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Abstract 

This case study used a mixed methods research design to identify ways schools can build 

connectedness. Students and school staff completed a survey to show how connected they felt to 

their school, and ways connectedness was being built. Emergent themes of (1) the power of care 

in relationship, (2) ​Bounce as a Catalyst for Connectedness; Community and Belonging​, (3) 

Teachers Connecting with Teachers; a Powerful Force of Connectedness​, (4) ​Conversation and 

Connection​. Survey results and analysis of other relevant research combine to provide a 

scaffolding for a class and school wide community building.  
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Chapter I: Introduction  

Situating Self in Research 

As an early-career primary teacher, I have worked predominantly at schools with students 

whose needs are complex and diverse. This, combined with my own lived experience as a 

student in similar environments, is what ignited my passion for teaching. Growing up I had the 

benefit of being raised by caring adults who built a foundation of love and support. I also had the 

privilege of working as a leader at several summer camps within my home community. The most 

impactful experience was at a camp called “Summerside Express”, which was for campers with a 

variety of special needs. In Summerside, we would take our campers all over the island to do a 

variety of activities. It was with this group that I realized the need for everyone to have a place 

where they can feel a sense of belonging and where they can be their true selves. The 

connections I made with other leaders and participants kept us going all summer, even on those 

rainy days. It did not matter what we did; it only mattered that we did it together. This camp was 

my first experience in building a cohesive community.  

“​Connection​: Connection is the energy that is created between people when they feel 

seen, heard, and valued; when they can give and receive without judgment. ​Belonging​: 

Belonging is the innate human desire to be part of something larger than us. Because this 

yearning is so primal, we often try to acquire it by fitting in and by seeking approval, which are 

not only hollow substitutes for belonging but often barriers to it. Because true belonging only 

happens when we present our authentic, imperfect selves to the world, our sense of belonging 

can never be greater than our level of self-acceptance.” (Brown, 2012, p. 116). 
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Brown’s (2012) description of connection and belonging speaks to the stable foundation 

and identity I have built to define myself as a teacher. I define connectedness as the active use of 

a community to support the growth of each individual community member. When you are not 

using the resources that are provided to you by the community, you are not experiencing 

authentic connectedness. It takes attentiveness and commitment to keep a community connected 

and thriving. 

Connectedness is the magic you feel when a group comes together into a cohesive whole. 

Everyone has the need to feel seen and heard, as we are social creatures. This concept looks 

different for the different groups that are involved in a school, from students and their families to 

staff and community members. Student connectedness means knowing who is part of the school, 

who the adults are around who will be champions for their education, and the knowledge that 

these champions will always be there to support along the way. Teacher connectedness is active 

engagement in a school community and collaboration with other educators to share areas of 

strength and support areas of weakness. Finally, community member connectedness is feeling 

welcomed into the school, and being acknowledged for the significant role they play in the 

community.  

How do we create the conditions for people to feel connected with their community? 

When your community is connected you know who to turn to for support.  ​"Community offers 

the promise of  belonging and calls for us to acknowledge our interdependence…to belong to a 

community is to act as a creator and co-owner of that community.  The work then is to see in our 

communities a wider and deeper sense of emotional ownership."​ (Block 2008, p. 3) This directly 

impacts schools when the community is connected and working together to ensure the success of 
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everyone. The barriers and isolation are then minimized and everyone can thrive. It is important 

to consider there are communities within communities, teachers and students, students and 

students, parents and teachers working together . Collaboration, teachers working together with 

other teachers,  has been critical in developing my own personal understanding of what teaching 

is. It has been through the communities I belong to that I have been able to develop my personal 

pedagogy.  

Intention of Research  

The intent of this research is to develop an understanding of why school connectedness 

and community is important to foster in education and to explore ways educators can build a 

collaborative community.  This research is focusing on one school that has demonstrated the 

power and potential of the school community and connectedness. Thus, this research aims to 

provide a snapshot of conditions and structures used to foster a connected community at 

Fairview Community School.  

Justification of the Study 

Within our changing world that has become more and more technological, we are 

isolating and putting ourselves at risk. “The kids view this new digital culture as a normal way of 

life, even though as parents you may feel overwhelmed by all the unfamiliar challenges. 

Cyberbullies, stalkers, identity theft, intellectual property theft—it's hard to know just what you 

can do to confront the risks.”​ ​(Ribble, 2009, p. 22). With the rise of parental concerns for 

children being out of the house without supervision, technology has all too often filled the void. 

With students utilizing technology more and more they have less social interactions with others. 
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Our time at school is crucial for the social development of our students because it may be the 

only time that they interact with anyone other than their family.  

As an educator of five years, while I have a limited window into the profession, I have 

had the opportunity of working within a school that provides students with a strong sense of 

connectedness to their school community. Ogilvie (2014) challenges educators, parents and other 

professionals that work with children, to meet the needs of their students by building and 

maintaining a connected, safe community in their schools. This community will provide students 

with academic and socio-emotional support. She defines connectedness as “Being connected to 

someone and feeling cared for and respected by them,” (Ogilvie, 2014, p. 180) and further 

explains why it is important ​for​ everyone in the school community. As a student, I experienced 

this connectedness myself in a school that had extensive community involvement. This allowed 

me to understand first-hand the impact this has on students’ and teachers’ lives.  

Connectedness starts with relationships being formed between members of the 

community. These relationships are essential between the adults and students, and they are also 

important between the adults in the school community. At Fairview Community School, the site 

for this study, I also experienced this connection between adults in the community as teachers 

were provided with collaboration time to work and learn together which ensured their 

connections within the school community. When whole schools are connected, students and staff 

are respected, supported, and challenged by one another. Fairview Community School illustrates 

the significance of connectedness when building a school community.  

As British Columbia shifts to a new curriculum, educators are encouraged to foster 

connections between students and their communities. This community connectedness provides 
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students with the necessary attitudes and skills as they move beyond school into a changing 

world with technological advancements and social change. The new curriculum has changed to 

enable educators to personalize and immerse their students in relevant content and 

student-focused skill development. Students' social-emotional wellbeing is central to the new 

curriculum which ensures that teachers have to make an effort to see that their students are 

supported academically and socio-emotionally. The curriculum shift is more than a change of 

document, it is a fundamental shift in thinking about how children best learn, moving away from 

merely covering content and towards acknowledging the need to teach the whole child. "The 

future our children must succeed in is different from the one we envisioned even 10 or 15 years 

ago." (British Columbia Ministry of Education 2016). The new curriculum allows educators to 

highlight the connections between curricular areas, foster students' self-discovery, and make 

learning relevant. Educators are looking for ways to help their students build community and 

support their socio-emotional learning. 

In an analysis of pedagogically based schools (Core Knowledge, Experiential, and 

Montessori) by Hazel and Allen (2013), they found three common themes across what they 

termed , pedagogy driven schools; community and culture, structure, and responsibility and 

expectations. Families seek these alternatives to public schools because they are looking for 

environments that are more aligned with their own personal beliefs. When those around you hold 

the same core beliefs, you can build a community that grows and supports each other. With a 

strong community, each study provided students with support in addition to knowledge. When 

students are allowed to drive their own education, ownership and pride continue to motivate 

them through difficult situations. This study also communicated that when teachers believe and 
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embody the common goals of the school, students have a stronger sense of connection to their 

school community. 

“The leadership of the school needs to ensure that everyone understands the importance 

of the community being built and support the approach by ensuring policies​ ​and practices 

are in place. This means the support and inclusion of all students and families while also 

embracing and honoring the relationship to the outside community that supports 

individuals outside of the walls of a school. (Shogren, McCat, Lyon, and Sailor, 2015, p. 

189). 

In my experience, Fairview Community School exemplifies many of the conditions highlighted 

in these studies, therefore will provide the site for this research. 

