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Thrive is a research study that aims
to understand what helps young
people to finish school well. Our
research will identify and leverage the
strengths of young people, schools
and communities through co-design
initiatives  to support students who
experience educational disadvantage.
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The Thrive study is a multi-disciplinary research partnership between
Western Sydney University, University of Technology Sydney, and the NSW
Department of Education. Funding to the universities is provided from the
PaulRamsay Foundation and The NSW Department of Educationis providing
support, in kind. The project aims to examine the interconnected factors
that impact on the ability of students flourish in school environments. We
use novel, integrated methods to understand diverse student experiences,
model educational pathways and co-design initiatives with schools across
New South Wales to support student engagement and wellbeing. Elevating
the voices and experiences of young people is central to this project.

The NSW Department of Education Plan for NSW Public Education 2024-
2027 recognises the need for schools to foster a sense of belonging among
students. Current priorities focus on ensuring every student feels known,
valued, and cared for. Research shows when students feel safe, valued,
and accepted at school, they are more likely to engage in learning, develop
healthy relationships, and succeed in achieving their goals.

The Thrive research team at Western Sydney University conducted in-depth
research with seven public high schools in metropolitan and regional NSW
to understand the role that school belonging plays in student experience
and what schools do to support students to feel they belong.

Between March and July 2025, we engaged with schools, employing
qualitative methods to capture the perspectives of. students across year
groups; staff, including school leaders, wellbeing staff and classroom
teachers; and a small number of parents. Students took part in a group-
based discussion using an arts-based method called body mapping.
Principals were interviewed individually, and teachers and parents were
involved in focus groups.

Specifically, we heard from:
/2 students
/8 staff members
23 parents

We have analysed the data from consultations with students, staff and
parents, and synthesised the key messages below.



Peer relationships

Belonging to a peer group and having strong, positive relationships with
peers was highlighted by students, staff and parents as the cornerstone
of school belonging. Being accepted and valued by peers helped students
form an understanding of who they were and where they fit in at school.
Friendships were expressed as providing a daily sense of safety, promoting
participation in school life and protecting against stress and overwhelm.
Healthy friendships encouraged attendance and created an environment
where students felt they could reach their academic potential.




In general, there was a sense that most students eventually ‘find their tribe’,
but it was also clear this was not the case for everyone. Bullying, often
amplified by social media, undermined sense of belonging for students
who were seen as not fitting in or conforming to social norms. This may
be due to differences in learning abilities, physical appearance, sexual
orientation or gender identity, and religious, cultural or racial background.
Students who experienced bullying felt isolated and rejected by their
peers. Overall, the phone ban was viewed positively but many reported it
did little to stop cyberbullying that happened outside schools and carried
over onto school grounds. Students were critical of anti-bullying policies
that penalised the ‘good Samaritans’ who stepped in to help and felt that
schools could do more to respond fairly to bullying episodes.

Students felt immense pressure
to fit in and conform to the social
order (e.g. ‘cool culture, tall poppy
syndrome’), with many describing
how they hid their true selves and
changed their behaviour to avoid
social rejection. Gendered peer
dynamics were also reported,
with some girls describing how
small groups of disruptive boys
undermined their ability to learn and
feel comfortable at school.




‘I had a lot of things going on and [teacher] noticed that | was sad one day. He's
like ‘if you want to talk, I'm here’. It was nice to hear someone say that.”
(Student)

“I think the fact the executive staff are at the front gate every morning... greeting

every student and know our kids’names and know who they are...[they ] seem to

know who our kids are individually, and | think that's a really important thing.”
(Parent)
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Havingatrustedteacher whoknowsand caresabout themhelped students
belong at school. Teachers who connected with students around their
passions and interests — whether curriculum- based or extracurricular —
motivated them to engage in school and built their confidence. Wellbeing
staff were recognised as playing a vital role in fostering a culture of trust
and emotional safety, offering students a consistent and compassionate
space where they felt supported to share personal challenges and access
help.

