not 

ask for a new program. It does not ask for a budget line. It asks for a shift in what is treated as 

the default expectation in how people show up for one another at school, and it asks for that shift 

from students as much as from adults. 

The first finding of this study suggested that belonging is built through small, everyday 

relational acts rather than through structures or events alone. Students described it as being 

greeted by name, having someone notice they were having a hard day, and feeling genuinely 

wanted in a conversation rather than tolerated at the edge of one. These are not extraordinary 

gestures. They are ordinary choices, made or not made dozens of times each school day by 

students and adults alike. Strayhorn (2019) suggested that belonging is not a stable condition but 

something sustained through repeated interpretations of our experiences with others. If that is 

true, then the accumulation of small, positive interactions is not incidental to belonging. It is 

what belonging is made of. When those choices become consistent and expected, they begin to 

shift what is normal. 

Block (2018) made a related point about how system change is not produced by large 

interventions but by the aggregated choices of individuals. A community shifts, Block argued, 

when enough people begin acting differently within it, and that process begins with each person 
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deciding to show up in a particular way. The students in this study seemed to understand this 

intuitively. Their recommendation was not to fix the school from the top down but to make care 

and inclusion the expected baseline rather than the exception. That is a cultural ask as much as a 

practical one, and it cannot be handed to any single person or committee to implement. 

This recommendation, then, is less a discrete action and more a shared commitment. It 

asks students and adults at J.N. Burnett to treat small acts of inclusion, recognition, and welcome 

as part of the actual work of school rather than as extras that happen when time allows. Allen et 

al. (2021b) noted that simple practices, such as greetings, expressing interest in students as 

individuals, and creating space for connection within the rhythms of the school day, can 

meaningfully shift how students experience belonging. None of that requires a new initiative. It 

requires a decision, made repeatedly and imperfectly, to treat belonging as something that 

everyone is responsible for building. That responsibility, Campbell and Spooner (2025) suggest, 

is not a policy or program but a set of skills and attitudes that have to be actively embodied.  

Students in this study were consistent in pointing to the adults around them as central to 

whether belonging felt possible, and that is where this recommendation places its focus. 

Teachers, counsellors, and administrators make daily choices about how spaces are structured, 

how students are greeted, and whether connection is treated as part of the work or as something 

that happens around it. Those choices, made across the building and over time, are where a 

cultural shift toward belonging begins. 
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Recommendation 2: Prioritize Student-Teacher Relationships, With Honesty About What That 

Asks 

Students in this inquiry were consistent in their view of the role teacher relationships 

played in their experience of belonging at school. What they described was not particularly 

complicated. They wanted teachers to notice them, offer some flexibility in difficult moments, 

and make them feel like people rather than just learners. Several students noted that a brief 

interaction with a teacher during a hard day had stayed with them. The workshop groups named 

student-teacher relationships as an explicit priority in their action planning, pointing to practices 

like teachers sharing something of themselves, initiating informal conversations, and 

demonstrating that they knew students as individuals. 

The literature supports this. Obsuth et al. (2017) found that positive teacher-student 

relationships were associated with reductions in aggressive and defiant behaviour and with 

increases in prosocial behaviour among adolescents. Roorda et al. (2017) found that these 

relationships matter at the secondary level at least as much as at the elementary level, and that 

the effect is stronger for students at higher academic risk. Allen et al. (2021b) noted that 

relatively modest relational practices, such as checking in with students, connecting around 

shared interests, and structuring classes to acknowledge different learning needs, can improve 

students' perceptions of teacher support and belonging. None of this is particularly new to the 

research. What tends to be underacknowledged is how difficult the structural conditions make it. 

The BC Teachers' Federation's 2024-25 membership survey found that fewer than one in 

four BC public school teachers felt that students' academic and emotional needs were fully met, 
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and that fourteen percent of teachers reported they were unlikely to still be teaching within two 

years (BCTF, 2025). Those numbers point to a profession under considerable strain. Any 

recommendation about investing in student-teacher relationships has to sit honestly within that 

context. The ask cannot be framed as more. What this study's findings suggest, and what the 

literature tends to understate, is that the ask is less about adding something and more about 

reorienting something that is already happening. A brief check-in at the start of class. A 

comment that acknowledges what a student is dealing with. A moment of genuine curiosity 

about how someone is doing. How a classroom is physically arranged is part of this too. Block 

(2018) noted that spaces that emphasized equality over control, such as students seated in circles 

or a U-shape rather than rows facing an authority figure, can shape the kind of relationships and 

participation that feel possible. These are not time-intensive practices. They fit within the 60- to 

80-minute windows that secondary teachers are already navigating. What they require is not 

more energy but a particular quality of attention. 

There is also a structural dimension that should be named. Allen et al. (2021b) observed 

that systemic pressures, including reporting requirements, curriculum demands, and expectations 

that secondary teachers prioritize subject delivery, can work against relational practice, and that 

this effect is felt disproportionately by students from marginalized backgrounds. If student-

teacher relationships matter to belonging, and the evidence suggests they do, then the conditions 

that make relational practice harder are part of the problem. That is a conversation for school and 

district leadership as much as for individual teachers, and framing it otherwise risks placing the 

burden, again, on the people who are already most stretched. 
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There are a few concrete directions that conversation might take. Professional 

development that creates space for teachers to build and reflect on relational practice is one of 

them, and the case for it extends beyond student outcomes. Jennings and Greenberg (2009) found 

that when teachers develop relational capacity, it creates a reinforcing cycle that sustains their 

commitment to the work and helps protect against burnout. Professional development that 

centres relational practice is, in that sense, more likely to hold over time, because the people 

delivering it are also sustained by it. Attention to administrative pressures that crowd out 

relationship-building, particularly during reporting periods, matters here too. So does the 

question of whether existing secondary structures create enough regular connection points 

between students and the adults who know them, and whether different approaches might offer 

more of those moments without simply adding to what teachers are already managing. 