Research Question and Hypothesis 

 With the adoption of a new curriculum, it is important for school educators to create a 

community that fosters belonging and connectedness within schools. How can educators build 

community in their schools that will foster a strong sense of belonging and connectedness? What 

is the impact of this sense of belonging and community on both students and staff? 

Brief Overview of the Study 

 The study gathered information regarding the building of a community from surveys 

completed by community members (students and staff) on how connectedness is fostered in their 

school and classrooms. An anonymized survey was sent out to students from Fairview 

Community School focusing on how connected they felt to their school community. Another 

anonymous survey was sent to educators and administrators within the school asking them how 

they feel they are connected to the school community, and how they help students feel connected 
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to the school. Having both viewpoints of these stakeholders in the school provided insight into 

what is being implemented within the school to build connectedness​ ​as well as how these 

implementations are being received. Survey questions were coded for emergent themes and 

analyzed for the effectiveness of actions taken by teachers to foster connectedness in school by 

looking at it through the lens of understanding of connectedness formed by Oglvie (2014) in 

ConnectionZone.org Building Connectedness in Schools​; “Being connected to someone and 

feeling cared for and respected by them.” (p. 180). 

 

Survey One (For Students) 

1. On a scale of one to ten, how connected do you feel to Fairview? One being very little, 

and 10 be very connected.  

2. Draw and Describe, When/Where do you feel connected to your school? 

3. Draw and Describe, When/where do you feel not connected to your school? 

Survey Two (For Teachers) 

1. On a scale of one to ten, how connected do you feel to Fairview? One being very little, 

and 10 be very connected.  

2. Describe, When/Where do you feel connected to your school? 

3. Describe how you teach or model building connections in your school community. 

  

With emergent themes analyzed and the effectiveness of the ways educators foster 

connectedness categorized, not only will my own understanding of the potential of school 

connectedness and community be enhanced,  I also plan to share these understandings through 
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professional development workshop for educators and administrators. The aim of these future 

workshops will be to enhance their understanding of the theory behind the significance of 

connectedness, belonging and the community of learning and to explore structures that support 

this within their own school communities. 
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Chapter II: Literature Review 

 

Increasing numbers of researchers, Baumeister, DeWall, Ciarocco, and Twenge (2005), 

Bower, Van Kraayenoord, and Carroll (2015), Cacioppo, Hawkley, and Berntson (2003), 

Catalano Oesterle, Fleming, and Hawkins (2004),  Diamond (2010), Haines, Gross, 

Blue-Banning, Francis, and Turnbull (2015), Lemberg and Clemens (2012), Lynn and Patrick 

Doyle (2003), Meltzoff (1994), Noddings (2005), Ogilvie (2011), Velasquez, West, Graham, and 

Osguthorpe (2013), Watson (2018), and Whitlock (2006) are investigating the importance of 

student’s connection to the school community. Everyone has an internal need to belong to some 

sort of community.  

A deep sense of love and belonging is an irreducible need of all people. We are 

biologically, cognitively, physically, and spiritually wired to love, to be loved, and to 

belong. When those needs are not met, we don't function as we were meant to. We break. 

We fall apart. We numb. We ache. We hurt others. We get sick. (Brown, 2010, p. 40).  

 

It is important to feel and know your part in a community, and understand how your role may 

change within different groups to which you belong. “Teachers are being recognized as 

‘community-builders,’ rather than as conduits for information.” (Meltzoff, p. 259). As our 

society constantly evolves we will need to become more adaptable to new barriers that come our 

way.  “Young people ‘must learn to function as part of an increasingly complex world 

community, where global peace and justice demand ever-increasing levels of cooperation.” 
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(Ryan, p. 3). When students leave school understanding how their community can support them, 

they will carry with them the capacities and skills to reach out and ask for help from people they 

know have the knowledge. Given the complex challenges of our world today, this skill of 

working together is essential. 

School becomes this community for students as they navigate the majority of their social 

development in a culturally established community.  Teachers are central in establishing and 

fostering theses connected communities within schools. Research provides a foundational 

understanding of the impacts and outcomes of building connected communities. This literature 

review will examine; (1) what is a connected community and the characteristics that define it, (2) 

the impacts of connectedness on learners, and (3) structures, strategies, and skills to support the 

building of a connected community. 

Connected Communities 

Catalano, Osterle, Fleming, and Hakins (2004) summarized the findings of two studies 

that looked at the importance of school connectedness to positive academic outcomes. The study 

looked at how school bonding, or connectedness, promotes academic success. They found that it 

removes barriers to learning, and gives students skills to make healthy choices.  

“For schools to succeed, they must use the best teaching technology to improve academic 

competence, as well as reduce the barriers to learning represented in delinquency and 

drug use. Since school bonding is a strong predictor of both academic competence and 

these barriers, it is indeed critical to focus energies on school bonding as well as 

academic competence.” (p. 260). 
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The researchers urge teachers and administrators to ensure they are meeting the social-emotional 

needs of their students, and not focus merely on knowledge acquisition.  

Noddings (2005) explores the aspects of caring relationships in schools and their impact 

on student connection. These relationships are key to the prosperity of students futures. It is not 

enough for educators to talk about a caring environment, they must foster and develop a caring 

community. Noddings challenges educators to go beyond the curriculum and ensure that what 

and how they are teaching is relevant to the students in the class. “The student is infinitely more 

important than the subject matter.” ( p. 176). As educators we need to listen to our students' 

dreams and desires, then provide them with skills and knowledge to achieve them.  

I do not need to establish a deep, lasting, time-consuming personal relationship with 

every student. What I must do is to be totally and non-selectively present to the student-to 

each student-as he addresses me. The time interval may be brief but the encounter is total. 

(p. 180).  

As all teachers know, it is hard to see your students move on at the end of the year, even though 

this is the goal you are working towards all year. As educators, we need to ensure that our 

students know we are there to teach, support, and help create grounded members of society.  

As we continue to grow and develop our understanding of the new curriculum, we have 

time to ensure that our teaching meets the needs of the new curriculum as well as the 

social-emotional needs of our students. “The quality of our schooling can also improve as 

students learn to be part of a classroom community.” (Meltzoff, 1994, p. 260). As students are 

building their understanding of what it means to be a thriving part of a community, everyone 
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benefits. To ensure students feel the connection students need, Meltzoff proposes ten 

foundational strands of school culture;  

(S)hared leadership, responsiveness, communication, shared ethics, cooperation as a 

social process, shared history, shared environment, commitment, wholeness, and 

interdependence. (p. 262).  

When students build a strong foundation with the important parts of a community, they can use 

their understanding of solving problems in other parts of their life. Shifting our curriculum to 

reflect these important community characteristics, is what is happening in British Columbia with 

the new curriculum. Providing teachers with the autonomy to meet the specific needs of students, 

rather than pumping them full of information, gives them the skills to determine the relevance of 

the information. If we do not provide students with problem-solving and people skills, how are 

they going to thrive?  “When ​community​ becomes the metaphor for schools, the organization is 

focussed around relationships and the felt interdependencies that nurture them.” (Sergiovanni, 

1992,  p. 41).  

This shift toward community, the researcher poses, steps in line with the outcomes in the 

new curriculum. When students are being evaluated on core-competencies, rather than specific 

content, we are providing them with the ability to move further into understanding themselves as 

learners within a community of learners.  If we provide students with pre-packaged content we 

are not honoring the specific interests and needs of our students.  Communication, thinking, 

personal and social skills are three skill areas which will provide our students with a chance to 

thrive as we move into a constantly evolving future. 
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Impacts on Learning 

Whitlock (2006) evaluated research on connectedness in school and the impacts it has on 

student development and success when graduating from school. The study showed 

connectedness was interdependent to other factors to ensure student success. Connectedness has 

a large impact on student overall well-being, academic and social-emotional development. The 

research also found that students having an opportunity to have meaningful input for policy and 

practice changes as well as relevance in the content being learned were important to students.  

