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An Exploration of Psychological Sense of Commi.inity in
Western Australian School Children -
Abstract

The current exploratory study examined Psychological Sense of Community (PSOC)
in 16 Western Australian school children, between the ages of seven and eight from .
two schools in the Perth metropolitan region. The aim was to identify whether young
children understand the concept of PSOC, within their school environment, A
qualitative methodology using semi-structured interviews was employed. Questions
were generated based on the Neighbourhood Youth Inventory (INYT) and the Semse of
Community Index (SCI), s a measure of children’s PSOC in their school
environment. A thematic content analysis was performed using a question ordered
matrix, to compile common themes and meanings from within the descriptive data.
Results indicated children in one school did possess an understanding of PSOC in
their school environment. The second school did not reveal an understanding of
PSOC, rather they displayed a sense of belonging to their school in relation to
enrolment, and exhibited antisocial behaviours. The findings of this exploratory study
suggest if PSOC can be identified and nurtured in young children, it is possible the
beneficial effects of PSOC such as reciprocal friendships, belonging to a group, and
prosocial behaviours may develop and continue throughout an individual’s lifespan.
The financial, social and psychological implications for the Western Australian -

- Department of Justice, health care system and society are discussed,
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Introduction
Australian society is emerging as a unique collection of mu lticulﬁirél peoples,

with common symbols and a sharea history, two of the ﬁmdameqtal factors |
considered to be signiﬁﬁant in buil.ding a psychological sense of community (PSOC) |
(Bishop & D’Rozario, 2002; Fisher & Sonn, 2002; McMillan & Chavis, 1986)' These
corﬁmon symbol systems create and maintain a PSOC, whilst a shared history |
provides increased relationships between the members of a community (McMi'llan. &
Chavis).. The construct of PSOC was first introduced by Sarason (1974) and defined
as: |

“the perception of similarity to others, an acknowledged

interdependence with others, a willingness to maintain this

interdependence by giving to, or doing for others what one

expects from them, the feeling that one is part of a larger

dependable and stable structure”,

(Sarason, 1974, p. 157).
The significance of the word ‘psychologica!l” refers to the meaning of the community
to the member, and their perception of, or reaction to their community (Roeser,
Midgley & Urdan, 1996). Sarason suggested PSOC could be arrived at through an
individual’s ﬁmilarity to others in a particular group, and their voluntafy
interdependence promotes feelings of belonging to a larger order.
A Review of Psychological Sense of C_'ommuniry
Prominent resea_rchers McMil!an and Chavis (1986} proposed a definition,

theory and model u’fil_ised in researching PSOC, The authors suggested that it
comprises four definitive components, nafnely: membership, influence, integration
and fulfilment of needs, and shared emotional connection. The first element of
mendership refers to the member’s feelings of beldngi_ng, and consists of boundaries

allowing individuals to establish the parameters of their relationships with others.

These parameters can be psychological barriers, or physical barriers such as wearing
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similar clothing, exhibiting analogous behaviour, or using a particular language within
the c_omrhﬁnity for the specific function of establishing those who belong, as opposed .
to those who are excluded (McMillan & Chavis). This creates an emotional séfety |
barrier to preserve group intimacy and identity, folioweld by a sense of Selongiﬁg and
identification that enhances an individual’s self-efficacy, as well as the perce;ﬁtion_of
acceptance within their commu.nity (McMillan & Chavis).. The belief of personal
investment provides a sense of worth and the feeling of membership in their
community (McMillan & Chavis, 1986; Pretty, 1990). The final sub;element of
membership described by McMillan and Chavis is the shared symbo! system
individuals utilise within their communities, and they are defined by the value and
meaning assigned by those who belong and represent th.e system that connects
individuals within their communities. |

The second element of PSOC, J'nﬂuence is expla_ihed a§ the. feeling that
members maiter to one another in a group (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). This element
cqmpri ses fdur significant features. Firstly, members.are drawn towards communities
where they feel a sense of power, and secondly, a corrélation exists b.etwe_en the |
community’s influence on the member and their PSOC. Thirdly, intimacy is a result
of the consensual agreement and influence occurring' simultaneously between the
members and their community. This concept is bi-directional in nature as the
member’s ability to influence the group, is equal to the group’s influence on the
members (McMillan & Chavis). |

The third element of PSOC proposed by McMillan and Chavis (1986) is
integration and fulfilment of nzeds described as a shared faith between members that
their needs will be satisfied, as a result of their commitment to be togethér. ltisa

community’s capacify for'reciprocity that allows for an individual’s PSOC to be
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intensified through shared intimacy, and high levels of self-disclbsure (McMillan &
Chavis, 1986; McMillan, 1996). To facilitate the preservation of a community’s
positive sense of togetherness, the associat.ion must be rewarding for the members ahd
the community, and bi-directional in nature (Pretty, 1990). .Rei_nforcement. and
fulfilment of an individual’s needs bind the ﬁlembers and their communities t_pgeth'er,'
and so communities are rﬁo;e cohesive if the members sense their value§ and ideas are
shared (Brodsky, O’Campo & Aronson, 1999; Solomon, Watson, Battistitch, Schap's
& Delucchi, 1996). This can be attributed to factors such és the status of the member
and thé success of the community (McMillan & Chavis).

' The final element described by McMillan and Chavis (1986) is shared
emotional connection, wich represents the underlying mores and valﬁes of a
community, whereby “time, place, history and experiences aré shared" (McMillan &
Chavis, 1986, p.I 9). The fundamental tenet. being the increased familiarity b.etween
individuals who see each othér regularly, will result in a strongér attachment if the
relationship has been a positive influence (McMilIan & Chavis). A strong community
allows its members to interact in the group, contributing to the creation of events and
the development of a spiritual bond through shared life experiences (McMillan & |
Chavis). These experiences do not have to be éncountered by all community members
simultaneously, to be an essential facet of the ethos of a community (Fisher & Sonn,
1999). It has been suggested that the four elements of PSOC and the factors
contributing to each of the elements described by McMillan and Chavis, combineto
en_gend'er aPSOC ﬁthin individuals and fhei_r ﬁommunities (Brodsky et.al., 19%9;
Chavis & Pretty, 1999; Obst, Zinkiewicz & Smi_th_,_2002; Pretty, 1990; Pretty &

McCarthy, 1991; Puddifoot, 1996; Sonn, Bishop & Drew, 1999). ' %
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Communities are essential in the development of mutual collaboration and
inter-reliance between individuals (Burroughs & Eby, 1998; Wiesenfeld, 1996), asa
result the shared responsibilities or unique objectiﬁes are organised froni within these |
communities. Although common elements exist such as the sharé_d sirﬁilaritigs ofthe
cbmmunity members.(Chavis, Hogge, McMillan & Wandersman, 1986; Sarason,
1974; Wiesenfeld, 1996),'.fhey also create exclusiveness depending on the functionzﬂ
relationship between the éommunity and_its member‘.s (Sarason, 1974). PSOC has
been explained as the connection individuals may experience iowards ot_hers based on
their interaction, in any number of séttings (Hill, 1996). Effectively, individuals who
possess or experience a PSOC are more likely to relate to other members, they
consider belong to théir community {Brodsky & Marx, 2001; Chavis & Wandersman,
1990, Glynn, 1986; Sarason, 1974; Wiesenfeld, 1996).