Recommendation 3: Treat Transition Moments as Belonging Moments 

J.N. Burnett used to run a Grade 8 retreat. Students entering the school had an 

opportunity, early in their secondary experience, to spend time together outside the typical 

classroom context, making some connections before the pressures of the school year fully settled 

in. The retreat was discontinued, largely because the costs could not be sustained. That decision 

was probably financially reasonable. Schools make choices, often quietly and for understandable 

reasons, about what they invest in, and those choices communicate something about what is 

valued. The retreat itself was not the point. The point is that the transition into secondary school 

is one of the moments when belonging is most fragile, when students are most uncertain about 

where they fit, and it is often given less deliberate investment than it probably should. 
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Finding 2 of this study suggested that belonging does not emerge on its own. Students 

described it as actively created through intentional inclusion and shared experiences, and they 

noted that some spaces and structures made belonging easier to access while others left people at 

the margins. Block (2018) suggested that the way we structure our gatherings communicates 

something about the kind of participation and relationship we are inviting. A shared experience 

designed around collaboration and informal connection signals something quite different from 

one designed around performance or individual achievement. Falkenberg and Heringer (2024) 

noted that break times and informal peer interactions have historically supported belonging in 

school settings, but that for students who face discrimination, those same unstructured spaces can 

become sites of exclusion rather than connection. Structure and intentionality matter. 

The recommendation here is not to revive the Grade 8 retreat or to propose any specific 

new event. It is to take seriously the principle that structured shared experiences, particularly at 

transition points like the beginning of secondary school, serve a belonging function that is 

difficult to replicate through regular classroom activity alone. In a period of fiscal constraint, this 

might mean low-cost, accessible approaches: informal gathering spaces in the early weeks of 

school, brief orientation activities that prioritize social connection over logistical information, or 

opportunities for older students to spend time with incoming Grade 8s in ways that feel genuine 

rather than ceremonial. O'Brien and Bowles (2013) noted that belonging in adolescent school 

settings supports students' capacity to manage stress and navigate the developmental demands of 

that period. The transition into secondary school is one of those moments. How schools choose 
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to meet students in it matters, and the choices tend to be more visible in what gets funded or 

dropped than in any formal policy. 

Recommendation 4: Support Students in Acting on What They Already Know 

One of the things this study surfaced most clearly was a gap between recognition and 

action. Students could describe, with considerable precision, what belonging feels like, what 

disrupts it, and what they thought might help. They could name the role of assumptions and 

dismissive language. They could identify the moments when a peer was isolated and explain why 

that mattered. What they were less certain about was what to do with that awareness. 

Recognizing that harmful language creates distance is not the same as having the confidence or 

the relational skills to interrupt it. Knowing that a peer seems disconnected is not the same as 

feeling equipped to reach across an unfamiliar social boundary. This suggests that students need 

structured opportunities to think collectively about belonging. Existing student voice structures 

might offer a starting point, though there is a gap between event planning and genuine dialogue. 

Allen et al. (2021a) argued that belonging is not simply a feeling that arises when 

conditions are right. People need to develop connection skills, and the literature has not paid 

much attention to how those skills are built or what gets in the way of building them. The third 

finding of this study raised exactly that question. Students demonstrated awareness and insight 

that the research on belonging has been slow to capture, in part because much of that research is 

designed by adults and is survey driven. What students showed here was that the knowledge is 

present. The capacity to act on it is what needs support. Building that capacity requires 
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intentional design, not only creating spaces for dialogue, but thinking carefully about who 

receives and accepts the invitation to participate. 

Mitra (2018) offered a useful caution for any recommendation in this direction. Asking 

students to contribute to change processes can reinforce the very dynamics it is meant to address 

if their inclusion is tokenistic rather than substantive. Real student voice work requires adults to 

examine the power-over nature of their relationships with youth and to create conditions in 

which students are genuinely engaged rather than merely consulted. BC's curriculum already 

includes core competencies oriented toward communication, thinking, and personal and social 

responsibility. There is tension, though, between the presence of those competencies in the 

curriculum and whether they are ever practised in ways that build the relational confidence 

students described needing. 

This inquiry is, in a small way, a model of what that might look like. Students were not 

asked to answer a survey and go home. They were invited to analyze data, name patterns, and 

work through complexity together. That kind of participatory process builds something, even in a 

single morning with six students, and it points toward what this recommendation is asking for: if 

students are going to develop the capacity to create belonging for one another, they need spaces 

where that actually happens, not just spaces where they learn about it. As the third finding 

suggested, the students who most need those spaces are not always the ones who show up in 

existing student voice structures. Building capacity means designing for students who feel they 

do not fit existing norms as well as those who do. It would be worth asking how similar 

approaches might be embedded more deliberately into existing school structures, not as an add-
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on, but as a way of taking the core competency framework seriously in practice. Allen et al. 

(2021b) suggested that giving youth the tools to connect with others now offers something 

beyond the immediate context. How people learn to relate to one another in school is, in some 

way, connected to how they relate to others well beyond it. 

Recommendation 5: Start With Yourself 

There is something a little uncomfortable about arriving at the end of a study about 

belonging and pointing to others to do the lifting. This inquiry was conducted at the school 

where I work. I participated in it as an insider researcher and as someone who, every day, is one 

of the adults in the building making small choices that either build or erode the conditions for 

belonging. If the fourth conclusion of this study is that belonging requires shared responsibility 

across the school community, and if the findings suggest that adult modelling matters, then one 

of the most honest recommendations I can make is directed at myself. 

What this looks like in practice is not complicated, though it takes consistency. It means 

treating the opening minutes of a class as an opportunity for connection rather than 

administration. It means noticing when a student seems off and saying something, even briefly. It 

means being curious about students as people and letting some of that curiosity be visible, 

because modelling genuine connection is part of how students learn what belonging looks like. 

Allen et al. (2021b) noted that simple relational practices, greetings, showing genuine interest, 

and making space for students to feel understood as individuals can shift how students 

experience belonging in a classroom. Strayhorn (2019) suggested that belonging is sustained 

through repeated interactions and through how people interpret those experiences over time. A 
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single kind moment matters less than a pattern of them, and patterns are built through daily 

choices rather than through occasional gestures. 

Block (2018) argued that leaders who want to shift the culture of a community do so not 

by designing systems but by modelling different ways of being in relationship, by asking better 

questions, and by demonstrating through their own behaviour that a different kind of interaction 

is possible. That is a form of leadership that does not require a title or a formal mandate. It 

requires a decision, made regularly, to show up in a particular way. For a thesis completed within 

a program centred on leadership, it seems worth naming directly: the inquiry itself is not the 

contribution. The contribution is what gets carried back into the everyday. This study asked 

students what belonging requires of people in their school community. The answer it pointed 

toward was that it requires something of everyone, including the person who asked the question. 