... (​a) ​opportunity for meaningful input into school policies and practices in and outside 

the classroom and (​b)​ the extent to which class material is delivered in an engaging 

manner and is relevant to students interest.​”​ (p. 26)  

Students need to feel that their voice and best interests are in mind when educators and 

administrators are making decisions about their futures. It is also important to make content that 

is being converted relevant to the context students bring to the classroom.  

Watson (2018)  explains how self-esteem, mattering, and school connectedness can 

benefit or inhibit student learning. Her research tells us that when a student feels positive 

self-esteem it is easier for them to focus on important tasks and learning. The opposite is true for 

students that have low self-esteem; there will be barriers that make it more challenging for them 

to learn. School connectedness ties self-esteem and mattering together, by providing the belief 

and understanding that everyone is supported by the group that cares and supports everyone.  

Baumeister, DeWall, Ciarocco, and Twenge (2005) studied the impacts of social 

exclusion on self-regulation. They concluded that the ability to self-regulate can impact your 

acceptance in a social group. The students inability to self-regulate and how this impacts their 
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peers drastically affects their acceptance into a social group. They also highlighted that this can 

motivate some students to attempt to self-regulate to be accepted in the social group. As students 

develop who they are, they attempt to fit within to whatever is deemed as normal by the social 

group. When the students are self-regulated, it is easy for them to interact and develop 

relationships with their peers. When students can bond, it is easy for connections and school 

connectedness to develop.  

Cacioppo, Hawkley, and Berntson (2003) look at the impacts of loneliness on the overall 

well-being of subjects. They provided stories that show the diverse ways that loneliness can 

impact one's overall health which include genetics, medical decision making, health behaviors, 

stress, and healing behaviors. All but genetics can be affected by the community we are accepted 

or not accepted into. Medical decisions can be impacted by your social group, as your group may 

see the benefits or have reasons why they do not agree with medical science (ie. religion). Health 

behaviors can impact one's acceptance in a group in many ways as well. For instance, smoking 

may outcast you from a group or pull you into another social circle. Social groups can place 

stress on members to live up to standards or place too much stress on someone which leads to 

them feeling unaccepted. Finally, how someone heals physically and emotionally can impact 

their standings in a social group. If someone heals in a socially unacceptable way (ie. drinking 

heavily), they could outcast themselves from the group. For students dealing with loneliness and 

exclusion from social groups, they often seek attention at school. Subsequently, the attention the 

student attracts is often negative and ends up impacting their relationships and education. 
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Strategies and Skills 

Velasquez, West, Graham, and Osguthorpe (2013) reviewed research surrounding the 

development of caring relationships in school. The authors referenced Noddings (1984) who 

speaks to how teachers create caring relationships,  

...to nurture students, educators must first understand the components of care. Caring is 

not a feeling or a single act, by a relation characterized by receptivity, actions informed 

by motivational displacement and acknowledgment of caring acts. (p. 182)  

The author points out the lack of research and common use of ineffective strategies that teachers 

often put into their practice in attempts to strengthen the relationship of care and trust which is 

one of the key rationales for my research. 

Denham and Brown (2010) identify the importance of social-emotional learning (SEL) 

and its impact on different areas in school. The study shows how closely SEL and academic 

success are connected in the world of education. The authors connect the impacts of SEL on 

skills that contribute to the students' academic success. Self-awareness, self-management, social 

awareness, responsible decision making, and relationship skills are all SEL skills that improve 

the academic success of individuals. These skills require educators and policymakers to inject 

these essential skills into policies and day to day practice in classrooms.  

First, schools are social places and learning is a social process. Students do not learn 

alone but rather in collaboration with their teachers, in the company of their peers, and 

with the support of their families. Second, emotions can facilitate or hamper students’ 

learning and their ultimate success in school. Because social and emotional factors play 

such an important role, schools must attend to this aspect of the educational process for 
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the benefit of all students. Finally, the research evidence is astoundingly clear – fostering 

students’ skills not only helps them to develop the skills necessary for success in schools, 

such skills, assist them to become more caring, responsible, and concerned citizens. 

(Schonert-Reichl, Hymel, p. 20). 

Diamond (2010) highlights the need for students to feel safe in their learning 

environment in order to push themselves out of their comfort zone and challenge their personal 

thinking. Diamond advocates for not dividing content into specific times and making 

cross-curricular connections with what they are teaching. Powerful learning does not happen in 

pockets of isolation, it happens when you can connect it with other skills and knowledge. 

Educators need to ensure that they provide strategies for students to understand their personal 

needs when it comes to social, emotional, cognitive and physical skills. As educators, we 

struggle to meet all of these needs of our students, hence we require a team approach with 

experts to support the development of each student.  

Lemberg and Clemens (2012) looked at the impact of an intervention that gave a small 

group cognitive and metacognitive, self-management, social, attitude and caring skills. The 

researchers say that when given the tools and skills to succeed, students will.  

...it is especially important that counselors work closely with classroom teachers and their 

stakeholders to identify, cultivate, and reinforce the activities that occur in counseling 

experiences. (Lemberg, 2010) 

Students that are developing skills, need these skills reinforced in other parts of their education.  

Bower, van Kraayenoord, and Carroll (2015) studied a cross-section of a school looking 

at social connectedness. They looked at connectedness from four lenses; school-wide policies 
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and practices, school-community links, classroom practices, and individual support. The study 

showed that policy should focus on the vision of schooling that fosters student social-emotional 

growth as well as connecting students with the larger community. Many connections to the larger 

community beyond the school, provide students with a variety of ways to access useful 

knowledge and the right supports for individuals. Within the study, the authors highlight the 

importance of community between teachers, which provides students with examples of 

teamwork as well as provides teachers with support from their community. At the classroom 

level, they found that educators need to create and foster an environment for meaningful work 

for all of their students. Finally, students need to be supported as individuals as well as 

community members. 

Teacher-teacher relationships are crucial in some schools because of the needing nature 

of the community. Looking at the staff as a team, rather than cyclos of children.  

“Teachers who become leaders experience personal and professional satisfaction, a 

reduction in isolation, a sense of, and new learnings - all of which spill over into their 

teaching. As school-based reformers, these teachers become owners and investors in the 

school, rather than mere tenants… They become professionals.” (Barth, 1990, p. 1)  

Barth urges teachers to take what they do best and work with others. When we support others 

with our strengths, the strengths of others will support you in your areas of need.  

Lynn and Patrick Doyle (2003) outline the why, what, and how of creating a caring 

community in schools. They encourage establishing powerful policies for equity, empowering 

groups within the community, teaching how to care in the classroom, and care for and by 

students. Focusing on putting policies for equity is essential for the success of all of our students. 
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If we cannot provide them with what they need, are we really doing the best for our students? 

Providing decision making power to groups within the community, which goes deeper than 

providing a space for members to simply talk about issues, is what gives them the power to 

influence change in their community. Finally, they suggest, we need to infuse caring practices in 

everything we do in our classroom, we need to provide examples and practical situations where 

students can learn how to care for themselves and others.  

Haines, Gross, Blue-Banning, Francis, and Turnbull (2015) studied the partnerships 

between family/school and community/school. The research identified a few points important for 

building connections with families and bigger community which include: “(​a​) positive, inviting 

and inclusive school culture; (​b​) Strong administrative leadership is driven by a clear vision of 

inclusion, (​c​) attributes of trusting partnerships; and (​d​) opportunities for involvement and 

reciprocity.” (p. 232). 