An individual’s concept of community is capable of being diého_tomﬁus in
nature as it can be either geographical referring toa locality, or as a result of an
individual’s association with their community (Heller, 1989; Hunter & Riger, 1986;
Nasar & Julian, 1995). Recent indications have recommen’ded geographical locality is
not necessarily indicative ofa strong and interdependent community (Sonn & Fisher,
1996), thus, the concéptualisation of comlﬁunity is moving away from being |
exclusively geographical in nature, to incorporating ideas relating to thé comnimﬁty
member’s sense of being (Sonn & Fishér). Community caﬁ be described as a multi-
faéeted collection of individuals possessing a diverse array of qualities, réligions,
séciél, and eéonomic resources (F isher_ & Sonn, 2002; Heller, 1989; Osterman, 2000;
Sarason, 19'!4) and is socially constructed, as its existence is depéndent oﬁ an

individual’s involvement in it (Wiesenfeld, 1996).
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Recently their has been a heightened awareness concerning the loss of

community, due to the decreased involvement of individuals in their communities, as

‘a consequence of urbanisation, increased transportation, and fear of crime (Brodsky &
Marx, 2061; Glynn, 1986; Heiler, 1989; Hunter, 1975; Nasar & Julian, 1995). The .
negative cost in relation to t_h_é loss of community could be attributed to .a number of
psychological deficits, which ultimétely impacts on an individual’s .psychologic_al |
well-being (Dunham, 1986; Preﬁy, Conroy, Dugay, Fowler & Williams, 1996.;
Sarason, 1974; Sarason, 1986; Sergiovanni, 1994). These negative social interactions
have more of an augmented inﬂﬁential effect on an individual’s well—being,.than

: posiﬁve social interactions appear to genefate (Rook, 1984). Hence, fhe paradigm of
PSOC has been the subject of increased attention using McMiilan and Chavis_’s-
(1986) model of PSQC. This has resulted in many studies written in a variety of :
contexts such as urban environments {Chavis & Wandersman, 1990; Glynn, 1981;
Nasar & Julian, 1995), uni{;ersities {(Lounsbury & DeNeui, 1996), cross-cultural
groups (Sonn & Fisher, 1996) and schools (Pretty et al., 1996; Pooley, Pike,_ Drew &
Breén, 2002;'P.ooley, Breen, Pike, Cohen & Drew, 2002; Solomon et al., 1996).

| The cohcept of PSOC put forward by McMillan and Chavis (1986) offers

considerable motivation for cbmmunity involvement and pérticipati_on (Davidsori &
Cotter, 1991; 1993). In this regard, a number of studies have examined PSOC asa
catalyst. for community development and empowerment of community members
(Chavis & Wandersﬁlan, 1990; Newbrough_ & Chavis, 1986; Stumpers, 2002).. Chavis
and Wandersman found PSOC directly impacts on participation in community. o
ofganisations and the social interaction between neighbours, resuiting in an iricreaséd_
PSOC. Thg factors inherent in PSOC such as the feelings of belonging and shared

emotional connection with others are suggested to be vital to human functioning
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(McMillan & Chavis). Therefore, the absence of these feelings could result in
isolation, loneliness, alienation and depression (Pretty et al., 1996) thus, ifthe .
elements of PSOC Weré fostered it the wid er community it_could function as a buffer
against negative well-being in individuéls (Davidson & Cotter, 1991; Perry, 1999). A
significant correlation between PSOC and three cbmponents of subjective well-being
(SWB), namely: positive effects such as happy, cheerful, and pléased, negative .efects
such as sadness worry and anger, and perceived efficacy referring to an individual’s
ability to manage their bwh lives was e'stablish.ed by Davidson and Cotter. The survéy
indicated ind.ividuals who possessed significantly high measures of PSOIC, also
exhibited high levels of SWB (Davidson & Cotter). An examination of the measures
utilised for SWB established that happiness demonstrated the most salient correlation
with PSOC (Davidson & Cotter). |

Further research concerning the development of an individual’s PSOC
(Davidson, Cotter & Stovall, 1991) revealed need fulfilment was significantly and-
positively related to PSOC in individuals. Davidson and Cotter (1989) focused on the
association between an individual’s PSOC and their political partiéi pation. Thé
authors found PSOC demonstrated a significant influence on an individual’s voting
and community parficipation. They suggested PSOC could function as a vehicle for
the enhancement of numérous social and psychological developments in the wider
comfnunity. Davidson and Cotter (i 993) explored this idea utilising a model
comprising variables includirig PSOC, school related beliefs, and characteﬁstics
: relating to the demographics of the ﬁarticipants. The authors found an individual’s
voting intention was affected by their school beliefs, and therefore, public schools that
prdmote PSOC could produce positive effects on health and well-being (Davidson &

Cotter, 1993; Perry, 1999).
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Findings from research conducted on residential neighbourhoods have
suggested neighbourhoods do not offer the feelings of belongi.ng, or provide the social
networks and support that individuals reﬁuire (Royal & Rossi, 1996). Royal and
Rossi indicateﬂ connections outside_ of an individual ’.s local geograbhical area have
replaced the deterioration of connectidns to family and neighbours. The focus of
research 1s currently @n commuﬁities establishing themselves on the networks of
-individuéls ;mteracting within formal organisations, and as members of iﬁformal
grdubs (R.oya.l & Rossi, 1996; Sonn & Fishér, 1996). The fundamental role schools
perform for childre’n can be analogous to the role of the workplace for adults, as
 individuals not only find meaning, identity, and support from within their
neighbourhoods, they also find it within their friendships, schools and workplaces - .
(Royal & Rossi). |

* A measure of PSOC at work (PSCW) ﬁras conceptualised and developed by
Burroughs and Eby (1998). Their findings suggested PSCW functions on different
levels and needs further analyﬁis, y.et PSOC is a phenomenon created in individuals
and can have ar influence on their happiness in the workplace. There were several g
underlying elements revealed in addition to those already mentioned includiﬁg a sén.s'e
of collectivism, ne’ighbourliriess, reflection, and an acceptance of the diversiiy in
individuals (Burroughs & Eby). Burroughs and Eby contended these dinjensibns were
associated with the maintenﬁnﬁe of PSCW as they enriched an indiv_idual’s shared
emotfonal connection. The authors acknowlédged their study provided support for
McMillan and Chavis’s (1986) inodel of PSOC and in addition to the geograpiiiéal
location, an individual’s workplace can also be characterised in terms of the intimate
and distant assc:ciations between people. If this notioﬁ is transferred tb school

communities, schools that promote children working together reduce the risk of low -
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academic achievement, if the children’s social experiences have been positive
(Burroughs & Eby, 1998; Perry, 1999; Royal & Rossi, 1996).

The literature discussed thus far has depicted PSOC across numerous contexts,
although the elements involved in PSOC may be distinctive to specific contéxts,
rather than the existence of common elenients that denote PSOC-across all éontexts
{Hill, 1996). For example, participation in the natural environment may not be as |
impoﬁant in somé contexts as it is in others (Hill). This assumptioﬁ supports Sarason
(1974) who suggested PSOC is a characteristic of the community not the individual |
merﬁbers. Sonn and Fisher (1996) used McMillan and Chavis’s (1986) model to
develop a profile of a politically constructed group, and que_stioned this notion.
Participants were members of a minority group, who create.d a relational community,
entrenched within a geographical location, and dominated by an alternative culture.
The authors observed the strain between the need to belong and maintain a cuitﬁral
identity, and the group processes involved with individuals who were classed as
coloured in South Africa, and now living in Melbourne, Austl;alia. Their results
indicated individuals rejected the “imposed identity construct” (p.427) in preference
for their national identity. This highlights the ﬁi gnificance of discerning the elements
involved in community attachment and identity formation, considering the influence
PSOC is suggested to have on community empowerment (Chavis & Pretty, 1999).
Thus, in. contrast to Hill and Sarason if suggests PSOC is characteristic of individuals,
niot of their communities (Sonn & Fisher).

The previm.l.s research raises the question of whether an individual’s
attachment and identity is influenced by their PSOC, or if it is reciprocal in nature
(Chavis & Pretty, 1999, McMillan, 1996). Lorian and N,ewbrdugh {1996) defined

PSOC as representing a comprehensive notion of one’s self. For that reason belonging
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to a community and possessing a PS_OC does not exclude an understanding of the

multiple roles within individuals, or their communities (Brodsky & Marx, 2001;

* Heller, 1989; Lorian & Newbrough, 1996; Wiesenfeld,- 1996).

Psychological Sense of Community in School

The above reséarch outlines the bengﬁts of PSOC in the adult arena; however,
theré has been a sub.stantiall amount of reSeérch in regards to an adolescent’s PSGC in
a variety of contexts (Pretty, Andrewes & Collett, 1994; Pretty et al, 1996). An
examination of how fo.rmal organisationé are influenced by PSOC with relevance to |
adolescents of all ages, regarding their neighbourhood aﬁd school PSOC experiences
of social support and loneliness was conducted by Pretty, Andrewes and Collett.
Findings revealed thé significance of PSOC for adolescents was similar to adults, and
that McMillan and Chavis’s (1986) model was successful in measuring an
individual’s understanding of _fheir social milieu (Pretty et al.). The authors suggested
social support mechanisms are importént fo an adolescent’s community context.