Organizational Implications 

The recommendations offered in the previous section address individuals and 

relationships, but they do not exist outside of an organizational context. Schools are not 

independent of the districts they operate within, and districts are not independent of the 

provincial and professional conditions that shape what is possible in any given building. One 

thing this study cannot do, given its single-school design, is make claims about what is 

happening across SD38 or what is needed systemwide. What it can do is name how the findings 

and recommendations connect to the larger organizational landscape and point to where that 

landscape either supports or creates space for the kind of work this inquiry points toward. 
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SD38's 2026-2030 Strategic Plan, introduced in Chapter 1, makes belonging an explicit 

organizational priority. Under Strategic Priority 2, the plan commits to promoting inclusive 

school environments where all students develop a strong sense of personal identity, feel safe, and 

have a deep sense of belonging, and to continuing annual data collection on student feelings of 

connection, belonging, and personal and cultural identity with disaggregation for priority 

populations (Richmond School District No. 38, 2026). That language aligns closely with what 

this study found and asked about. The findings from J.N. Burnett offer one school's contribution 

to the picture that district-level data collection is designed to track, and they sit within the 

layered conditions that the systems analysis in Chapter 1 described as shaping what belonging 

looks like in any given building. 

What that alignment opens up is an opportunity to think about how school-level work 

connects to the district's broader commitment. The district's investment in measuring student 

belonging creates a foundation; what happens at the school level shapes what students actually 

experience and report. The findings from this study suggest that what students feel about 

belonging is built through daily relational practice, through how transition moments are 

structured, and through whether students are genuinely invited into conversations about their 

school community rather than only surveyed about it afterward. Those are school-level questions 

as much as district-level ones, and the recommendations in this chapter point to specific places 

where that work might be taken up more deliberately at J.N. Burnett. 

At the school level, the organizational implications of this study's findings and 

recommendations are both modest and complicated. Modest, because the study's 
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recommendations do not require significant new resources. Complicated, because the conditions 

that would support implementation are under real strain across the whole system. As noted in 

Recommendation 2, fewer than one in four BC public school teachers felt that students' academic 

and emotional needs were fully met, and fourteen percent reported it was unlikely they would 

still be teaching within two years (BCTF, 2025). Those numbers describe a profession under 

considerable pressure, and they point to a system-level challenge rather than a building-level 

failure. Staff-led initiatives aimed at student connection and belonging, however well-

intentioned, face real limits when everyone in the building, teachers and administrators alike, is 

already navigating more than the workday was designed to hold. That is not a reason to abandon 

those efforts. It is a reason to think carefully, across the system, about what conditions would 

make relational and community-building work more sustainable, and to resist the habit of adding 

expectations without examining what they land on. 

Recommendation 2 of this study argued that the relational work students described 

needing from teachers is less about adding new practices than about reorienting something 

already happening. The same principle applies at the organizational level. Obsuth et al. (2017) 

found that the case for investing in student-teacher relationships at the policy and professional 

development levels is well supported by the research. What this study adds is a student-generated 

account of what those relationships feel like from the inside. Students at J.N. Burnett were not 

describing a need for programs. They were describing the experience of being seen, noticed, and 

treated as a person rather than merely as a learner to be managed. Jennings and Greenberg (2009) 

found that teachers who invest in genuine relational practice tend to find their work more 
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meaningful and feel more effective in it. At a system level, it is worth asking whether 

professional development structures create enough space for anyone working in schools, teachers 

and administrators included, to reflect on relational practice and not only on instructional or 

operational demands. 

There is also a structural question about student voice that this inquiry points toward 

without resolving. Students in this study demonstrated a genuine capacity to think about 

belonging, analyze disruptions to it, and propose responses. That capacity is not currently 

structured into most secondary schools in any sustained way. A student council model built 

primarily around event planning does not create the same conditions as one that invites students 

to think together about their school's culture and take some ownership of it. The district's 

strategic plan commits to ensuring a diversity of students is represented at district student voice 

initiatives (Richmond School District No. 38, 2026). The question of whether there are school-

level structures that make similar participation accessible to students who are not already 

connected to formal leadership roles is worth asking. 

Block (2018) suggested that moving from a complex systems understanding toward 

simple, actionable steps is part of how communities build toward collective possibility. That 

feels like an honest description of where this inquiry sits. The district has named belonging as a 

priority and has committed to tracking it. The school has the student data gathered through this 

inquiry that describe what belonging actually feels like from the inside. What remains is the 

question of how those two things connect in practice, and who carries that work forward. Block 

(2018) also noted that it can be difficult to build community and a sense of belonging when the 
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wider system is built around individualism and autonomy. That tension does not go away by 

naming it, but it is worth holding honestly as the work continues. 

For my own part, the uncertainty about where this work continues is genuine. A change 

in the district's funding model has created uncertainty about my placement next year, so I do not 

know whether I will be able to carry these findings back into the specific community that 

generated them. What I am more certain about is that the questions this inquiry raised are not 

ones I will leave behind. Brown (2018) described living into values not as something we profess 

but as something we practice, specifically when it is difficult. The work of building belonging 

that this study points toward is less a program to implement than a value to practice, and that 

kind of work does not require a specific address. It requires a decision, made repeatedly, to treat 

the people around you as people worth connecting with. Wherever I am next year, that is the 

work. 

Implications for Future Inquiry 

One thing this study could not do was move from recognition to action. Students at J.N. 

Burnett demonstrated a clear and collective understanding of what belonging requires and what 

disrupts it. What the inquiry did not have the scope or time to pursue was how students build the 

capacity to act on that understanding. A meaningful direction for future inquiry would centre 

exactly on that: how might students be supported in developing the skills and confidence to 

create a sense of belonging among one another, not as a program delivered to them, but as 

something they are equipped to initiate themselves. This might take the form of student-led 

spaces or clubs explicitly oriented around connection and inclusion, or it might involve more 
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structured capacity-building to navigate difference, interrupt exclusionary language, and reach 

across unfamiliar social boundaries. Several students in this study identified discriminatory 

language as making the school feel less safe and less welcoming, and anecdotal evidence 

suggests that such language may be increasing in secondary schools more broadly. Future 

inquiry into how students develop both awareness and relational tools to respond to it feels 

timely and directly connected to the findings here. There is also something worth exploring in 

the peer dimension of this. As students move through adolescence, peer relationships 

increasingly shape how they see themselves and others, and who is best positioned to influence a 

school's culture may shift accordingly. How peer leadership in the area of belonging might be 

meaningfully supported is a question this study points toward but does not answer. 

A second and related direction concerns teacher capacity. This study highlighted teachers 

as important figures in students' experiences of belonging, and the fourth conclusion argued that 

the work requires shared responsibility. But the study did not address how teachers are supported 

in the relational and emotional dimensions of that work. Future inquiry might ask what gets in 

the way of educators using social-emotional learning practices in secondary school settings, and 

how those practices might be woven into subject-specific instruction rather than treated as a 

separate add-on. There is also a question about educators' emotional needs. The BCTF (2025) 

data used in this study described a profession under considerable strain. It seems worth asking 

how adults in schools build their own capacity to understand and respond to their emotional 

experiences, given that relational attunement with students is difficult to sustain without some of 

that foundation in place. 
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These two ideas point to a larger inquiry beyond the scope of this study. Allen et al. 