Implications 

As a new teacher I was always researching strategies and structures to use in my 

classroom to build a classroom community, however I also wanted to build my knowledge base 

about the potential of relationship, connectedness and community in education.  This desire 

combined with a lack of resources in this domain is the rationale behind this work. As 

communities are all different in their own ways, strategies are not universal. However keeping 

Universal Design for Learning​ (UDL) in mind we should have many different ways we try and 

build community in our schools and classrooms. Teachers need to have both an understanding of 

why connectedness important and resources for building connectedness in their individual 

contexts, which can be drastically different from room to room and school to school. Furthering 
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this research into a professional development workshop with effective community building 

strategies will bridge the gap in resources and deepen educators understanding of power of 

building community in their classrooms.   
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Chapter III: Methodology and Methods 

 

Research Design 

During my tenure as a teacher at Fairview Community School, I was inspired by the 

community and how all members of the school community seemed to have a sense of place, 

connectedness, and purpose.  This observation provoked my interest in exploring the potential of 

the school community and school connectedness, specifically investigating the strength of the 

community at Fairview in more depth through the case study method. This case study used a 

survey research design to identify ways that educators and administrators can build 

connectedness in their schools. The survey model allows for students to give authentic responses 

without fear of repercussions; the voice of dissent had space here.  Students and school staff 

completed a survey with both qualitative and quantitative questions to show how connected they 

feel to their school, and ways connectedness was being built in this particular school community.  

This survey approach provides a low risk opportunity for participants sharing their 

overall feeling of connectedness and allows them to share a personal story of how they see 

connectedness being built in their school. Emergent themes were analyzed for effective strategies 

for building connectedness in schools to share with educators and administrators. 

Given my role as a classroom teacher at the site of the case study, my research stance was 

also one of participant observers. The thinking of Guba and Lincoln (1981) provide support for 

this research stance.  

“The basic methodological arguments for observation may be summarized as these: 

observation (particularly participant observation) maximizes the inquirer’s ability to 
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grasp motives, beliefs, concerns, interests, customs and the like; observation (particularly 

participant observation) allows the inquirer to see the world as his subjects see it and to 

grasp the culture in its own natural, ongoing environment; observation (particularly 

participant observation) provides the inquirer with access to the emotional reaction of the 

group introspectively--that is, in a real sense it permits the observer to use himself as a 

data source. (p. 193) 

 

Sample Selection 

The community school that is the focus of this research is located in Nanaimo BC. 

Families of students that attend the school can be classified as low-socioeconomic status. During 

my tenure as a teacher in this school community, I have observed how these students show 

resilience and take pride and ownership of their school.  One example of this is when a class 

decided to open a "Free Store" for people to donate items they no longer needed and could give 

away for the promise of an act of kindness. This initiative was completely student planned and 

executed. Students at this school value their community and everyone else in it, you never have 

to look far for a set of helping hands. This connection to their school community is the reason 

that I chose to investigate this location.  
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The school has approximately 350 students from Kindergarten to Grade Seven, with 16 

divisions and 24 staff members. I have been a member of the community for the last two years. 

Teachers and support staff at the community school have a wide range of experiences with low 

socioeconomic schools and working with students from a variety of backgrounds. Some of these 

staff are on their first contract out of their teaching program, and some have been working in the 

field for upwards of 30 years. There are 18 female staff members and 6 male staff members. The 

student population consists of 200 female and 150 male. Within the scope of the study, 7 

students participated in the survey (3 female and 4 male) and 10 school staff members (10 

female) consented to be part of the research.  

Instrument Design 

Two surveys were created, one for students to complete and a similar one for teachers. 

Students were provided with an area to draw and write their responses. The survey used in the 

study is research designed. In developing questions, the researcher analyzed and evaluated 

surveys and literature by Spier (2016) and Healthy Schools BC (2015). The researcher also 

discussed the effectiveness of questions with colleagues and administrators. Spier (2016) created 

a connectedness survey that looked at different types of connections they have with people inside 

and outside of the school context. Spiers’ (2016) work informed the creation of the survey with 

the student and parent-friendly language so participants could effectively complete the survey. 

Healthy Schools BC (2015) highlighted the importance of participants having different ways of 

showing what they know, which translated to the survey providing participants space to draw 

their answer.  
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The student survey consists of demographic information (age, gender, current or past 

student), some definitions of key terms and three questions. Students are provided with the 

option of providing the researcher with their chosen gender identity. Question one asks the 

participant on a scale of one to ten how connected they felt to their school. This question allows 

the researcher to calculate an average connectedness of students and teachers to their school. The 

second question asks participants to describe a time they felt connected to their school. This 

information will provide the researcher with different ways that students are feeling connected to 

their school. The students provide their viewpoint on strategies, explicitly or not, being used to 

support their learning and provide feedback on its effectiveness. The last question asks 

participants to describe a time they saw connections being fostered in their school. This provides 

a snapshot of what students feel are effective ways of making connections to their school. 

The school staff survey includes demographic information (ie. gender, years teaching, 

current or past staff member), describing key terms, and 3 questions about connectedness. 

Demographic information will inform the researcher about the backgrounds of the school staff. 

The first question is the same as students survey, "How connected do you feel to your school 

community?"This will provide the researcher with information to calculate the average 

connectedness felt by staff. The second question asks the staff to describe a time when they felt a 

connection to the school community. This will provide the researcher with examples of where 

connectedness of staff benefits the entire school. The last question asks school staff how they 

themselves attempt to build connectedness in the school. The information from this question will 

provide the researcher with ways that school staff foster connectedness.  
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Procedures Followed 

After the researcher's application from the VIU ethics board was approved, the researcher 

discussed the research with the school board and principal at the focus community school. With 

permission to conduct research, the surveys were placed in teachers mailboxes after a discussion 

about the project, and its intentions, at the monthly staff meeting. Any teacher willing to 

participate in the research completed the survey and returned it to the collection box located in 

the office. Teachers also received a consent form and survey package to send home with each 

student in their communication books. Students willing to participate completed the consent 

form with their guardian as well as the survey. The survey was highlighted in the "Week at a 

Glance" that could be accessed online, as well as posted on the school's website. Teachers were 

encouraged to share this survey with past members of the school community (students and staff). 

On November 20th Noreen Keen, a teacher at the school, took the completed packages to 

separate the consent form from the survey. Separating the forms ensured that the information 

gathered was anonymous to the researcher. Noreen completed her masters at VIU last year and 

understands the importance of keeping the data anonymous. The researcher then analyzed the 

anonymized data for emergent themes of effective ways of building connectedness in a school.  

Reliability and Validity 

Anonymity was an important factor in strengthening the validity of this study. Students 

and teachers have low risk of negative ramifications when participating in the study, as the 

information shared cannot be traced back to them. In addition, allowing participants to be 

anonymous gives the researcher more authentic answers to analyze. Surveys completed by 
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school staff are also anonymous because participants are not asked for identifiable information. 

The study ensures that the researcher cannot identify student participants by having a classroom 

teacher and leader in the school, Noreen Keen, separate consent forms and surveys. 

When building survey questions, the researcher viewed other surveys and research 

findings to inform the creation of survey questions and design. One way this informed the survey 

design was it provided students with options on how to showcase their answers. Students were 

welcomed to write or illustrate their response to the survey questions. Another way that research 

informed the survey questions was by creating open-ended questions that allowed participants to 

have freedom with the length of response they wished to give.  

Analysis Techniques 

The researcher averaged answers to question one to see the average feeling of 

connectedness in the school. While creating the survey, the researcher determined that a score of 

seven or higher would mean that students have a good connection, and responses lower than four 

identified a poor sense of connection to their school community. 

 Questions two and three were coded for emergent themes. These themes provided a 

snapshot of the different ways that students and staff identified as significant to build 

connectedness in a school. These themes were then connected to current research in the field as 

described in chapter four of this study.  Future plans for the findings of this research is to design 

a professional development workshop to share the rationale and to provide structures and 

strategies to build community in schools and classrooms. 
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Student Connectedness Survey 

About you: 

How old are you?  _______ 
What is your gender? _______ 
Do you currently go to Fairview?      Yes    No 

Connectedness:  

”The energy that is created between people when they feel seen, heard and valued; when they 
can give and receive without judgment. Belonging is the innate human desire to be part of 
something than us.”  
~B. Brown 

*Please do not use your name or the name of anyone else in your answer* 
 

1. How connected do you feel to your school community? (1 being “Not at all” and 10 
being “Very Connected”) 

  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 
2. Draw(label if you can) and Describe (in words the best you can) a time that you felt 

connected to your school. 
  