Students felt a stronger sense of belonging when teachers used
approachesthatrecogniseddiverselearning needs and created classroom
environments that the young people experience as respectful. When
teaching was perceived to be less responsive to individual needs, it could
leave students feeling lost, hesitant to seek help, dissatisfied with classes,
and worried about falling behind. Developing a deep understanding
of each student, their individual strengths and aspirations and guiding
them towards relevant post-school pathways was considered critical to
supporting studentsto finish school welland was deeply valued by students
and parents. Students and staff appreciated that tertiary education was
not a universal goal and highlighted the importance of developing links
to other training and employment opportunities (e.g. TAFE) and providing
tailored support to students at risk of disengaging.



‘I used to get bullied in the younger years of high school. Id go to the library
because theres teachers there and you're not alone.”

(Student)

We heard about many innovative initiatives taking place in schools to foster
student belonging. Sense of belonging was nurtured through intentional
spaces, student-centred activities and programs designed to support
positive peer connections, identity development, emotional wellbeing, and
school pride. For example, designated outdoor spaces for specific year
groups and home rooms, celebrations of diversity, and niche student clubs.
These initiatives were based on peer support and teacher mentoring to
facilitate the development of social skills and competencies for belonging
such as self-awareness, teamwork, and emaotional resilience. Wellbeing
hubs and libraries provided safe, inclusive spaces for students who felt
isolated or vulnerable to bullying, offering a refuge where they could feel
supported and connected both with peers and teachers. Some schools
reported a lack of dedicated physical spaces that served as a barrier to
providing opportunities to belong.
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“You have to get pretty creative with how you're allocating your staff and roles
and leaning on your relationships in the community and the like as well. We do it as

best we can, but its not without its disappointments and challenges.”
(Staff)

Disruptions to schooling and employment
after the COVID-19 pandemic and
recent natural disasters, the cost-of-
living crisis, increases in student mental
health challenges and neurodiversity,
and the prominence of social media
were all identified as contributing to the
increasingly complex needs of students.
Access to wellbeing and learning support,
and initiatives like breakfast clubs and
providing free uniforms, were seen as»
essential to creating a safe, inclusive
environment that reduced barriers to
participation and wellbeing. Despite their
commitment, schools faced significant
resource constraints and gaps in the availability of external community
services, requiring school leaders to apply for external funding and find
creative ways to mobilise staff and community resources to support
students. In particular, the need for more human capital resources, such as
support workers or wellbeing staff, was raised by staff due to the increased
teacher workload and large classroom sizes that made it challenging to
cater to individual student needs.
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Students valued opportunities to forge positive connections with peers and
teachers across a wide range of group-based activities, including student-led
activities and in safe school spaces.

“I wish there would be more support and more activities to bring groups together.”
(Student)

Students wanted fair anti-bullying strategies that actively support the wellbeing
of students who are bullied and hold those who engage in bullying accountable
for their behaviour. They suggested incentivising students in some way to speak
up in the face of bullying.

“The school rules are kind of harsh... the person who tried to help me, they also got
suspended but they tried to intervene for a good reason...tried to protect me. “
(Student)

Students want to feel heard and listened to through student voice initiatives that
result in change.

‘I feel like the SRC is pretty overrated. They don't actually listen to your ideas.”
(Student)

Students value programs that support transitions into high school and feel
these strengthened their ability to belong e.g. Year 7 camps, buddy programs,
performances.

‘I feel like everyone finds it difficult to fit, especially the change from primary school to
high school. It took me maybe two years for me to find my proper friend group.”
(Student)

Students had diverse aspirations and want to see transition pathways that
reflect these, including links with businesses and community organisations to
facilitate work experience, training and employment opportunities.

‘I get to learn about life and future work and stuff and also prepare me for the
future.”
(Student)

Students valued their wellbeing needs being met at school, including in
collaboration with external service organisations to provide place-based, holistic
and wraparound support at school e.g. integrated wellbeing models.

“We have counsellors [here]. Some of them are from HeadSpace. You can self-refer...
I've got a time out card...you can either talk to someone or you can just do an activity
that calms you down.”

(Student)



The THRIVE team will take the lessons from this research into the next
phase, which will involve working closely with a small number of schools
INn a co-design process. Schools will be supported to identify initiatives that
support student belonging and develop the tools to embed and evaluate
place-based initiatives.
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Watch our video
to see young
people’s creations
during the body
mapping sessions
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