(2021b) noted that research on school belonging has given more attention to measuring how 

students feel than to identifying what actually shifts those feelings over time. Future work that 

proposes specific capacity-building approaches and then returns to ask whether and how 

belonging has changed, would begin to address that gap. The everyday, relational quality of 

belonging that students in this study described is not easily captured in a one-time survey and 

workshop. 

Thesis Summary and Conclusion 

Belonging was studied with students, not about them. That distinction matters, and it goes 

beyond methodology. It reflects a commitment to treating students as people whose 

interpretations carry weight, whose experiences are not simply data points, and whose 

understanding of their own school community is worth taking seriously. This inquiry asked 

students what belonging feels like at J.N. Burnett Secondary, what supports it, and what gets in 

the way. What they offered in return was thoughtful, honest, and at times difficult to sit with. It 

also gave me something I did not fully anticipate: an opportunity to examine my own 

assumptions about the community I work in, and to be honest about the ways my adult lens had 

been shaping conditions long before I began asking students to describe their experiences within 

it. That kind of reflection is not separate from leadership. It may be where it begins. 

What the inquiry found was not simple. Belonging emerged as something students 

understood to be rooted in relational connection, actively created through inclusion and shared 

experiences, shaped by differences and misunderstandings, and fragile and felt unevenly across 
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the school day. These are not entirely surprising patterns. Having them named by students, in 

their own words, and surfaced through a process that invited them to think together rather than 

simply respond to a survey, adds something the existing literature does not often include. What 

students described was not a request for a new program. It was a call for a shift in what is treated 

as the default expectation in how people show up for one another, and they asked for that shift 

from students as much as from adults. 

The literature reviewed in Chapter 2 consistently points to belonging as shaped by school 

conditions, particularly relationships, and identifies significant consequences when those 

conditions are absent. What the literature does, however, is invite students into the interpretation 

less consistently. This inquiry tried to close that gap, if only within one school. The findings here 

do not resolve what the field has left open, but they do add what students themselves described to 

questions that have largely been answered by adults, about students, from a distance. This study 

contributes to the argument that belonging research benefits from centring student voice not as a 

validation of adult-designed frameworks, but as a source of meaning in its own right. It also 

offers J.N. Burnett and SD38 a student-grounded account of what belonging actually feels like at 

the school level, at a moment when the district has named belonging an explicit strategic priority. 

What feels most important to me, at the end of this inquiry, is what it suggests about 

leadership. Senge (2006) observed that organizations learn only through the individuals within 

them, and that the more individuals develop personal mastery, the more we see systems that are 

caring and compassionate. That connection feels significant here. The work of building 

belonging in schools is not primarily a structural problem, though structures matter. It begins 
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with people, and with how those people understand themselves and their relationships to others. 

Block (2018) described leaders as those who shift the context, raise powerful questions, and 

practice listening rather than providing answers. That kind of leadership is less about position 

and more about orientation. It is available to administrators, to teachers, and to students. The 

students in this inquiry demonstrated that. They showed a willingness to share their experiences 

honestly, to sit with the stories of peers they may not have known well, and to think together 

about what a different kind of school might look like. That capacity is not nothing. It is 

something worth building on. 

The literature suggests that giving youth the tools to connect with others at school 

increases the likelihood that they will become adults who connect with others more broadly 

(Allen et al., 2021b). Schools are not only where students learn subjects. They are where students 

begin to figure out who they are and how they show up to others. Kindness in those spaces tends 

to generate more kindness. When we treat belonging as something worth working on 

collectively, we are not only improving a school experience, we are, in some small way, shaping 

the kinds of communities those students will go on to build. The students who participated in this 

inquiry gave me hope. They shared their experiences honestly, sat with their peers' stories with 

care, and pointed toward something better. They left a phrase worth carrying forward: "Change 

what is normal, belonging should be normal." Leadership, as this inquiry has come to understand 

it, is learning to hear that and then choosing to act on it. 
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Appendix A: Systems Analysis Diagram 
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Appendix B: Action Research Engagement Model 

 

Note: This image is from Action Research Engagement: Creating the Foundation for 

Organizational Change, by Rowe et al. (2013). Please see the reference list for full attribution. 
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Appendix C: Method 1 - Anonymized Photovoice Story Sharing Survey Questions 

1. Your completion of this survey will constitute your informed consent. 

I confirm that I have read the Information Letter that provides details of the research. 

I consent to the image I upload being published as part of the submission of this thesis and/or a 

public facing display. 

2. Upload one photo that shows how you experience belonging at school. 

3. Explain why you chose this photo. Who or what is in the photo; when and where it was taken; 

what was happening; how it made you feel. 

4. Describe one or two specific experiences or interactions that helped you feel connected at J.N. 

Burnett. Think about a recent time — who was there, what did they say or do, and how did it 

change how you felt 

5. Describe what J.N. Burnett looks like to you when you feel like you belong. Think about 

places, people, sounds, or activities. 

6. What could staff do differently to help everyone feel they belong? Give a few specific 

suggestions. 

7. What could students do differently to help everyone feel they belong? Give a few specific 

suggestions. 
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8. What makes it hard for you to feel like you belong? Name the main barrier(s) and, if you can, 

say why. Is it something people say, a place, a schedule, or a rule? Give a short example. 



LENSES OF BELONGING   

 

   

 

111 

Appendix D: Method 1 Survey Preamble 

My name is Connor Radil, and this research project, Strengthening Community: Multiple 

Lenses of Belonging, is part of the requirement for a Master of Arts, Leadership degree at Royal 

Roads University. The research includes this survey and is estimated to take 10-30 minutes to 

complete depending on the level of detail you provide. Please ensure that the photo you include 

does not include any copyrighted materials. Please do not include your name with the photo and 

text that you provide so it will be anonymous. It will be included as part of a focus group 

discussion and may be displayed for others to see. Should you wish to be credited for your photo, 

please send an email to Connor Radil. Please note that this will remove the anonymity from your 

submission. The responses may also be included in the body of the final thesis I write to 

complete my Master's degree. At no time will any specific comments be attributed to any 

individual. All data received will be kept confidential. 

Your completion of this survey will constitute your informed consent. 