  

 

 

 
3. Draw(label if you can) and Describe(in words the best you can) a time that you felt not 

connected to your school. 
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Teacher Connectedness Survey 

About you 

How long have you been working with students?  _______ 
What is your gender? _______ 
Do you currently work at Fairview?      Yes    No 

Connectedness 

”The energy that is created between people when they feel seen, heard and valued; when they 
can give and receive without judgment. Belonging is the innate human desire to be part of 
something than us.”  
~B. Brown 
 

1. How connected do you feel to your school community? (1 being “Not at all” and 10 
being “Very Connected) 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 
     2.    Describe a time that you felt connected to your school community. 
  

 

 

 

 

 

  
3. Describe how you teach or model building connections in your school community? 
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Chapter IV: Findings and Results 

Introduction 

Walking into Fairview for the first time as a beginning teacher was exciting and 

terrifying. New staff, new students, and new parents all had a critical eye on me as a new teacher. 

I discovered the classroom in which I would be teaching was not only on the other side of the 

school, it was in another building! A staff member pointed me in the right direction, but before I 

could get to the doors of the new building, two students argued to be the one who holds the door 

for the new teacher. The pride and ownership these students had for their school, was inspiring 

right from the start.  

The first day continued as students came in and get their inside shoes on, then were off to 

the gym for “Bounce”. The entire school entered the gym were seated, they talked amongst 

themselves until the principal said “Good Morning Fairview” and the school replied with “Good 

morning Mrs. Kruks”. She then began with a story of some students outside standing up for 

another student who was being teased by a group of older kids. She said (paraphrased): 

It takes people like you to make the world a better place if you see something happening 

to someone you know is wrong, say or do something. You could ask the student being 

bullied to play with you somewhere else, and get them away from the problem. You 

could let an adult know outside, or let your teacher know. Do something, because I have 

been in the role of being teased, and let me tell you it sucks.  

Her message would continue to be about the school’s core values, how they have or haven't been 

used by some, and the importance of celebrating achievements. During this daily ritual, the entire 

school stands up and follows along with the crew on the stage. “Bounce Crew” brings the energy 
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and excitement to get the day started in a positive way. When done dancing, classes leave and 

start their school day with smiles on their faces. As we walked back to our classrooms, I was 

struck not only by the energy I had just witnessed but also by the sense of community present in 

the gym.   

Kindness, respect, and honesty are key to many impactful interactions I have had as a 

teacher at Fairview.  One student went out of her way to have a conversation with me. She had 

heard some other students discussing my sexual orientation.. This student did not care if I was 

gay or wasn't, they wanted to put an end to negative gossip. My heart exploded when I realized 

that the student didn't just want to know for her own sake, she wanted to make sure I was taken 

care of. The student responded to me, “So you are gay? You are engaged! I knew when I met 

you that you deserve to be with someone special!” then skipped off to recess.  

As an educator, I was supported and cared for at Fairview Community School. Over the 

two years I taught at Fairview, I was enlightened as to what it means to feel a sense of belonging 

and the impact being part of a school community has on teachers and students.  At Fairview, 

kindness, respect and honesty create and foster healthy relationships between staff, students, and 

parents. The power of seeing your school community come together every day in one common 

place and as one cohesive group is an important part of what makes this school community 

strong.  When working with others in the district and asked what school I worked at, others’ 

responses were mixed and a lot of negative pictures were painted. Certainly from the outside, the 

school needs a lot of support and is easy to misconstrue. However, when you are a part of the 

Fairview community, you get to see firsthand the big and little, beautiful interactions that 

strengthen and sustain connectedness and community. 
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It was this strength of connectedness and the impact on all members of the community 

that inspired me to do this research. The following sections are the four emergent themes that 

came from survey responses of my study: (1) The Power of Care and Relationship, (2) “Bounce” 

as a Catalyst for Connectedness; Community and Belonging, (3) Teacher Connecting with 

Teachers; A Powerful Force of Connectedness, and (4) Conversation and Connection.   

The Power of Care and Relationship 

Communities are organized around relationships and ideas.  Communities are defined by 

their centers of values, sentiments, and beliefs that provide the needed conditions for 

creating a sense of ‘we’ and the ‘I’ of each individual… Further, they are focussed on 

clear values and purposes that are learner-centered and rely on these values and purposes 

to make decisions about what to do and how to do it. (Sergiovanni, 2007,p. 97) 

The strength of community built at Fairview was a common theme in the survey results and 

reflects the compassion and commitment of educators to  ensure all community members feel 

connected, welcomed and acknowledged in the school community.  Staff members consistently 

speak and act in kind, respectful, and honest ways with their students. The core values seemed to 

be developed through discussions between staff, and were promoted by the new principal that 

was willing to support staff in whatever way she could. With her support, many staff members 

were ready to step outside of the box to meet the needs of Fairview students. This sparked 

progress in little pockets all over the school. The principal knew she needed to break down the 

walls and let everybody see the beautiful things that were happening. Stories shared at “Bounce” 

often aligned with  the core values of the school and celebrated those who were working hard to 
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make the school a better place. Most of the stories that come to “Bounce” are stories that are 

witnessed and subsequently shared by staff members. These stories emerge from our lived 

experience in the community and are most often planned in advance, however, there are also 

stories that come from the heart in the moment if someone is open to being vulnerable.  

One of the stories I shared during “Bounce” was of a student that I saw at a convenience 

store after school. The student had their two younger siblings with her and looked like she was 

second-guessing bringing her them to the store. A person in front of her in line pulled out their 

wallet and a $100 bill fell out onto the ground. Without batting an eye, the student picked up the 

money and tapped the person on the shoulder and gave them their money back. The person was 

shocked, he said “Thank you! Now let me pay for your stuff, if it weren't for you I would have 

been paying much more for my Slurpee”. The student responded by saying it was the right thing 

to do, and that he didn’t have to pay for them. This interaction was a proud moment for me as a 

Fairview teacher.  When I told this story without using the student's name, she knew it was about 

her, but she had no idea that I had witnessed the interaction. Later on that day she came to talk to 

me about how she would do it again even if he didn’t offer to pay for their things and how she 

has to lead by example for her younger siblings.  

Some of the most powerful work at “Bounce” doesn't come from the staff, it comes from 

the actions of the students. One of the teachers referenced this idea in her survey response: 

One particular morning at “Bounce” it was someone's birthday. This student was from a 

different country and had chosen to wear a traditional shirt that was actually from his 

father. Not many words were shared as he came up but I quickly realized how brave he 

was and how connected and loving our school was. You got us the sense by those around 
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that something terrible had happened to his family and that he was thankful to be there. 

This was a vulnerable act like no other. This student walked so proudly in front of the 

whole school. It literally brought me to tears and the whole school dance with our whole 

Hearts after we sag him a happy birthday through teary eyes. (Appendix A) 

The common value of kindness and honesty motivated many to do things to help others in the 

community. The principal often used the saying, “If you can be anything, be kind” as her advice 

to the students. The students at Fairview lived her words daily.  I briefly referred to one instance 

that illustrated this above when a grade 4/5 class opened a “Free Store”. They saw a need within 

their school for weather-appropriate clothing for the many students, who, for many different 

reasons, did not have adequate clothing for the local weather. The class decided to open the 

“Sunshine Store”, with donated clothing from the community. The students decided all items 

were free with the promise of a random act of kindness. This example speaks strongly to the 

concern for others that was consistently promoted within the school through an emphasis on 

developing relationships between not only students and teachers but also between students and 

students.  