- Therefore, pursuing community programs that ilncrease the invoIv_ement of
adolescents in their cofnmunities would.be beneficial (Chavis & Wande_rsmén, 1990;
Davidson & Cotter, 1993: .Pretty et al., 1994). |

Further research cond_uctgd by Pretty et al. (1996) examined PSOC and its
signiﬁcaﬁce in relation to loneliness for adolescents between the ages of 13 and 18.
The participants completed a questionnaire pertaining to their PSOC, social support,
well-being and loneliness in the context of their school and neighbourhood. Findings
demonstrated a significant correlation between a Iaélc of PSOC and loneliness, and the .
erﬁotional aspects of an individual’s well-being (Preity et al.). Statistical analysis
revealed .adolescents created their community frameworks, by incorporating

characteristics from both their social support networks and their PSOC (Pretty et al.),
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Older adolescents demonstrated a lower rating of PSOC in their neighbourhood and
schools than younger adolescents; therefore, fostering the elements of PSOC in

" younger childrén's school environfnents might have a positive effect on their sense of
well-being, and lower susceptibility to loneliness in later life, This.could iﬁpact on
the proliferation of adolescents becoming involved in street gaﬁgs, and the subsequent
criminal and vio]eht.beh.a.viour associated with that enviror}fnent (Pretty éI_: al.).

Adolescent’s perceptions of their neighbourhoods \#as investigated using
McMillan and Chaﬁis’s (1986) model of PSOC by Chipuer et al. (1999). The authors
used discourse analysis as it captured the comprehensive framework within which an
adolescent’s reality is creaied (Punch, 2000). Chipuer et al. dc\}elo_ped the
Neighbourhood Youth Inventory (NYI), which resulted in a better understanding of
adolescents’ experiences of neighbouring. The scale adequately measured
adolescent’s PSOC in rural and urban neighbourhodds within Australia and Canada,
and was the first archetype to use the verbal accounts of adolescent§ (Chipuer &
Pretty, 1999). The authors concluded the context in which an individual interacts has
a fundamental impact on their development, therefore the ability to measure
adolescent’s experiences of PSOC in their neighbourhood, can lead to a greater
understanding of the impact on their group interactions throughout their lifespan
(Chipuer & Pretty).

Solomon et al. (1996) contended a similar line of reasening could be applied
to children 1n their school environment, Researchei's have used McMillan and
Chavis’s (1986) theoretical framework to further explore the phenomenon of PSOC
within the school setting (Glynn, 1986; Pooley, Pike et al., 2002, Pooley, Breen et al,
2002; Pretty et af., 1996; Sonn & Fisher, 1996) One such intervention program

implemented in schools to measure and promote the elements of PSOC was the Child
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Development Project (CDP). The social environment within the classroom was the
focus for the CDP (Schaps & Solomon, 1990; Solomon et al., 1996), and the
underlying assumption was that tﬁe social environment éxpérienced in the classroom
could have é diﬁhotomous impact on children, 'depending on whether the experiénce is
positive or negative {Solomon et al) The project attempted to pfomote aPSOC in
children, as this could impadt positively on their social and psychological |
development (Schaps & Solomon, 1990; Solomon et al., 1996). The effectiveness of
the CDP was examined in three échools, with three alternative schools as'compa'rison
groups. The result.s.i.ndicat'ed that a positive PSOC was associated with high student
motivation and the strongest an with PSOC was emotional factors such as self-
esteem, and lik‘mg for their school (Ostennan; 2000; Schaps & Solomon, 1990;
Solomon et al., 1996). Children who possessed a sensé of acceptance by their
communities experienced a higher PSQC than those children who did not regard
themselves as a valuable merﬁber (Royal & Rossi, 1996). Child;en’s understandin.g. of
their school community as a caring environment, of which they aré an integral pé.rt;
substantiates the importanée of bromoting the fundamental elements of PSOC in
schools (Belenardo, 2001; Schaps & Solomon, 1990, Sdlomon etal., 1996).'

Children spend a great deal of their lives at school and in a positive school
context an indiv_i'dual’s social devélopment will prosper (Pei-ry, 1999; Solomon et al.,
1996). Providing children with a positive PSOC in their school environment promotes
feelings of belonging to the school and to each other'(Perrj), and students who
possess a positive PSOC in their classrooms are more likely .to accept the norms and
values of their particular commuﬁity (Solomon et al.). Cn'ssmaﬁ_, Hiller, Spires, Pope
and Beal (2000) conducted SEmi-stmctunfed intervicws involving teachers, students,

parents and administrators, in order to examine which themes were common to
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children’s PSOC. The authors found the school community was vigorously in the
process of generating their own community of mind as a direct result of diversity,
learning, and the combined int'el_'actions of the children and teachers within the schobi
commﬁnity. Through these combined interactions Crissman et al. suggested that the
school had created the conditions for a sense of human agency. That is, a personal and
collective responsibility towards commumty building had developed where learmng
had become a shared v1snon for the entire school community. These fi indings
concurrcd with Serglovanm s (1 994) line of reasoning in relation to community being
a subjective phenorﬁénon thét is unique to each community, and consequently is
developed from within each community. The proceés'_empoﬁvefs all members to
transform not only themselves but also their community (Beattie, 1995). Ona
: psfchblogical level this could be demonstrated in the amount of prosocial behaviours
exhibited within the school environment (Greener, 2000, Oﬁyx & Bullen, 2000).

An examination of eight to twelve year old children’s peer assessmeﬁts of

prosocial behaviours.and its association .with' teacher, peer, and sélf-assessments Was

conducted by Greener (2000). Reﬁuits démonstrated that teachers and peer ratings of
classmates’ behaviours were significantly correlated and the self-ratiri gs were also
associated, although at a lower level. Children prosper.in peer relationships if they are
perceived as possessing prosocial attitudels'and behaviours and if thefr peers identify
them as possessing a high prosocial status, they are less likely to have experieﬁced
peer rgjection (Greéner, 2000; Perry, 1999). Considering the reiationship between |
prosocial skills and social acceptélnce by others, it is essential that interventions
consider the social coﬁtext in which a child learns i:rosocial behaviours (Greener). '

The development of prosocial behaviours iﬁ children such as sharing, helping,

comforting and cooperating behaviours was investigated by Jackson and Tisak
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(2001). Results indicated seven and eight year old children although they felt it was
wrong not to comfort, were less likely to-comfoﬁ and least disturbed by a negative
self-evaluation, than when the other prosocial behaviours of helping, cooperating, and
sharing were involved {Jackson & Tisék). This could be indicative of the children’s
inability to constrLict behaviours in their mind of how. t6 comfort a friend. Therefore,
children may not be able to articulate their understanding of comforting beﬁavioufs,

as opposed to helping, sharing, and coop'erating beﬁaviours_ (Jackson & Tisak). An’
important methodological limitation in th_is study was the inability of the younger
children to understand some of the quf;stions. This could have been eliminated with a
pilot study to ascertain thé appropriateness of the wofding for the particular age :group
(Garbarino & Stott:, 1992), However, _;he research does enhance the growing bo&y of
evidence supporting an earlier introchjction. of the elements qf PSOC within the school
environme_nt (Pooley, Pike et al., 200:2), which in turn would increase positive
'prosocial'developrﬁent in children. Mbre specifically, the promotion of the_ elements
involved in PSQOC in the school environment could effectively fedﬁce the number of
children whﬁ participafe in antisocial behaviours such as violence and bullying (Beale *
& Scott, 2001; Jackson & Tisak, 2001; Soutter & McKenzie, 2000)..

- The integral element of an inc:lividu'a!‘.s view of themselves can be attributed to
their memberships and reciprocal relationships within their social groups (Cassidy,
Aikins & Chernoff, 2003; Terry, Hogge & White, 1999), Individuals have a collective
need to be associated with common ideas, mores and 'value_s, which provide a shared |
consequence and a sense of belonging reciprocated By_bthers (Fisher & Sonn, 2002,
Sergiovanni, 1994). An increased. amouﬁt of group cohesion occufﬁ when there is a
 reciprocal influence between group leaders and the members involved in the

| community (McMillan, 1996). However, a balance in reciprocity and power needs to
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be maintained, as the social exchanges within each community can have
consequences on individuals in positive and negative ways (Ter;'y et al.). This
supports the theoretical assumption PSOC is not only characterised by social support,
but also by an individual’s reciprocal f'riendshiﬁs (Liang, Krause & Bennett, 2001;
McMillan, 1996). ..