• I confirm that I have read the Information Letter that provides details of the research 

Do you consent to the image that you upload being published? 

• I consent to the image I upload being published as part of the submission of this thesis 

and/or a public facing display. 

Please click to proceed  
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Note: Collection of this data will be done using Survey Monkey through a Royal Roads 

University account. Data is stored in Canada. 
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Appendix E: Method 2 Workshop Materials – Silent Viewing 

The following reproduces the text content of Participant Reflection Sheets used during 

the Action Planning Workshop. The document youth received was formatted to give them space 

to write their notes. The following text mirrors exactly what was on those sheets. 

Participant Reflection Sheets 

Instructions 

As you walk around and read each anonymous student response posted in the room, use this 

sheet to jot down your thoughts. 

• There are no right or wrong answers. Write only what feels comfortable. 

• Please do not include any names or identifying details 

Question 1: Experience of Belonging 

What belonging experience is being described? What feelings, places, or people are involved? 

Notes: 

Question 2: Connection Moment 

What interactions or actions helped someone feel connected? 

Notes: 

Question 3: What does Belonging Looks/Sounds/Feels Like at Burnett 
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Based on the responses, what does belonging at Burnett look like? Sound like? Feel like? 

Notes: 

Question 4: What Staff Could Do 

What actions or changes could staff make to help everyone feel they belong? 

Notes: 

Question 5: What Students Could Do 

What actions or changes could students or peers make to help everyone feel they belong? 

Notes: 

Question 6: Barriers to Belonging 

What barriers or challenges are described? Why might they exist? 

Notes: 
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Appendix F: Workshop Agenda and Notes 

Part 1: Annotated Agenda 

The following annotated agenda documents the structure and facilitation approach used 

in the Action Planning Workshop, the second data collection method in this study. The workshop 

was facilitated by a neutral facilitator and was conducted without the researcher present. 

Participants were secondary school students who analyzed anonymous survey responses from 

their peers and collaboratively generated themes and action priorities. The agenda is organized 

chronologically and includes participant-facing activities, timing guidance, and facilitator 

prompts. 

Phase / Time  Workshop Activity  Facilitator Notes and Prompts  

Introduction 

~10:00–10:15 

am (15 min)  

Welcome and Land 

Acknowledgement  

•  Facilitator introduces themselves 

and thanks 

participants for coming  

•  Land acknowledgement delivered 

(see Slide 1)  

•  Research context explained: two-

method study on 

student belonging at Burnett  

   

Group Norms  

•  Participation is voluntary; 

participants may take breaks at 

any time  

•  Withdrawal rights explained — 

past contributions cannot be 

removed  

•  Confidentiality: no names 

or identifying details in responses  

Read the land acknowledgement slowly. 

Pause briefly before moving to norms.  

   

Frame norms as care for each other, not 

rules: “These norms are here to make sure 

this feels safe for everyone.”  

   

“Today we’re here to 

explore belonging at 

Burnett. You’re the experts on what it 

feels like to be a student here, 

and that’s exactly what this research 

needs.”  

   

Remind participants that the researcher 

(Connor) is not present during the 

workshop. The facilitator is neutral.  
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•  Reflection notes and flipcharts are 

anonymous to the researcher  

•  Do not guess who wrote any 

responses  

•  Counselling support available if 

conversations feel emotional  

Silent Viewing 

~10:15–10:25 

am (10 min)  

Individual Reflection  

•  Participants walk around the room 

with their individual reflection 

sheet (Appendix E)  

•  Each display area corresponds to 

one survey question  

•  Participants read anonymous 

student responses and record 

observations silently  

•  No discussion during this phase  

Distribute reflection sheets before this 

phase begins.  

   

Let participants move at their own pace. 

Silence is intentional — resist the urge to 

fill it.  

   

“Walk around and take your time. 

Write or draw whatever you 

notice. There’s no right or wrong way 

to do this.”  

   

Give a 2-minute warning before calling 

the group back together.  

Small-Group 

Discussion 

~10:25–10:40 

am (15 min)  

Group Sense-Making  

•  Participants split into two small 

groups in different areas of the 

room  

•  Each group shares what stood out 

to them from the silent viewing  

•  Groups identify patterns across 

the responses  

•  Key observations recorded on 

group flipchart paper  

Assign groups in advance to avoid self-

selection clustering.  

   

“Start by sharing one thing that stood 

out to you. What did you notice? What 

surprised you? What felt familiar?”  

   

If a group finishes quickly, prompt 

deeper: “What’s underneath that? Why do 

you think that is?”  

   

Circulate between groups. Do not lead 

discussion — ask open questions and let 

participants direct.  

Theming 

~10:40–10:55 

am (15 min)  

Identifying Patterns  

•  Each small group clusters their 

observations into related ideas  

•  Groups create theme 

titles for each cluster  

•  Brief explanations added beneath 

each theme title  

“Look at the observations on your 

flipchart. Which ideas seem to belong 

together? Can you give that cluster a 

name?”  

   

Encourage theme names that reflect 

student language and perspective, not 

adult/institutional framing.  
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•  Themes recorded on flipchart 

paper for whole-group sharing  

   

It’s okay for themes to overlap or feel 

incomplete. Messy themes reflect real 

complexity.  

   

“What would you call this 

pattern? What’s the feeling underneath 

these responses?”  

Action 

Planning 

~10:55–11:05 

am (10 min)  

From Themes to Actions  

•  Each group selects 1–2 priority 

themes to focus on  

•  Groups brainstorm actions that 

different actors could take:  

•  Students / peers  

•  Staff / teachers  

•  Physical environment  

•  Other stakeholders  

•  Actions recorded on flipchart 

paper  

“If you could only change one or two 

things at Burnett based on what you’ve 

read, what would they be?”  

   

Encourage specificity. “Be nicer” is a 

starting point — probe for what that 

actually looks like.  

   

“What could students do? What could 

staff or teachers do? Is there anything 

about the space itself that matters?”  

   

Remind participants that 

actions don’t have to be realistic right 

now. This is a brainstorm.  

Whole-Group 

Synthesis 

~11:05–11:15 

am (10 min)  

Coming Together  

•  Both groups return to the centre of 

the room  

•  Each group shares their themes 

and proposed actions  

•  Ideas added to a shared whole-

group flipchart  

•  Overlapping themes and 

actions identified collectively  

Invite Group A to share first, then Group 

B. Use the combined flipchart as a shared 

space.  

   

“What do you notice between the two 

groups? Are there themes that came up 

in both? What feels most important?”  

   

Visually mark overlapping ideas on the 

combined chart (e.g., a star or 

checkmark). This models collective 

pattern recognition.  