This strength of student-teacher relationships was highlighted by one of the teachers in 

her survey response.  

So much of my emphasis in teaching is put into developing happy and healthy 

relationships… Generally, I find when I give my heart and soul the kids follow and 

amaze me with a naturally formed community. (Appendix A) 
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When the educators in classrooms focus on building relationships with and between 

students, the class can thrive. Providing students with time, space, and skills to develop their own 

understanding of themselves and their world.  

Be polite and kind in the way you talk to each student. If you see something that someone 

is doing is wrong say something to the student that's how the students will learn what 

right and what's wrong.  (Appendix A) 

 

Fairview has kindness woven into the very fabric of the community. This compassion is 

directed at everyone who walks in the building. On my first day substitute teaching at Fairview 

and for the district as a whole, I was surprised to see the principal poking her head in the door to 

see how I was doing. Much to the surprise of the principal and myself,  the classroom was 

running smoothly. She came in and sat down with me and a student and then asked two 

questions; “How are you doing?” and “Do you like teaching early primary?” I replied with 

“Doing well” and “I love teaching primary,” which lead to a great conversation about primary 

education and what had brought me to the district. As someone new to the district and school, it 

was affirming for the principal to take the time to get to know who I am as a person as well as an 

educator.  

Creating healthy and effective communication comes from a foundation of trust and 

connection.  In the words of Gordon Neufeld, “because I did not have his heart I could not do my 

job. We were never meant to take care of children, whose heart we do not have.” (2016). We 

need to connect and help our students connect, before we can think about deeper levels of 

learning. Students need to be able to feel a sense of connectedness to not only the curriculum but 
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to us as their teachers before they can truly engage in their learning. The educators at Fairview 

understand the significance of caring relationships and keep this at the forefront of their teaching 

practice.  

“Everything we do then, as teachers, has moral overtones.” (Noddings, 1986, p. 179). As 

educators we need to remember that we have a responsibility to provide our students with the 

skills and dispositions they will need as they navigate an unknown future. We are constantly 

being watched by the eyes of those we teach, this makes everything we do in a day that much 

more important.  

Bounce​ as a Catalyst for Connectedness; Community and Belonging 

As a community, Fairview builds a daily sense of belonging every morning, providing 

time for students to know they are a part of the community, and to be seen and heard. Fairview 

provides students and staff an opportunity to connect with their community every day with 

“Bounce”​. 

We do a daily School Gathering called "Bounce". Each class comes and gathers in the 

gym. While we wait for “Bounce”​ ​to begin, children connect with each other and talk 

quietly. Teachers connect with students and check in with them - we might ask how 

they're doing, ask them a question about their morning, give them a warm smile or hello. 

Teachers also connect with each other. They might talk about an activity they are doing 

together. They might share a quick story or two, or a simple hello. A good energy can be 

felt throughout the gym. “Bounce” starts with a “good morning” from the principal and a 

 



Connected Schools: How do we build connectedness in schools?  39 

“good morning” echo back from the entire School. Beautiful. Calm. Connection. 

(Appendix A) 

“Bounce” is not just for the students, it is for the entire school community. School staff 

hold “Bounce” close to their hearts and see the benefits every day. When the principal that 

spearheaded “Bounce” retired, there was a difficult shift with a new administrator understanding 

the significance of the ritual in uniting the school community. However the history and devotion 

many teachers had to ensuring this time was meaningful resulted in the staff coming together to 

bring “Bounce” back to a “great way to start the day” rather than a place to tell students all the 

wrong that they are doing.  

Teachers understood that “Bounce” was much more than a school gathering.  It was a 

daily ceremony similar to what R. Peterson (1992) describes in his book, ​Life in a Crowded 

Place​: “[C]eremony brings about an internal readiness, pushing aside that which might interfere 

and helping students to participate wholeheartedly by concentrating thought and feeling on the 

work at hand.” (p. 16). 

This opening of the day at Fairview sets the stage for many interactions throughout the 

day for students and staff. The core values of kindness, honesty and respect are enacted through 

interactions with other staff as well as with students. Students understand that it doesn't matter if 

it is not your teacher or your classmate, all community members are treated with the core values 

in mind. Many classes go back to their classes after “Bounce”​ ​and have a discussion about the 

main themes shared that day. Normally there is  a focus of “getting along with others” or other 

social issues or problems like graffiti and garbage being left around the school. Classes and 

special groups like ​Jr/Sr Leadership​ and ​Social Justice Club​, also speak to the school at 
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“Bounce” about upcoming events and activities.  

“Because events occurring in the learning community are out of the ordinary, opening 

ceremonies are important.” (Petersen, p.16). As a school, Fairview has a powerful opening 

ceremony. “Bounce” becomes a place where students are provided with the understanding, skills, 

and strategies to be a positive community member. Students have not had many experiences in a 

large group like at school, so they need to be shown and taught how to be part of an “us”. In the 

words of Sergiovanni (2007), in his book ​Rethinking Leadership: a Collection of Articles​,  

When teachers, students, and parents are connected to the same ideas they become 

connected to each other as well. A community of mind emerges from the binding of 

people to common goals, shared values and shared conceptions of being and doing. 

Becoming a community of relationships, place, and mind involves the development of 

webs of meaning that tie people together by creating a special sense of belonging and a 

strong common identity. (p. 98) 

 

Creating and maintaining a community is not an easy thing to do. It is challenging to 

keep people motivated to do work where they may feel vulnerable. As Parker Palmer would tell 

us, “teaching is a daily act in vulnerability” (Palmer, 2007, p. 17) , and this vulnerability can at 

times cause us to ‘lose heart’.  

“Bounce” was starting to fade in our school. The general feeling I got from our gathering 

had changed. We were hearing some positive messages but it was starting to turn into a 

place where we were spending too much time on the "problem" in our school.  (Appendix 

A) 
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When communities get to this space it takes an internal leader, a staff member or student, to take 

the first steps to put us back on track.  

“I decided to ‘be the change”.  I went up and shared this story[during “Bounce”]. It was a 

story about connection and how we come from all over the world. We are unique and that 

is something to be celebrated but that we are better together. By celebrating our 

uniqueness and loving others we are better together. We are a powerful force at Fairview. 

It is easy to be connected when each person, adult, and child are vulnerable. They are not 

afraid to be seen. They are not afraid to make mistakes and value kindness. I watch it 

daily in my classroom. It is evident as I walk through the hall. All I have to do is be a part 

of it. It gave a sense of positive messages that are sometimes shared at “Bounce”. In 

addition, I talked about the message we share together in community at Bounce and how 

bringing them into the classroom enables us to live these values. We model and value 

kindness. We value each other's voice. We acknowledge mistakes and learn from them 

and each other.  (Appendix A) 

 

When a community is based on common values, everyone benefits. When you are 

connected with the people you are surrounded by, you are motivated to do the best you can do. 

As suggested in the quote above, when you provide students with different ways of being, they 

can form their own understanding of self and how they fit within the bigger group. If we ensure 

that we give students a voice in decision making at school, they will have the tools to use beyond 

the school context.  

“When we won the large ‘Love of Reading Grant’ it was such an emotionally high 
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moment and we'd worked so hard to get it for our kids,” (Appendix A) writes a staff member 

who was referring to the eighth application for the grant to build and update the books in the 

school library. This successful application required two different librarians and an incredibly 

complicated application document. The commitment that this task required united the school 

community together for a common purpose.  Receiving this grant was cause for celebration in 

the community.  The funds from this grant sparked so much life into the school including 

students getting the latest and greatest books and new resources for teachers to support student 

learning.  The grant was also used to redesign the library space to one that was flexible for a 

variety of different purposes. Several different types of chairs for students to sit on and 

bookshelves on wheels were purchased to create a welcoming and familial environment. With 

the changes made with the grant, new life was returned to the library at Fairview, and the hearts 

of all that are connected to the community.  