‘Friendships allow children to create an understanding of not only themselves
but of‘ their social world (Bukowski, Newcomb & Hartup, 1998; Piaget, 1972). In |
children aged seven and eight tﬁe fundamental element of their friendships is the
balance between constraint and cooperation, and is invariably described in this age
group as shared activities (Bukowski et al., 1998; Heiman, 2000; Piaget 1972). |
Heiman conducted a study to examine the efféct of inclusive and non-inclusive
education systems on friendship and results suggested the awareness of the |
significance of friendsliip, is not enough to produce changes in social inferacfions
with others. This is redolent of the necessity fl'or. the promdtion of policies and
iﬂtewentions that inélude all individuals, rather than alienate those who ére deemed to
be different (Heiman, 2_000; Perry, 1999; f'retty et al., 1996), |

- The characteristics suggestive of children’s PSOC within their sc.hool
environmént was considered by Osterman (2000) whose findings deﬁxo’nstrated PSOC
was as significant for preschool children, as it was for high school children, The
author explored the importance of belonging in a school environment including .how
schools influence a student’s PSOC, and suggested a student’s PSOC shoul(i be
correlated with the regularity and Quality of their relationships. She found PSGC was
an gssential aspect in rélation to studeht behéviouf and performance, and the
beldnging aspect of PSOC was fundamental .to individual health and well-ﬁeing and

psychological development. Another examplle is the research conducted by Belenardo
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(2001) who used a survey with children, parents, and teachers from nine schools to
examine PSOC among all members of the school community. Results suggested |
PSOC wés an important component in the progression of positi\)é relationships with
not only the children, but also the staff and famﬂies involved in the schools.

' .IndiQiduaIs who intéracf in't_he school environment such as teachers aﬁd peefs
have tﬁe largest impact on whether the experiences are positive or negative for
Stﬁdents (Perry, 1999;'Stumpers, 2002), Stﬁmpers explored the importance of the bi-
diréctional nature of intimﬁcy, influence and the shared histbry of peer rélat.iqnships Iin
the school context. Findings revealed both negative and pdsitive experiencés are
creafed by a number of noteworthy aspects including social roles, school values, and_.
the people in their school environment. Stumpers suggested children are more likely
to be active participants in their school envi_ronmént when they are perbeivgd asa
valuéd member of their corhmunity, and poﬁsess individual empowerment and
influence over policy development and issues within their school enviromnent;
Therefore, children who are in schools that impede studerﬁ_ ’s negative power and |
control over other students, have ﬁbetter chance of inhibiting the alienating and
antisdc_ial behaviours (Perry, 1999; Sdutter.& McKenzie, 2000). The factors dis_cussed
by Stumpers support the notion that if the elements of a PSOC were incorporated in |
the school environment then rﬁore positive behaviours may be demonstrated (Kaplan |
& Owings, 2000; Stumpers, 2002; Royal & Ross, 1596). |

The understanding of PSOC in Western Australian school'children.aged nine
to twelve years was explored by Pooley, Pike et al. (20b2) within afn ecolo_gic_:al |
framework. Their findings revealed all children enthusiastically “seek to construct a

| posifive sense of community” (Pooley, Pik¢ et al., 2002; p-20) and associated their |

community in a relational manner primarily, and subsequently, in a geographical
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manner. This suggests the individuals the children interacted with, were more
significant than the location in which the interaction took place, and not only are
children “cognitive, social, and morel beings” they are also “community beings”™
(Pooley, Pike et al., 2002, p. .19). Importantly, Pooley, Pik:e et al. recommended that
children were able to articulate their understanding of community in concrete, rather
than abstract ways.

Cognittve Development in Children

A chiid’s cognitive development is believed to be a ﬁmction of their
biopsychosocial experiences, as well as the context in whioh the thinking is taking
place (Garbarino & Stott, 1992). Recognition of the tvay children think is dependent
on the adult’s awareness of the child’s ability, in a specific context, to appraioe and
decipher information. It is paramount adults understand that children construe
situations differently to adults (Garbarino & Stott) and are less likely to consider the
message as a co.g.nitive object, and accordingly have difficulty evaluating it (Beal &
Flavell, 1984). The theoretical framework offered by Piaget (1972) suggested children
acquire knowledge by usmg their own expenences in their soclal environments, and |
then combine those expenences ‘with what they observe (Meadows, 1996) Thus
children actively process information received through their observatlons of other
mdmduals and amal gamate their own personal expenences thereby constructing
their own unique reality (Garbarino & Stott)

Piaget ( 19?2) developed a theory suggestmg children progress through various
stages of cognitive development (Meadows 1996; Piaget, 1972; Rice, 19935). The ﬁrst.
stage is the sensortmoror stage whereby thought and actlon are effectlvely
1nd:stmgulshable and exclu swely egocentnc. The second stage is the preoperational

 stage reflective of children’s cognitive development from ages two to seven years, |
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and the third stage is the concrete operational stage which is considered to begin
around age seven, until approximately age twelve_(Piaget; 1972; Rice, 1995). Hence, -
children in the seven to eight year old age groups can exhibit thé characteristics of the
preoperarfoﬁa! and the concrete operational stages (Meadows, 1996; Piaget, _:19.72)..'_ .
In the preoperational stage they begin to develop the ability to symbolise m_gr_itaily_
rafher than physically, that is, they develop the ability to imagine solutiﬁns tb -
problems in their own mind. C_h'ildren in this stage are egﬁcentfic as they have
difficulty imagining reality from another person’s point of view. In the concrete
operational stage children begin to understand thé notiOﬁ of reversibility, in.that an
operation cah function in two ways (Meadows, 1996; Piaget_., 1972).

Piaget’s theory although still recognised aé the most influential theory of :
cognitive develbpr’nent, essentially neglected the impact of the social environment on
cognitive development (Garbarino & Stott, 1992; Ricg, 1995; Meadows, 1996),
ngotsky (1978) confended in order to understand children’s cognitive development;_
their thinking must be examired within the context in which it is created. The social |
and cuftural context needs to Be recogniéed as the social extent of consciousness is the
primary influence, and the individual factors are a secondary influence on cognitive
development (Garbarino & Stott, 1992; Mgadows, 1996; Rice,. 1995). As a result
children create their own envirohments_ and take steps to a_ltér their environment, if
they fee! it is necessary (Piaget, 1972). |

In particular, this applies to children in format schooling, as it is central to the
.development of their thinking with regards to prqblem solving, enabling children t(;
learn how to incorporate diﬁ‘ere_ht perspectives and information from their social
context, as they grow (Garbarino & Stott, 1992). The ability for children to articulate

their understanding of the world around them devel.ops slowly in the first seven years
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of life and is ameliorated as they progress through life (Barenboim, 1981; Wartella,
1979). Flavell (1986) stated that young children have difficulty ';n uhderstanding
cemmunications and often find it diffieult to analyse and evaluate the meening e_f _
-language. | |
Essentially, although children may possess an un'de'rstanding or.feeling about -

their 1.world they may not be able te articulate their understanding ef it (Barenboim
1981, Garbarlno & Stott, 1092) However, between the ages of six to eight years
chlldren increase thelr use of behavioural comparisons in describing thmgs |
(Barenbmm). This notion suggests children aged seven to eight years may not be able
to understand the meaning of cemmunity,_ however, they can. describe the variou_;s |
factors in relation to their cemmunity (Pooley, Pike et al., 2002). PSOC i.n ehild;en _
has Been linked to the development of positive and valuable skills such as pro—sqeial _
motivation, sense of belonging, altruistic behaviours, academic success and pos_iftive
interpersonal behaviours in later life (Schaps & Levi. . 1999). Therefore, althouéh
children in this age range may have difficulty in articulating their understanding of
PSO__C, they maj use other words indicating they do possess a PSOC (Barenboim,
1981; Pooley, Pike et 51., 2002). Children do identify their schools as a place of ._ |
belonging, however, children who experience their school as a community, dispiay a |
formlidable opeosition to alienating and antisocial behaviours (BattiStitch & Hom,
1997).