Prioritizing 

Actions 

~11:15–11:25 

am (10 min)  

Individual Ranking  

•  The combined action list is 

reviewed by all participants  

•  Each participant silently ranks 

their top 3 actions on the flipchart  

•  Guided by two questions:  

•  What should happen first?  

Have each participant use a 

different coloured marker (or dots) to 

mark their top 3 so rankings are visible 

but not traceable to individuals.  
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•  What might make the biggest 

difference?  

“If you could only pick three, which of 

these would make the biggest 

difference for students at Burnett?”  

   

Do not lead or indicate which actions 

seem more popular. Let participants 

decide independently.  

   

After ranking is complete, briefly name 

the top vote-getters aloud without 

interpreting or evaluating them.  

Wrap-Up 

~11:25–11:30 

am (5 min)  

Closing the Workshop  

•  Facilitator thanks 

participants for their time and 

contribution  

•  Confidentiality reminder: respect 

what was shared in the room  

•  Counselling support noted again  

•  Reflection notes and flipcharts 

collected for the study  

•  Summary of what 

participants accomplished today  

“Today you explored student 

stories, identified themes, created action 

ideas, and chose top 

priorities. That’s meaningful work.”  

   

Collect all flipchart paper and individual 

reflection sheets. Do not allow 

participants to take materials.  

   

Remind participants not to share 

identifying details about each other 

outside the session.  

   

Offer brief debrief time for anyone who 

wants to speak 

informally. Counsellor should remain 

available until all participants have left.  

 

Part 2: Workshop Slide Deck 

The following reproduces the text content of all slides used during the Action Planning 

Workshop. Slides were displayed by the facilitator at each stage of the workshop to support 

youth in understanding where we were in the process. The slide deck was projected on-screen 

and designed to be accessible and youth-friendly. The following text was pulled directly from the 

slides. 
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Slide 1: Title Slide: Strengthening Community — Multiple Lenses of Belonging  

•  Title: Strengthening Community: Multiple Lenses of Belonging  

•  Subtitle: Action Planning Workshop  

•  Land acknowledgement: “We gather on the traditional and unceded territories of 

the hən̓q̓əmin̓əm-speaking peoples, including the xʷməθkʷəy̓əm (Musqueam) Nation.”  

•  Researcher: Connor Radil | Facilitated by: the neutral facilitator  

  Presenter note: Read the land acknowledgement aloud before beginning any other 

introductory remarks.  

 

Slide 2: Welcome, Expectations & Support  

•  Facilitator Intro + Thank you  

•  Participation is voluntary; breaks anytime  

•  You can withdraw at any time; your past contributions can’t be removed  

•  Keep confidentiality (no names or identifying details in your responses)  

•  Your reflection notes and flipcharts will be collected as part of the research. They will be 

anonymous to the researcher  

•  Don’t guess who wrote any responses you will read  

•  Conversations about belonging can feel emotional; Counsellors are available if needed  
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Presenter note: The navigation bar at the bottom (Introduction | Silent Viewing | Small-group 

discussion | Theming | Action Planning | Whole-Group Synthesis | Prioritizing Actions | Wrap-

Up) was displayed throughout the workshop to help participants track their place in the flow.  

 

Slide 3: Why You’re Here Today  

•  1. We’re exploring belonging at Burnett  

•  2. You’ll work with anonymous responses from Burnett students  

•  3. Your insights will help identify themes & possible actions  

 

Slide 4: About This Research Project  

•  Research Method 1: Anonymous Student Survey (Nov–Jan) — a photo and written stories 

of belonging  

•  Research Method 2: Group Workshop (today) — highlight patterns & shape meaningful 

next steps  

 

Slide 5: Today’s Flow  

•  1. Silent Viewing  

•  2. Small-Group Discussion  

•  3. Theming  

•  4. Action Planning  

•  5. Whole-Group Synthesis  
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•  6. Prioritizing Actions  

•  7. Wrap-up (by 11:30 am)  

 

Slide 6: What You’ll See Around the Room  

•  Anonymous written responses from Burnett students  

•  Each area corresponds to a survey question  

•  We’ll silently explore them independently before discussing as groups  

  Presenter note: Distribute individual reflection sheets (Appendix E) before this slide is 

shown.  

 

Slide 7: Silent Viewing  

•  Walk around with your reflection sheet  

•  Read each response  

•  Write or draw what you notice on your reflection sheet  

 

Slide 8: Small-Group Discussions  

•  Split into small groups in different areas of the room  

•  Share what stood out  

•  Notice patterns  

•  Record key ideas on your flipchart  
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Slide 9: Theming  

•  As a small-group, bring similar ideas together  

•  Create theme titles for these groups of ideas  

•  Add brief explanations  

 

Slide 10: Action Planning  

•  How can we improve the feeling of belonging at Burnett?  

•  Choose 1–2 priority themes  

•  Brainstorm actions that the following could take:  

  ◦ Students  

  ◦ Staff  

  ◦ Environment  

  ◦ Other?  

 

Slide 11: Whole-Group Synthesis  

•  Groups return to the middle  

•  Share themes & actions + add to a combined flipchart  

•  Identify overlaps together  

 

Slide 12: Prioritizing Action  

•  What should happen first?  
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•  What do you feel might make the biggest difference?  

•  Each participant ranks their top 3 on the flip chart  

 

Slide 13: Your Work Today  

•  Explored student stories  

•  Identified themes  

•  Created action ideas  

•  Chose top priorities  

 

Slide 14: Wrap-Up  

•  Thank you  

•  Confidentiality reminder  

•  Counsellors available if needed  

•  Notes and flipcharts will be checked & used in the study  

  Presenter note: Collect all materials before participants leave. Offer informal debrief time. 

Ensure counsellor support is visible and accessible.  
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Appendix G: Study Information Letter 

 

Strengthening Community: Multiple Lenses of Belonging 

 Your child is invited to participate in a research project that explores belonging from the 

perspective of high school students. Connor Radil will be conducting the research under the 

supervision of Dr. Michael Lickers. The research is a part of the requirements for a Master of 

Arts in Leadership degree at Royal Roads University. You can confirm Connor’s registration at 

Royal Roads University by contacting the Program Head & Thesis Coordinator, Dr. Catherine 

Etmanski. 

Purpose of the study and sponsoring organization   

The research project aims to understand students' sense of belonging from their 

perspective and invites youth to come together to decide how this information should be shared 

within their community. The initial inquiry question is: How might students at J.N. Burnett 

develop a sense of belonging and community within the school?    