Teachers Connecting with Teachers; a Powerful Force of Connectedness 

 “Relationships among educators within a school range from vigorously healthy to 

dangerously competitive. Strengthen those relationships, and you improve professional 

practice.” (Barth, 2006, pg. 8)  

When relationships between teachers are strong, highways of connection and communication 

flow, building a community of strength which enables teachers to support students to discover 

the best version of themselves. An example of a time when I benefited from this support was 

when I came to school after seeing my elderly dog have a seizure. As I walked out the door, too 

late to call a substitute to cover me for the day, the staff member who was “Teacher In Charge” 
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took one look at me and said, “What's wrong? And how can I help?”.  Her questions provoked a 

tidal wave of emotions and a verbal eruption of my story of the last hour. She hugged me tight 

and let me know they would make due without me and sent home to be with my dog.  

An impactful learning opportunity for me early in my career was when myself and the 

other grade 2 teacher at Fairview started to learn how to use the program “FreshGrade” as a 

means to communicate student learning. We both had different skill sets to offer; she brought 

resources and assessments, where I brought an understanding of technology. Combining the 

resources with the program took some collaboration, but we were able to, in the end, provide a 

detailed window into our respective classrooms. Parents were able to see the work as well as 

understand the reasons behind learning about the topic.  

 When the adults in a school are happy and connected as they work together, they 

demonstrate for students through their lived example, the possibilities of a community working 

together.  In the words of Margaret Wheatley (1992), “there is no power greater than a 

community discovering what matters.” (p. 341) 

Beyond the Fairview staff development opportunities to connect; it was extremely 

important to the teachers, to make sure to create “fun time” outside of school together, which in 

turn strengthened teacher relationships and connectedness.  

We[Staff members] gather as a group outside of school hours. We laugh. We discuss 

issues. We find answers to simple problems (and big concerns too). We learn about our 

world’s outside of school and work environment.  (Appendix A) 
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Many difficult situations were mediated from conversations had while enjoying the 

company of colleagues. Personally, when my life partner was diagnosed with kidney cancer I 

discussed the treatment that was about to start in the next week with my teaching partner. My 

teaching partner had lost her father a few years ago to cancer. She gave me a list of tips and 

tricks to make the process a little more bearable. I tried many of the things on the list, some 

worked amazingly, and some seemed to just help the time pass. She also checked in on me many 

times over the course of the treatment, and those check-ins were more valuable than anything on 

the list. Knowing that someone had gone through the process, and was actively making a point of 

checking in on myself and my partner, made the entire process a less gloomy. 

“Teachers with special insight into teaching share them with others; they do not define 

success in terms of what happens in their own classroom when the school itself may be falling 

apart.” (Sergiovanni, p. 43). It is important that we build the kind of community Sergiovanni 

references if we want to ensure that staff are working together to support all children in the 

school community.  At Fairview, the strength of teacher relationships is key to creating 

whole-school celebrations, rituals and connections that bring the school community together.  

One day around the staff room table, a teacher was sharing about a student in her class 

and how the family was struggling to provide for their children. Without finishing her story, 

many staff members came up with ways to support. The breakfast program coordinator ensured 

that the children had breakfast and lunch, and our school youth-care worker insured the students 

had food to take home. The teacher who was supervising the “Sunshine Store” told the group 

how this year the students wanted to have a “VIP” time for those families that could really use 

the clothes. The school coordinator provided some free passes for activities with parks and 
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recreation, and gave the family leads on grants and funding they could apply for. Many months 

later, a bouquet of flowers, a box of chocolate, and a note were all left on the first teacher’s desk. 

The note quoted Dr. Suess, saying; “Unless someone like you cares a whole awful lot, nothing is 

going to get better. It's not” along with a heartfelt “thank you” from the family. This story is one 

of many that exemplify how the school community gathered together in support of students and 

their families. 

Conversation and Connection 

“Creating a positive future begins in human conversation. The simplest and most 

powerful investment any member of a community can make is to begin talking with other people 

as if the answer mattered.” (Wheatley, 2002, p. 22) We all need to talk to share our part of the 

world, our view of the world, and our interpretation of the world. If we do not leave space for 

everyone to express themselves, we are hindering the capacity of the individual and the 

collective. We not only grow by learning from self and others, we build shared meaning and 

connection through dialogue. In the words of Issacs in ​Dialogue and the Art of Thinking 

Together​ (1999).  

[D]ialogue is a living experience of inquiry within and between people. It deepens the 

glue that links people together. This glue is the genuine shared meaning and common 

understanding already present in a group of people. From shared meaning, shared action 

arises. (p 29).  

A theme that emerged in several survey responses was the impact of building positive 

relationships among school community members through conversation. Providing students with 
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opportunities for open, honest discussion about their struggles, both academic and social, enables 

students to understand that teachers and students are working and learning together. Through 

conversation, all voices in the classroom community can be heard and acknowledged. Everyone 

is on a learning journey, and how can we do better if we know only one way?  

 So much of my emphasis in teaching is put into developing happy, healthy 

relationships... by sharing my process with students... A method I use to bring out each 

child’s unique personality is through ‘Circle’ games and ‘restorative justice’. I use many 

games (group-building) read meaningful stories, teach values (kindness, empathy, 

understanding, tolerance, respect, safety) we make posters, refer to [our] posters with our 

agreements [class built expectations]. Generally, I find when I give my heart and soul the 

kids follow and amaze me with a naturally formed community.  (Appendix A) 

 

Providing students with meaningful time for conversations might look like helping each 

other with a new math concept or sharing stories about the weekend at the carpet. With clear 

expectations, students listen to the presenter.  

When a child is sharing their writing or even just talking in a class discussion... Everyone 

is a teacher in the room. Giving students time to talk to each other in the day 

(think-pair-share) and simply building on conversations initiated by a student. It's 

surprising how a student can go through many school days with so few meaningful 

conversations.  (Appendix A) 

Meaningful conversations provide those involved with an opportunity to stretch their brain and 

learn something new.  For many classrooms at Fairview this begins with setting the tone and 
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expectations for conversation where all students feel heard and valued. One class had an 

expectation chart that reminded students of what a good listener looks like, and students 

generated responses to provoke more conversation. “If you were the... how would you have 

felt…” and “I found… interesting, do you know more about it?” are just two examples of 

prompts in their classroom. The same class also has a poster which was created with students 

help, with prompts to help students work through a problem. Other classes take the approach of 

restorative justice​ where students have a voice in the discussion about consequences.  “When I 

come upon a conflict between students,  rather than force an apology, I ask ‘how can you fix it?’ 

if they don't know how I prompt ‘ask them’.” (Appendix A)When students are provided with the 

tools to be successful, they can and will be successful. 