PSOC asa Mediator for Antisocial Behaviour

| The leading cause of death among young people in America is reported to be

teenage suicide, and a large number of those deaths have been related to problems
initiated in the school environment (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) It has been suggested

that being part of a community lacking in the capacity to inspire a PSOC wouid_:not
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only be problematic for socially well-adjusted individuals, but could foster antisocial
behaviours in individuals who are not socially well-adjusted (Battistitch & Hom,
1997; Pretty et al., 1996). The relationship beiwéen antisocial behaviour and rejection '
from peer groups has been extensively researched, resulting in the current belief _thzit_
low ﬂcademi'c attainment and peer rejection are part bf the .aetiology. of antisocial |
beh:la.vio.urs., rather than the consequence (Patterson, DeBaryshe & Ramsey, 1989).
individuals who are deficient in positive prosocial values are said to be more likely to
engage in antisocial behaviour and associate with delinquent peers (Patterson et al.).
Patterson et al. fo_und a correlation between negative prosocial ﬁalues and problematic
behaviours at school such as substance use, fighting, bullying, and depressive
symptomology. (Baker, Terry, Bridger & Winsor, 1997; Goff & Goddard, 1999;
Soutter & McKénzie, 2000). - |

| A study conducted by Battistich and Hom (1997) suggested students who
possessed a high-levei df PSOC also exhibited a decreased leve! of anticocial
behaviour, aﬁd an increased level of academic ability. The authors examined the
association between PSOC in fifik and sixth grade children and the frequency of
problematic behaviours. Results demonstrated a correlation between lower levels of
problematic behaviours such as drug use and antisoéial behaviour, and higher lgvels
of PSOC (Battistitch & Hom). Battistitck and Hom concluded their school |
énvironment can affect children’s attitudes and behaviours and this could have a
considerable impact on their psychosocial development. Although the data was cross-
- sectional and may not provide discernible confirmation of the correlation, the authors
do suggest future research is necessary to understand the impact of PSOC on the

developmental processes of children, within the school environment.
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A longitudinal study by Scott, Knapp, Henderson and Maughan (2001}
examined the correlation bétwe_en childhood antisocial béhaviours and their |
development across the lifespan. They defined antisocial behaQiour as ‘conduct
disorder’ and divided. 142 participants into three groups in childhood; namely, no
problems, c_bnduct problems, and conduc.:t disorders (Scott et al.). Characteristlic_
behaviours incI_uded tantrums, disobedience, fighting, lyi.ng and stealing aé these
behaviours demonﬁtrﬁted a relationship with disadvantages in educational and social
domains (Scott et al.). Results of their study established the cost of public service
usage by indiv_iduals at the age of 28, was predicted by their antisocial behaviourat
age 10, the costs inlcreased. over fhree times the amount with conduct problems and 10
times with conduct disord'er.(Scott 2t al.). Importantly, the authors claimed children
exhibiting extens;ive a'ntisocial behaviour demohstr’atéd poor social functioning in
adulthood, and \&ere at an increased risk of being socially isolated (Scott et al.).
Therefore, the relevance of introducing interventions such as PSOC .into ;;n'mary

schools may be a strategy for diminishing the probability of young children’s lack of

prosocial behaviours, resulting in a decrease in antisocial and de§iant behaviours in
later life (Batﬁstitch & Hom, 1997; .Go'ff& Goddard, 1999; Perry, 1999; Pretty et al.,
1996), - |

The degree to which children féél they are accepted and included in their
school social gnvironiuent can ultimately impact on their feelings of belonging (B_éker
et al., 1997; Cassidy et al., 2003). 'Impor'tantly, children experiencing a lack of “ school
memﬁefship’ have been recognised as children at-risk, and the lack of ‘school
membership’. has been identiﬁed as an element underlying children’s feélings of N
alienation (Goodenow, 1992; 1993b). Those children who do not experiencé a feeling

of belonging in their school environment are at an increased risk of numerous
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psychological problems including loneliness, violence, dfug use, _eating.disorders and
~ depression (Goodenow, 1992; 1993b; Pretty et al.). It has been ﬁanhér suggesfed these
childreﬁ nﬁght seek this membership from ﬁl_ternate sources such as antisocial groups
(Baker et é.l.,' 199’?; Goff & Goddard, 1999; Pre'tty.et al.,ll9'96).-The loneﬁﬁesé |
experienced by children in a s_.ch'ool environment may not be the indij-fidual’.s inability -
to participate in their community, rather it could be a failure in the strﬁcturc of the
school community (Pretty et al.).. Research has indicated individuals who exhibit
| antisocial behaviours are those childreﬁ who experience condemnation and inferior
~ associations with their peers and teachers (Battistitch & Hom, 1997). Conversely,
children who feel _respected; competent, and experience feelings of safety arc less
likely to act aggr_essivély towards others (Kaplan & Owings, .‘200.0).
Utilising a social ecological perspective as it incorporates the overlap of
school, community and family, the relationship between school environment and
_problem behaviours in adolescence was éxarm'ned by Offbrd, Wri ght; Shain, and
Dewit (2000). Result§ of a survey from 1000-year nine students demonstrated that an
association existed between self—-reported behévioural problgrhs and nt;gative school
: f:ulture. The authors suggested inte_rverition progranis should be implemented in order
to modify school environments and encourage behavioufal well-being in children, |
Therefore, the _prbmoﬁon of PSOC withix schools has become a popular concept due
to the loss of PSOC in contemporary society (Sarason, 1974; Sergiovanni, 1994;
Schaps & Solomon, 1990). The experience and undersfan_ding of group process and
the sense of relatedness to the larger world community that young people gain froﬁl |
possessing a PSOC, could be promoted by establishing common goals and vaiucs,- and
then providing the inﬁ'_astructuré to support these '-cleménts in the school environment

'(Berman, 1990).
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Objectives and Research Questioﬁs

PSOC has béen recognised as a critical inlﬂuelrlce in directing the social,
psychological and émotioﬁal_ developnﬁént .o.f indi.vi__duals (Wilson & Baldassare,
1996). Research has suggested a pﬁsitive cﬁrre_:latipn exists between PSOC and |
positive psthc;l'qgir.:al.well-beirig in ihdi_\;i(;iuals,_ and that 5 negative correlation exists
beiwe_en PSOC and damaging psyc._ﬁosociai behaviourﬁ (MéMillaﬁ & Chavi_s',: 1986; '
Preﬁy et al,, 1996; Ro.;)y.al & Rossi, .1.996).' The préviﬁu's litcfafure hi.ghli'gh.téd'the _
limited r.esea'rc'.h in rélation to young 'child_ren’s pefcéption of PS_QC_Within f_hé ééhool
gn_v'ironmént; Research has documented the positive beﬁeﬁts of PSOC for adoiesbent’s |
and adﬁlts,_ pefhaps the earlier PSOC is identiﬁed and nﬁrtured, the greatér the
potenfial béneﬁts fpr iﬁdividualé a&oss their lif"es.pan. The current ekplorat_ofy study
éttempts_ to enhance the understanding of whether children aged ﬁeven and eight yea._r:s'_ _
are able to arti.c.:u_late their coh¢eption of the term 'community, and if so whether.
primary. scﬁobl aged children do exberience a PSOC within thgir_.sch.c.)ol environment.
The f"ollowirié fésearch_examined whetiler PSOC for.yoﬁng childrcﬁ is comparable to -

that of adolescents and adults. There are two research questions for the current

exploratory study:
1 Can children in this age' group articulate their understand_ing of
. cominunity?

2. Do young children experience a PSOC within their school

environment?
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Method
.\ Research Design -

The eurrent :ekploratory study used a eonoeptual ﬁ'amewo'rk based' on
McMJllan and Chaws ] (1986) theory of PSOC to exploro whether young chlldren |
expenence a PSOC in thelr school environment. A qualitative approach was
employed to anaiys_e the experiences of each partlc_lpant, in an attempt to oomplle' .

common _the:oes and.meaninge within the descriptive d.ata (Banfard & Miﬁer, 1998;
Creswell, 1994; Mi'les_'& Hubermao, 1994;':.II’atto.n, _l_§90; Punch, 2_000), as qualitatli\_'r'e_
research is a namralisiic_metoodology and .oﬁ‘ered the researoher.a holistic _ovefv_iew
_(Abfams & Gibb’s., 2000, Puoch, '200_0). Itis rocognieed that qualita_ﬁvo resea;ch ie
inherently a human proc.ess and o.ny noﬁon of' voliﬂity must coocefn itself wit_h not
only whaf_ is: known, ho_t_also take into consideration that the phenoroenon b'eiog S
_ obsefved is both independent oﬁ and independent on the researcher (Patton). There' i.s'
a oontihoous interp.lay betweeo the res'earch_er_’s bias and anticipation 'of_’ the oo_tco_mes_
- of any research, and the char&ctefi_stic_s of the environment must also be recogﬁise’d'
(Patton, 1990; Punch, 2000). Hence, the partnership of the discoﬁefy and
interpretation of the'ﬁndiogs between tﬁe researcher and the phenomenon bei'ng
studied was aoknowled_ged by the researcher prior to commencemeot'Of the study.
Participants | | o

A convenience eemple of 16_ perticipaots was seleoted from two pﬁmary
schools in the Joondalup Education District, Western Australia after consultation with_
the Dnrector of the Joondalup Education Office, and the principals of two prlmary
, schools Parnclpants were children seven and eight years of age and gender

distribution was equal in both age groups (four males aged seven, four males aged
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eight, four females aged sevén, and four females agled eight). Neither the schools, nor
the paﬂiéipants wefe reﬁa;’de_:d_ for p_articipatiné in this study. ..
Instruments o |