  

Students’ participation and how information will be collected   

The research will have two methods based on a process called Photovoice. Photovoice 

encourages us to think about a topic through a photo and then describe how the image relates to 

the topic. It is a tool to encourage thought and discussion. The two methods will have separate 

invitations.   

For the first method, the guardians of all students at J.N. Burnett will receive an invitation 

to participate, which they may pass along to children in their care if they agree. Students will be 
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asked to submit an anonymous photo and text responses about their feelings of belonging within 

the school. The prompt for the photo will be a photo that reflects your experiences with feeling a 

sense of belonging with others in your school community. When submitting the photo, students 

will be asked to explain why you chose that photo and ensure that their photos do not include 

people who can be identified. Students will also answer a few questions based on the following 

questions 

• What experiences or interactions have helped you feel connected at our school?    

• What would J.N. Burnett look like when you feel a sense of belonging?    

• What could staff and students learn or do differently to create a community where 

everyone feels they belong?    

• What gets in the way of you feeling a sense of belonging?   

For the second method, up to 20 students will be invited to participate. This method will 

be a one to two-hour action planning workshop. Students involved in this method will look at the 

anonymous responses from the first method. They will discuss the responses and identify key 

themes that emerge. This group of youth will then explore how these key themes might be 

addressed and decide on a method to share the photos and responses with an audience that can 

support implementing the changes that have been identified. A neutral facilitator will run this 

phase. The neutral facilitator will not be connected to the high school. They will be a member of 

Connor’s Master of Arts degree cohort at Royal Roads University. The facilitator will gather and 

anonymize information before sending it to Connor Radil.    
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  The workshop will begin with a quiet round of viewing all the photos and responses. 

Students’ will be asked to write their thoughts about each photo before coming together in small 

groups to discuss them. The discussions aim to understand what is going on and create a plan to 

improve it. The discussion questions will be based on Caroline Wang's photovoice critical 

dialogue questions. They are:   

•  What do you see here?   

• What's really happening here?   

• How does this relate to our lives?   

• Why does this situation, concern, or strength exist?   

• What can we do about it?   

Benefits and risks to participation   

This research hopes to provide the youth at J.N. Burnett with an opportunity to share their 

stories and make a positive change in their lives at school. The findings might also benefit other 

schools within the district and could be used as a base for other districts to explore the feeling of 

belonging of youth in their schools. When we feel a sense of belonging, our capacity to show up 

for ourselves and others increases.   

Method 1 - Anonymized photovoice survey   

This method will ask participants to submit an image and a story about their experiences 

of belonging at the school. A risk to these participants is that others might connect their 

photovoice to them. You will be asked not to include any identifying images of people to avoid 

this risk.   
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Method 2 - Action planning workshop   

This method brings together students to analyze and make recommendations based on the 

stories shared in the anonymized photovoice survey. Students in this phase will not be 

anonymous to each other or those involved in the method. No identifying information will be 

shown in the session or publicly to protect the identities of students. Participants will be asked to 

maintain confidentiality of the discussions during this workshop. A risk is that participants can 

break this confidentiality.   

 Inquiry team   

An inquiry team is a group of people who come together to support the research process. 

They help guide the choice of topic and methods that are being used to understand what is going 

on. The inquiry team for this research project will include Deborah Ten-Pow (Principal), Lynette 

Collins (Vice-principal), Matthew Winograd (Vice-principal), Chris Lee (teacher), and Connor 

Radil (teacher-researcher). Participant identities will not be shared with the inquiry team. The 

inquiry team will not be aware of who chose to participate, who chose not to participate, or who 

chose to withdraw at any time.  

 Real or Perceived Conflict of Interest   

As you may know, Connor is a teacher at this school and the researcher for this project. 

This dual role may create a perception of a conflict of interest. Connor will work with a thesis 

supervisor, Dr. Michael Lickers, who will make sure that his research satisfies Royal Roads 

University's academic integrity and ethical research standards. The research will also adhere to 

the Tri-Council Research Ethics Policy throughout the phases of this project. This information is 
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shared here so that you can make a fully informed decision on whether to participate in this 

study.   

 Confidentiality, security of data, and retention period   

The researcher will work to protect privacy throughout this study. All information that is 

collected will be maintained in confidence. Consent forms for the second method will be 

collected via email. Electronic data (such as anonymized transcripts) will be stored on a Royal 

Roads University Office 365 OneDrive account. Information will be recorded in handwritten, 

audio, and digital formats. Information will be summarized, in an anonymous format, in the body 

of the final report. At no time will any specific comments be attributed to any individual unless a 

specific agreement has been obtained beforehand. All documentation will be kept strictly 

confidential. The raw data will be retained for a year following the defense of this thesis. 

Afterwards, it will be destroyed. Data pertaining to an identifiable individual will not be retained 

should they withdraw at any time. Due to the nature of the second method being a group method, 

those participants cannot be anonymous from the researcher, facilitator, and other participants. 

Participants in this phase will be asked to respect the confidential nature of the research by not 

sharing names or identifying comments outside of the group.    

Online Surveys:    

Guardians will consent to their child participating by providing the student with access to 

the information letter and survey link. The participant consent form for the anonymous survey is 

embedded at the beginning of the survey, and by completing the survey, you consent to 

participate.    
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 Sharing results   

The research results will be published in public outlets, including a thesis that will be 

published in RRU’s Digital Archive, Pro-Quest and Library and Archives Canada.  

  In addition to Connor submitting a final report to Royal Roads University in partial 

fulfillment of a Master of Arts, Leadership degree, he will share the anonymized research 

findings with the Richmond School District. The findings may also generate school-based 

discussions, professional development sessions, scholarly articles, books, or conference 

presentations. The workshop may also generate a public facing display. The Richmond School 

District will receive a copy of the final report. Students and guardians may contact Connor Radil 

to obtain a copy of the final report.   

Procedure for withdrawing from the study    

You are not required to participate in this research project. Due to the anonymous nature 

of the submissions, the Anonymized Photovoice Survey submissions cannot be withdrawn after 

they have been made.   

Participants may withdraw from the action planning workshop at any point before, 

during, or after. It might not be possible to remove data generated during this group method, as it 

might not be possible to identify individual comments.   

Anonymized photovoice survey:   

The online survey is live as of November 24th, and will be available until December 7th, 

2025 

  When participants click this URL, it will take them to the survey landing page.   
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Action Planning Workshop:   

Guardians of those invited to the Action Planning Workshop will receive a separate email 

invitation that also includes this information letter and a guardian consent form. Guardians can 

reply to the workshop email invitation with a signed guardian consent form to confirm the 

interest of the youth in their care and indicate that the guardian has read and understands the 

information above and gives their free and informed consent for the youth to participate in this 

project. On the day of the workshop, the participants will be asked to sign a youth participant 

consent form indicating that they understand the above information and give their free and 

informed consent to participate.   