A central goal for our education system is to have students be able to be successful in the 

world after their schooling. Providing students the ability to communicate is a fundamental step 

towards being self-sufficient in the real world. It also provides the ability to stand up for yourself 

or for what is right. “When a community of people discover that they share a concern, change 

begins. There is no power equal to a community discovering what it cares about.” (Wheatley, 

2002, pg. 26)  

A community needs to communicate to identify both the strengths and the struggles 

experienced.   When we stay in our classroom and struggle, everyone struggles. If we open our 

doors and talk to others about our classroom strengths and the areas needing support, we can 

utilize the strengths of others and improve our practice.  
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Conclusion 

“We will not find the solution to problems of violence, alienation, ignorance, and 

unhappiness in increasing our security, imposing more tests, punishing schools for their 

failure to produce 100 percent proficiency, or demanding that teachers be knowledgeable 

in the subjects they teach. Instead, we must allow teachers and students to interact as 

whole persons, and we must develop policies that treat the school as a whole 

community.” (Noddings, 2005, p. 8) 

Fairview exemplifies the kind of community that current thinkers like Margaret Wheatley and 

Adam Kahane are calling for in these times of complex change. The challenges our schools, and 

indeed our world, currently face are daunting.  Kahane (2008)  tells us, “when it comes to 

complex, tough problems--global warming, food crises, terror, drugs, urban decay, persistent 

poverty -- we have to go beyond the approaches that got us there is the first place.”(cited in 

Boyce 2008)  

As we are moving into the constantly changing global and political environment that 

Kahane describes, Wheatley and others tell us that we need to go beyond the individual and 

move toward a more communal way of thinking and living. I hope that everyone had a teacher or 

friend that changed everything as I have. This person is the one who breaks through walls and 

barriers to discover who you are at your core. Getting passed the uncomfortable stage of getting 

to know someone is work, but worth it when you have someone you can turn to and be 

vulnerable. “Humans can handle anything as long as we’re together” (Wheatley 2007). 
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We need to give our students the ability to connect with others. As educators we 

ultimately are involved in our student’s lives for a small fraction of time, but we can make a 

huge impact in that time. We need the support of our communities to not only support us through 

our struggles and celebrate our successes but also to help us work collectively in response to the 

challenges we face in our schools and communities. As Margaret Wheatley, says, “community is 

the unit of change, the only way we get through difficult times is together.” (cited in Boyce 

2008)  
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Chapter V: Conclusion  

Introduction 

As an educator, I was drawn to the research on relationship and connectedness as 

significant to my own teaching practice. Much research has been done on school connectedness 

and relationships in education.  Scholars like Noddings, Metzoff, Watson, Whitlock and Brown 

call for educators to invest in relationships with their students, to see them in  both their strength 

and vulnerability in order to  meet the needs of all of their students.  At the same time, this 

creates and strengthens connections with both their teachers and their peers.  It is this 

connectedness that engages and inspires our students into learning.  

These authors also highlight how it is essential to ensure that students have social 

emotional supports and skills in order to foster deeper content focus learning. It is important for 

educators to continually work on their understanding of how to best create a learning 

environment for our students that prepares them for the future and to keep in mind what Nel 

Noddings tell us is the purpose of education. It is not simply to make ​society​, as a whole, better, 

but rather it is to show care for ​people​ (Noddings 2012). 

My resonance with this research was affirmed in my first teaching assignment where I 

was placed in a school community that exemplified the potential of school connectedness, 

leading me this study.  My intent for this study was to examine how community and 

connectedness was created and fostered at Fairview Community School.   My research has 

inspired me more than I anticipated, leading me to my ‘best-yet’,  furthering my commitment to 

ensure students feel connected to their classrooms and school community through relationships.  

 



Connected Schools: How do we build connectedness in schools?  51 

The significance of this research in the immediate context of our public schools is clear. 

We need to create a safe place and opportunities for students to develop their capacities and 

skills to interact with others in their world.  

At this time in our history, we are in great need of processes that              

can help us weave ourselves back together. We've lost confidence          

in our great human capabilities. We need processes to help us           

reweave connections, to discover shared interests, to listen to one          

another's stories and dreams. We need processes that take         

advantage of our natural ability to network, to communicate when          

something is meaningful to us. We need processes that invite us to            

participate, that honor our creativity and commitment to the         

organization. (Wheatley, 1999) 

If we do not provide the skills and tools of change to our students, we make it challenging for 

them to achieve the goals they might have to make society a better place. 

Discussion  

 The primary research tool was a survey completed by students and staff at Fairview 

Community School. Responses were reviewed and categorized into the following emergent 

themes: connected communities, Bounce as a catalyst for connection, positive relationships, 

conversation and connection.  Students and staff at Fairview Community school created strong 

connections in their community because of the commitment to maintain collaborative and 
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positive relationships and to ensure there were structures to support the ongoing development of 

relationship and community.  

“Everything we do then, as teachers, has moral overtones.” (Noddings, 1986, p. 179) We 

are constantly being watched for the things that we do and dont due. Everytime you roll your 

eyes, sneeze or stub a toe. As educators we need to work hard to present the best version of 

ourselves as possible, that being said, it is also important for us to show our students that we are 

not always at our best and share as Brown (2012) speaks to so eloquently, our vulnerabilities. 

Showing students that it doesn't matter how far you fall down, but it does matter that you stand 

back up and try again or move on.  

As Peterson (1992) highlighted in his journey from going from a “high-end” school to 

one that requires a lot of support, it showed me the similarities in my work and how important it 

is to provide students with meaningful time together. Through my research I learned that the 

strength of the relationship between both student and teacher and teacher and teacher provided 

the scaffold for connectedness.   “Bounce” created the structure and time everyday for the whole 

school community to come together in a daily ritual.  In this time we create a community that 

supports all members. Bounce provides students a time where the only demand on them is to 

‘show up’, to be there physically. Safe and welcoming, the structure of Bounce does not force 

students to do what they do not know what to do, it provides them a place where they can be part 

of the group, it whatever way that is.  

Peterson (1992) also talked about taking what you have in front of you and making the 

best of the situation. “Bounce” always provided students with a fresh start every morning. It 

doesn't matter how hard you dance, if you danced at all,  it is just important that you are part of 
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the group. Mornings are difficult for many students, and providing a space like “Bounce” for 

them to focus on starts their day in a good way.  

For many at Fairview, “Bounce” provided a space to be vulnerable and provide students 

with social skills. If we do not provide students with opportunities to be connected and learn the 

skills of connecting with one another,  we are not setting them up for success in the future. Give 

students the skills to be successful, and many will rise to the occasion, others may need more 

guidance. For those students that resist dancing at “Bounce”, with the right song they start 

moving. Whenever a student requests a song for “Bounce”, I do my best to accommodate their 

selection, as long as it is school appropriate. I also love hearing their input on which songs we 

pull from our repertoire, really fun when they pull something from way back in the archive.  

As Margret Wheatley (1992) said: “there is no power greater than a community 

discovering what matters.” (p. 341). Once staff have discovered their core values and what their 

school needs, growth will happen. When a staff is united the community will benefit in many 

different ways, and the number one way is making it a better place for students. This was 

exemplified at Fairview, with its teacher lead initiatives, and powerful learning that was provided 

for the students. Teacher connections allowed for Fairview staff to think outside of the box and 

approach different problems they were facing within the school community. Once teachers 

realized their passions were similar it inspired personal and professional growth for many. 

“Watching a former teacher that I worked with up on stage during bounce. He was so full of life 

and made me ​PROUD ​ to be part of the school” (Appendix A). 
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Implications 

As the year ended, I received a job at a different school, where I hope to introduce others 

to an understanding of why school connectedness is essential to student learning and to the 

potential of structures such as “Bounce” to build school connectedness and community. I venture 

into next year with the idea that I will begin small by starting a dance group after school for 

community members to ‘drop-in’ and try. Staff, students, and community members would be 

invited and welcome to come and dance, or just sit and watch. Once some of the community 

have seen and felt how awesome the dance portion is, I will begin conversations, with staff and 

principal, about the other important parts of bringing community together, like the morning 

message, and how important it is to do it everyday. In the words of Margaret Wheatley (2009), 

“there is no more powerful way to initiate significant change that to convene a conversation” (p. 

26). I know that it will take some time for teachers and students to warm up to Fairview 

“Bounce” level, or they might take it somewhere else. The important part of “Bounce” is not the 

music or the dancing, it is about creating a space where everyone belongs and developing 

structures and rituals to bring the school community together.  It will be important to keep 

Petersen’s perspective in mind, ‘community rituals are best when they’re rooted in students’ 

lives and when they develop as community members work at living and working together” (p. 

24).  It will take some learning, laughter, and perseverance. Sergiovanni (1994) reminds us that 

“community building takes courage”.  It requires relational trust, open-mindedness and dialogue. 

It is not always easy to invite people into dialogue, but it is an investment into our work together 

in support of our students and their families.  
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