_Prior_tb the commencemént of the current exploratory StUdy a list of s'emi-. :
structured quest_ion_s was generated based on the Neighbourhood Youtli 1h§en_tory
(NYD) (Chi_ﬁuer et al, 1999) and the Sense of .C'ommunity Index (SCh (Chav_is etal, |
© 1986), as a. measure of children’s PSOC in their schopl environment, A pilot tesf was
conducted with four childreﬁ to ascertain the reliability of the meﬁsure, and to vérify '
the approp_riateness of the lénguage for this age group (Burgess-Limérfckl & Burgess-
Limerick, 1998; Gafba;ino & Stott, 1992). The wording of the questions was changed
where ﬁ_ecessary éu;d the sémi—stmctursd interview sche(:{ule was develbped frdm thé

pilot test, and used in the interviews with the children (Ai)pend_ix A). Examples

included:
1. - Tell me about the people in your s&!;aol?
2. Do you Rﬁow what the word _commun@ means?
3, What does your school ﬁrean fo you? ;

The-Senﬁ-stmctured interview allowed the researéhér to _d.evelc'p a rappoﬁ with
the children, and facilitated the'.ﬂexibility needged to eficit riﬁher data from the |
children .(Smith, Hare & Van L.angenhovc, i_99_§).The imbaianée of pow.er"create_d B
between children and adults W#s recogniéed; therefore the interviews were conducted
ina com}ers'étional mariner to empower the child_rén tﬁ-paﬁibipate in'the process, at '
_thcir own pace (Bénya’rc_l & Miller, 1998; Burge.s.s.-l,ir.n.erick & Burgess"Liméﬁclg |
1958; Raﬁley & Prgtty, 1999, Sni_ith ét_é_l., }995_). Informatioh letters and _conseﬁt-
fofm_s were developed in order to obtéin w_rit_t_;:n consent from all partieé '_con.c'efnéd.

(Appendices B to F). Demographic'information: was collected including the children’s
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age, gender and grade levels. All intervie\es took place_ n 8 _specially allocated room
in the school library. An audiotape recorder .w'as utilised to record the children’s
verbal respehses, and the children’s n’ori—ver_ba_l feseonses such as body Iangeage and
behévjour vhere reeefded in writ_ing _ihelu_dirig any _th_ou_ghts or biases of the _
researcher. | | | |
Proeedure
| Infofmetion letters (Appendix A) were sent to two schools from different
' _suburbs in the Joondalup Education District, inviting ihem to participate in the study.
Once p'ermission. was granted .b'y the principa.ls, for the research to proceed in these
two schools then the parent, guardian, ahd children’s information and permission slips
were seht home Wfth aiI of the ehiidren aged seven to eighi: years old. These letters
provided infehnat_ion oh the fatioriale behind the study, the nature and aim of the
.studsrr_. Writteh p.ermission was requestehi from both the parents and the children with
regards to barticipation in the study. Complete eonﬁdentiality of all of the data
eollected from the interviews was assﬁred. Students returned their consent fonhs and
_ the researcher 'manged a time with teachers to attend their classrooms and assist the
teacher for an hour prior to the interviews. Thiz increased the participant’s famtllarlty
with the researcher The chlldren were then taken to the l1brary by the researcher
where the purpose of the study and mteme_ws was explame_d. They were also
in_formed about the cenﬁdentiality of their'responSee, and that there were no right or
- wrong answers, |
Eaeh i_ht_erv_iev_v laeted about 20 minutes and was tape-recorded. The semi-
etmctﬁred inten_(iew questions were aeked in.conjuknetien with other proxhpting .
questien_s, ina con_versati_onaf h1anner, (Burgess-Limerick & Burgess- .Lime'riclc,

1998) to facilitate richer levels of 'infbrmatien from the children (Creswell, 1994
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Garbarino & Stott, 1992; Smiith et al., 1995). When no further information pertaining
to the study was forthcomin&. the children were thanked for their part_iqipation_ ;nd |
escorted back tb their classroom by the reséafcher. | ..

Data Anat)!si.'s; ..

The interviews were transcribed verbatim to'main.tain the accuracy of the |
children’s responses, and each chitd v§as assigned an aésociatéd symbol to ensure
their confidentiality, the audiotapes wefe then destroyed. The information regarding
body language, non-verbal responses of the children, and the personal biases of the
researcher were recorded throughout the interyiéwing_ process and added to the |
transcripts. Common themes and words were highlighted on. the transcripts and a
question ordered matrix (Appendix G) was uséd asa mﬁnagemeﬁt tool, to orgaitise the
inf‘onﬁation in a.methodical_ and coherent mode for analysis (Miles & Huberm_arl,
1994). The matrix consisted of the partiéipants organised in rows by their associated
symbols, with l.h_e'questions and relevant responses correspbnding to gach participant
in.columns (Appendix G)Q A thematic content analysis was then conducted to discern
' the_recuﬁng pos_itive and negative themes from within the descriptive data (Miles & =
Hubertnan, 1994; Patton, 1990).

Clustering common themes together condensed the information ﬁJl_-iher,- which
revéaléd main themes éompﬁﬁing a number of sﬁb-’themes (Patt_oh, 1990).
Importantly, the responses were not reduced Qfg_piﬁcéntly, as it _.i_s_ the richness of thg
résﬁonsés that elicits the understanding of the phenome.rlxldn ﬁn_de_r investigation
(Cres_wel'l,_ 1994; Miles & Hubefman, -. 1_994)._ The credibility and relevance of the
research was _en_haf_;ced By the use of feedback lbops wiﬁh co-reseafchers;_ at e{/ery' step

of the analysis process, and repetition of the research cycle was applied until



Psychological Sense of Community in Children 27

theoret_icel saturation. was reached (Punch, 2000). This ensured the clarity, accuracy,
and __preciSion of the ﬁndinés' (Chenai_l, 1992; Creswell, 1994; Patton, 1990).

' Qdalitative reeeerchefs have"e tendency to focus on what is familiar and
_ central toa study, and- have a propensnty to focus on central tendencies and pre-stndy
_varlables (Chenall 1992). Therefore in the current study the researcher
acknowledged any personal b1as and expanded the margins of the resea.rch to allow |
for amore comprehensive analysis of the des_crlptwe data. This created opportunity
for 'diecoveries Which otnerwise would not have been revealed, other than by chance
: (Chenéil). If the notions of' validity, reliability, and objectivity are applied to
| qualitati_{/e reseerch_methodologiee, it jeopardises undermining the potential benefits
qualitative m'etnodolo.gie's can lprovide (Punch 2000). Therefore, the consistency and
soundness of the ﬁndmgs in the current study were achieved with the method of
analyst tnangulatlon with two co-researchers who conducted a thematlc content
analyels onthe descriptive data (Punch). Following this process, the subsequent
analyses were compa'red to the origi_nal analysis, to ensure confirmability of the
findings, This reduced the potential bias that could have occurred from a single
researchen (Patton, 1990; Punch, 2000) and the possibility the descriptive data was

collected by chance, or circumstances (Chenail). -
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Findings and Interprétations |
. The curr_en__t' exploratory study was conducted in order to examine whether
seven to éight yeﬁr old children possess a PSOC within their school envir’onmeht. A
: 'thelhatic.cénter_lf énalysis was performed on the descrip'ti.ve data with the aim of
. answef_in_g the foIlowing two research QUéstions: | |
1 Can _c_:hildren' in this age group articulate their und:e_rstandil.lg of |
commuﬁitjf? ' B
2. Do young children experiehce a PSOC within their school
| _ environment? | | |
The children in the current stu_dy iﬁd'icaited they were able to artiéulat'e their
understanding of cdmmun’ity with numerous responses. Some exémples were:
It’s people together: and déing _things lro ke!p. each. oth.er... like the peaple in
our schbol. | o | ..
 Part of the community is like the school. | _
Theée respbnsés supported ihe findings of Pooléy, Pike et al. (2002) in that the
_ children were abie to express their ideas verbally.. This was evident with responses to
the questioh of whether the children thought their school was a community. One ._
example_:ivas: |
Yes itsa com&mnig)r for kids.
Addif_ioﬁally the children inthe current study described tﬁéir school commuﬁity in
behavioi_.nral terms as suggested by Barenboim .(1_981) with language such as;
| H é{ving each other, working_togérher, Ieafning stuff and piaying.wi!h my
ﬁ'ier:dé._ R - | | o |
A numbéf of p.ositive _thenies ;vere identiﬁed iﬁ thé ane;_lysis, which 'concuﬁ"ed with