If you have any questions about this inquiry, please contact Connor Radil. 

  

If you have any questions about the ethical review, you can contact Royal Roads 

University's Research Ethics Office. 

  Please keep a copy of this information letter for your records.   
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Appendix H: Method 1 Guardian Invitation to Participate 

Dear Guardian of a student at J.N Burnett,  

I am contacting you on behalf of Connor Radil and I would like to invite your child to be 

part of a research project that they are conducting, Strengthening community: Multiple lenses of 

belonging. This project is part of the requirement for their Master's Degree in Leadership, at 

Royal Roads University. This project has been approved by the Richmond School District's 

Research Approval Committee and they have been given permission to contact potential 

participants for this purpose.  

The purpose of this research is to learn more about the student perspective on the sense of 

belonging they feel at their high school and effect a positive change. This survey will collect a 

number of stories from different students within the same high school in order to better 

understand the multiple experiences that exist. 

All guardians of students at the high school will receive an invitation for their children to 

participate in this survey. Guardians will consent to their child participating by providing the 

student with access to the information letter and survey link. The participant consent form for the 

anonymous survey is embedded at the beginning of the survey, and by completing the survey, 

you consent to participate. The survey will remain open from [INSERT DATES LATER, 2 week 

window]  

The attached Information Letter document contains further information about the study 

conduct and will enable you to make a fully informed decision on whether or not you and your 
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child wish to participate. If you want your child to participate, please review this information 

letter together with your child before providing them with the survey link. If you do not want 

your child to participate, you can ignore this email.  

Your child is not required to participate in this research project. Once they submit a photo 

and responses, they will not be able to withdraw as the survey results are anonymized.  

The decision to participate will be anonymous. The researcher, Connor Radil, and the 

School district will not know who has and has not participated.  

Please feel free to contact me at any time should you have additional questions regarding 

the project and its outcomes.  

Survey Link: [URL]  

Sincerely,  

Designate Name 
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Appendix I: Method 2 Workshop Invitation to Guardians 

Dear STUDENT NAME, 

I am contacting you on behalf of Connor Radil and I would like to invite you to be part of 

a research project that they are conducting, Strengthening community: Multiple lenses of 

belonging. This project is part of the requirement for their Master's Degree in Leadership, at 

Royal Roads University. This project has been approved by the Richmond School District's 

Research Approval Committee and I have been given permission to contact potential participants 

for this purpose. 

The purpose of this research is to learn more about the student perspective on the sense of 

belonging they feel at their high school and affect a positive change for youth. 

Your name was chosen as a prospective participant because the administration team 

identified you as being analytical and community oriented. A secondary criteria was used to 

bring together students from different grades and identities. 

This phase of Connor's research project will consist of a workshop where youth will 

discuss responses from an anonymous survey, identify common experiences, and plan for ways 

to improve those experiences. The workshop should take around 2 hours. 

The attached Information Letter contains further information about the study conduct and 

will enable you to make a fully informed decision on whether or not you wish to participate. 

Please review this information together with your legal guardian before responding. 
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Connor realizes that due to his role as a teacher in the school, students may feel 

compelled to participate in this research project. This is why the invitation is being sent on his 

behalf to students that the administration team has identified. Please be aware that you are not 

required to participate and, should you choose to participate, your participation would be entirely 

voluntary. If you do choose to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time without 

prejudice. If you do not wish to participate, simply do not reply to this request. Your decision to 

not participate will also be maintained in confidence. Your choice will not affect your 

relationship with Connor, or with me, or your academic status in any way.  

Please feel free to contact me anytime should you have additional questions regarding the 

project and its outcomes. 

If you would like to participate in Connor Radil's research project, please reply to this 

email. 

Sincerely, 

Designate Name 
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Appendix J: Method 2 Guardian Consent Form 

By signing this form, you agree that you are a legal guardian for ______________, that 

they may participate in this stage of the research and that both you and your child have read the 

information letter for this study. Your signature states that you are giving voluntary and informed 

consent for them to participate in this project and have data they contribute used in the final 

report and any other knowledge outputs (articles, conference presentations, newsletters, etc.).  

Giving your informed consent for their participation below also indicates you agree that 

the Action Planning Workshop may be audio-recorded, with all the confidentiality and 

anonymity provisions as described above, for the single purpose of creating an anonymous 

transcript of the session, after which the recording would be deleted. By consenting, you have 

not waived any rights to legal recourse in the event of research-related harm. 

• I consent to quotations and excerpts expressed by them through the Action Planning 

Workshop be included in this study, provided that their identity is not disclosed.  

• I consent to the material they have contributed to and/or generated [e.g., flipchart notes, 

whiteboard photos, group summaries or other visuals] through their participation in 

Action Planning Workshop be used in this study 

• I commit to respect the confidential nature of the Action Planning Workshop by not 

sharing identifying information about the other participants 

Name of Youth: (Please Print): _____________________________________________ 
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Name of Guardian: (Please Print): ___________________________________________ 

Guardian Signature: _______________________________________________________ 

Date: ______________________________________________ 
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Appendix K: Method 2 Youth Participant Consent Form 

By signing this form, you agree to participate in this stage of the research and you have 

read the information letter for this study. Your signature states that you are giving voluntary and 

informed consent to participate in this project and that data you contribute may be used in the 

final report and any other knowledge outputs (articles, conference presentations, newsletters, 

etc.).  

Giving your informed consent also indicates you agree that the Action Planning 

Workshop may be audio-recorded, with all the confidentiality and anonymity provisions as 

described in the information letter, for the single purpose of creating an anonymous transcript of 

the session, after which the recording will be deleted. By consenting, you have not waived any 

rights to legal recourse in the event of research-related harm. 

• I consent to quotations and excerpts expressed through the Action Planning Workshop be 

included in this study, provided that my identity is not disclosed.  

• I consent to the material I contributed to and/or generated [e.g., flipchart notes, 

whiteboard photos, group summaries or other visuals] through my participation in the 

Action Planning Workshop be used in this study 

• I commit to respecting the confidential nature of the Action Planning Workshop by not 

sharing identifying information about the other participants. 

Participant full name: (Please Print): _____________________________________________ 
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Participant Signature: _______________________________________________________ 

Date: ______________________________________________ 
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