McMillan and Chavis’s (1986) model of PSOC. However, these themes were
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predominantly revealed in the children from the ﬁrst school, as opposed to the second
school where the childrén revealed themes relating to anfisocial béhav;‘mzrs. |

The chiidrén’s’ transcripts revealed four hléih positive themes of membership, -
_ | influence, integration a_ndﬁ:b‘?lmem of needs, and shared emotional conhe;fion. |
Additibnally, thé _sub-themés of belonging,. shared symbols, safety, cooperation,
prbsocial behaviours, reci)}roc‘iljy. and friendships were revealed. The main negative
theme of antisocial behaviours revealed the three sub-themes of alienation, ﬁghﬁng
and bullying from within the descriptive data. Importantly, these negative themes
were demonstrated predominantly from the seéond school. The various themes that |
- emerged from the analysis are presented in Table 1.
Table 1

Main Themes and Sub-themes Relating to PSOC in Children

Main Themes: | - | Sﬁb-themes
.Memb_ership . o Belonging
| o -Shared symbﬁls _

Safety

Inﬂuénce | _ _ | Cooperation

Integration and Fulfilinent of needs | Prosocial behaviours
Reciprocity

Sﬁared Emoﬁonal Cor)nection _ Friendships -

Antisocial Behaviours | . | Alienation :

| | Fighting

Bﬁllying
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Membership
The ﬁrst main fheme extrapolated froin_ the descriptive data was McMillan and

Chavis’s (19865 elemeﬁt of membership, more specifically; the_.sub-themes of '
belonging, shared symbols ;rmd safety were indicated.

Belongir;g

 Children displaying a PSOC possess an awareness of being a member of a
- group (Belenardo, 2001; McMillan & Chavis, 1986; Pretty et a].,.1996). School
programs that promote a feeling of belonging acknowledge positive experiences and
connect all members of the school community (Battistitch & Hom, 199?; Beck &
Malley, 1998; McMi'.llan & Chavis, 1986). The nOtidn of belonging to a group and the
security it inculcates in children agéd seven and eight years was ev.id.ent in fhe
analysis of the children’s descriptive dﬁta. One example indicative of the feelings of
belonging expressed by the children when asked if they knew what the wofd
com'rriu.nity meant was: |

Yes. The whole entire world.

When asked if their school was a community the children responded similarly:

Yes, because it's fun to work and workfng is part af the com?mmity.
McMillan and Chavis (1 986) described belonging as the belief of any member of a
community that they “fit in” (p. 10) and are accgpfed b.y their commu.nity. This was

~demonstrated in the following responsé to questions concerning friends, and how the
children.fe_lt about their friends: | |

That I fit in with them.

A ﬁl&her aspect of the sub-element of belonging is the .enthusiasm qf the meraber to
surrender themselves f‘o.r_ the benefit of the community (McMillan & Chavis). This

“aspect was confirmed in the children in the current study when one child remarked:
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I had to tell the truth or the whole class would be pun_ished. solhadtodoit
becﬁr;se 1 didn't want the class io get punished. |
" The .feeiings of belonging childrén 't.axpe'ri.ence in_the.ir schools are pr.c)du'ced.
when they are included into the schodl community regardless of age, gender, cult_ure;_
religio.n, or the numérous nationalities_included in-our multi-cultural socit_.:tyl |
(Bélenardo, 2001; Sergiovanni, 1994), This was evidenced in the \}Qrious réspon ses
frorﬁ the children such as:
| We have different special peop]g e rha& are all important.
Schoois that create environments, which develop_the student’s feelings of group .
consciousness, affirm their accomplishments and fhat of the community, and develop
a positive PSOC do facilitate a positive PSOC within their students (Berman Schaps
& _Solémon, 1990; Solomon et al., 1996).
A further characteristic, which appears to cultivate feelings of belonging, is an
| a.cknowledgment of the individual accomnlishments of children (Beck & Malley,
1998). This element of membership incorporates the feelings of belonging and
personal investment of students in activities, within their respective schools (Sonn,
Bishop & Drew, 1999), The children in the current study art_iculated these e_lem'ents
when they were asked to talk about their school:
Whoever keeps the sporis equipment nice...gets the sports bag award...
tidiest room gels the bug award.
.You get picks for when you finish your work, ... sdmerhlng you would like to-
| .do, .. like play on the computer. |
'I_'he_ previous responses supported the sub-elen..—..nt of belonging as described by - | '_

MecMillan and Chavis (1986).
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Shared Symbols

The second sub;theme of shared symbols refers to how the children defi néd
their social world and fhe importance of shared activities for the children (Belenardo,
2001; Pretty, 1_99.0; Sclomon et al., 1996; Schaps & Solomoh,' 1990). This concept
was substéntiated with responses such as: | | | |

Some are having fun activities...sometimes Spérrs. .and sport’s days ‘cause

they afie Jun.

Sport...soccér...football ..chasey,
These responses provided support for the notion that chil_dren desc;ribe their
f'riendships in relation to the shared activit_ies they experience (Bukowski et al., 1998),
Further evidence of the shared symbol systems that promote a feelin.g of m: 1bership
as suggested by McMillan and .Chavis (1986), was expressed By a number of children :
who stated: |

School ndes...gét your name in the red book when you are naughty.

Winning the bug award...getting mvar;ds. |
Panicipation in the. shared symbol systems of ‘awards’ and ‘red books’ by the
children in tﬁg current study, is indicative of the creation of bonds and a commitmént
to their school. This finding supports previous research suggesting children are
inclined to.f_‘ollow the norms é.nd values of their paﬂ_icﬁlar school, and subsequently, _
individual né_eds are fulfilled (Battistitch et al.‘,. 1997, McMiHan & Chavis, 1986;
Stumpers, 2002). | |

 Safery | |
The éub-theme of safety _reveéled by the children includéd their emotional and
' physical safety, which is an integrél factor .i.n the elenient of memﬁership (McMillan &

Chavis, 1986). Children need to feel safe and secure in their school environment and
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tlﬁs includes their physical and emotional safety (Kaplan & Owings, 2000; Larrivee,
2000). McMi.lian and Chavis refer to emotional séfety as being a component of
secufity and cofnprises of boundaries that create structures, ahd subsequently
emotiﬁnal safety for community members. The role of boundaries in the school
context is explained in the spatial patterns created, which delineate where each of the
members of the school community feel the.y belong (McMillan & Chavis). In effect,
the children in the current study indicated they were aware of this notion with
responses such as: _ |

Children have playgroundﬁ and stuff... staff rooms aré Jor the teaéhers. :
Further evidence of the importance of their emotional and physical safefy was
demonstrated from within the descriptive data with _reﬁponses such as: |

Means a lot 1o me...goo?i place to be. .

Itsa .s‘cdefy fzouse ...keeps me saféﬁ'om mean people ... c;riminals. .

A recurring theme established in the thematic content analysis was the
constant reference to their teachers and friends keeping them physicall'y safe. It has | |
Been suggested that children who feel respected, competent and cxperiehce féei ings of
~ safety, are less likely to behave aggressively towards others (Kaplan & Owings, o
2000). Responsés to questions in relation to who the childfen would approzach if there
were a problem in their school were: -

Telf the duty teacher gf someone is trying to hurt you ... go and tell the

_ _reacher.... they sovt them out.

He's my closest friend and he protects me.

The previous responses supported McMillan and Chavis’s (1986) element qf
membership, in that, 5elonging to 2 community incorpofates not only the confidence.

~ an individual belongs to the group, but also the expectation of safety and security that.
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belonging implies. This element was clearly demonstrated in a quote from one of the
children:
| School makes me feel like I'm a litrle chick, and my mothers making -

me .go on her back, and teaching me holw to swim and 'srujf -
This response is indicative of the statement by Arbor and Alleﬁ (2000) who suggested
those schools who have established an atmosphere of ‘communify' in their
classrooms, allow the children to experience emotional and physical safety, which
fosters the learning processes (Kaplan & Owings, 2000). This empowers children to |
share their thoughts, collectively problem solve, and provides a non-judgemental
feeling that will last a lifetime (Arbor & Allen).
Influence

The second main theme identified was the element of influence (McMillan &
Chavis, 1986) described as bi-directional in nature. This is attributable to individuals .
being drawn towards _cc;mmunities on which thev feel they have an effect, and
convérsely, the community has an effect on the members. McMillan and Chavis stated
confohnify and cohesion are. essential to the element of influence and they occur ;
concufrently. As a result the relationship between a community and its members is
dembnstrated_ in the amount of conformity and compliance exhibited by the members |
(McMillah & Chavis). The sib-theme indicated by the analy.sis in relation to the
element of inﬂzienée was cooperation. |

Cooperation

- A positive PSOC in schools could creafe a caring and supporti{re environment

- for children who _exberience a feeling of be.ing similar with other members {Davidson
& 'Cot_tcr, 1991; McMillan & Chavis, 1986). Thié was indicated in the first school

with numerous respouises such as:
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It means, : t's things all arbund us in Australia. _
Additionally, the bi-dirécﬁonal nature of the relationship betwcén the children and '
* their school .was. coﬁ_ﬁrmed with fesimnses such as |
~ 1t'sworkplaces and it's community to he{p it and stuff. ..be&ausé éfher peoplé
- goto school, and it's like a commuri_i:y working thing. .. |
'_ Research Ihas expressed this with reference to adult and adoiesceﬁt populations in
many contexts such as the study conducted by Chavis and Wandersman (1990), which .
examined whether PSOC influences particip.ation in an urban communfty. Findings
indicated PSOC is eséential for neighbourhOOd' development _due. to the effect it has on
individual and group empowerment, which assists neighbours to behav.e in 5 manner
conducive to shafed ﬁeeds. The following response sﬁggested the c'hildr.en in the first
'school, displaye.d behaviours tha_t met their shared needs: | |

It's lots ofﬂm when it's lunch and recess time, ﬁe get to play with péople in

~ other classes, and we get lo know peoplé from other classes. |

When individuals poéseés a stfong PSOC they are bétter able to arbitrate the
negative effects of experiences, ovér which they appear to have no cﬁntrol'(Chaﬁi_s &
Wand'ersman)_; Chavis and Wandersmaﬁ (1990) sugglest_ed'ﬁiture research should take
into account the underlying structures of oﬁr H_uman eﬁvi'ronm_ents such as sbhools
(Chavis & Wandersman) as PSOC becorﬁes the inspifation that can bind a community
together. The children from the first school supported this notion with responses such

aé.:, | |
Umz}: ...people working together and not ever, nbr,' don't even fight they just

. keep 'toget_her..-.and helping poo}; sick boys and girls...they .s‘upport me, and

make me feel like they will ‘help me, when I don 't knnow something. -



Psychological Sense of Community in Children 36

This response supports the notion that a strong community enabies not only the
i_ndividual, but also the community to dev_eIOp and achieve their pote_ritial_, within their _'
sch.eol environtﬁent (Chavis_ & Newbreugh,l 1986), | |
| Leaming and the education proeees is primarily' an interpersonal end social o
sysie’en? cbneemihg group dynamics iﬁvol?ing’ reciprocity, group ﬁonne and roles
: .(C._iood'eno_w, 1 99.2;' Cassidy et.aI., 2003), Tlﬁ_s was highlighted with examples sﬁch as:
I _}vozdd fee! comyfortable talking to ali of them (teechers and friends) my |
- ﬁie.n.ds always Ioek dfter me... it means I. can be with my _ﬁ'ienafs, and my work
- and my. teqché.rs.. ” | |
It'sa _vé.ry clean school, and it's véry Friendly...lots of people to 'ra!)'c .. p@' :
‘with, and if yeu wan! he?p, you ccm ge fo the teachers, or the yeaf sevens.
These responses sugge'sted e_leme.nts. of PSOC heve been’_eétablished m the_ﬁfst |
- school, wherein the children have become part of a school where individuals care for
each other, assist one another in times of need, and have corﬁmiﬁed themselves to the
learning preeess (York-Barr, 199?). A further example was:
Some are clever at some things, and some of us are clever at orher things, and
lthat ﬁfe ’re different, .am.i have different opir_iion&. |
The above re_sponses ere clea_rly.i_pdicati”v_e of &e sub-elemen't .of coqperaﬁon,_. v;.'hich
s representative of the._bi-.directional el_ereenf of influence as portrayecl by McMiillan
and Chavis’s (1986) mode! of PSOC. | |
Integratfen and Fi ulfilment of Needs
- The third _rr_lein theme revealed was integfatibn and ﬁ)[ﬁ!mem_ of needs
e};plaihed as reinforcements provided wiihin-the community to motivate involvement
in the. grehe. ESseﬁtially, for any reinfqrcerﬁent to m_ainfain a positive intimacy, tﬁe_ .. :

' relatibnship between the individual and the grou_p must be worthwhile (McMillan &
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Chavié, 1986; Royal & Rossi, 1996). Two sub-themes qf prosocial behaviours and
reciprbcig; among the children were determined.
. Prosocia_l Behaviours | .

Prosocial bbhév_iou’rs sucli as sharing, helping, volunt_e:er'ing, and altruist 1c |
behaviours are broadly élassiﬁed as iﬁtended behaviours beneﬁtiﬁg individuals
carried.but Qoluntai‘ily by another (Eisenberg & Miller, 1987; Greener, 2000; Jackson -
& Tisak, 2001). Prosocial or helping behaviours are thought to increase when |
iﬁdividuals sense of themselves as belonging to a group (McMillan & Chavis, 1986;
Baumefster & Leary, 1995). The children in the current study expressed their
participation _ih pr_osocial behaviours with responses such as: |

Helping each other, sharing, being friendly, supporting and worklir'rg.togerher..

Telliﬁg the teacher when someone needed help, or was hurt.

Stuﬁents who possess a PSOC in their schbols display a decreased amount of
antisocial behavioﬁrs and an increased amount of prosocial behaviours (Greener).
This supports the notion that the earlier children’s PSOC is developed; the more
prosocial behaviours would be displayed (Jackson & Tisak).

Although the children may not be able articulate their undersfﬁnding of the
words ‘prosoéial behéviourk’ (Barenboim, 1981; Garbarino & Stott, 1992), their
dialogue reveale.d_ they were partaking in prasociaf behaviours within their school
environment. Responses included: | |

o 1 like playiﬁg around with my friends ... because my ﬁ'iend§ ﬁre nice, and they
help me sometimes ...cause I like them and they like me. |
These are indicative of a. large number of respons_es. given .by the children and sup.po'n '
‘the previous research by Jackson & Tisak_ (2001) who sugge'st.ed _fha_t prbsocial : a

behaviours are linked to positive outcomes such as achieving academic success,
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personat satisfaction and social competence with others. A further example of these
types of prosocr_‘a;’ behaﬁ:‘ours demon_strated' by the children in the_ current study was:
f‘hey are fun to play w:th, and I never ge_ f. !gnély, qna' if I need sonze heaﬂé, I gé .'
and ask one of my friends. | | o o
The aforementloned responses represent the bl-dlrectlonal element of mtegranon and K
- fulfilment of reeds as described by McMillan and Chavas Qa 986). -
Reciprocity | |
The second sub-theme of inrégration dn_d ﬁz{ﬁlment of neea.{s.revealed was
rec&;roﬁty. There are a nuﬁber of definitions of rec:})roei{)i such as the assiStance E
provided by individuals benefiting otl:ier.s with th'e prosnecf the.t the kindness wiil be -
reclprocated at an indeterminate pomt in time (Onyx & Bullen, 2000) Additionally,
reciprocity 1s descnbed as a reaction to fhendly behav1ours and is essentlally |
dissimilar from altruistic or cooperative behavmurs (Fehr & Gachter, 2000). Ftrst'
grade relationships. developed in school envirenments are refened to as durable
ﬁ'lendshlps, with regular presentatlon of reclprocal helping and sharing (RIZZO &
| Corsaro, 1995). ThlS was demonstrated with responses to questions relating to what
the chlldren thought a community _was: |
| It's when lots of people help each other. _
Leaming stuﬁ'and ;elaying with m 1y friends... _reachers helping us learn stuff.
Therefore, an understanding Of student’s PSOC can increase perceptions of how
positive environments can p'rornote better learning and motivation, and positive
| psychological wellbeing (Liang et el., 200_1; Jackson & Tisak, 2001); Reciprocity is
an essential interpersonal factor in tne.souial process of educstion and althongh social

~and learning goals are researched as different concepts, they are entwined in our
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social worlds (Cassidy et al; 2003;; Goodenow, 1992). Reciprocity was demonstrated
in the curre'nt"study ﬁhen one of the chiidfen replied" |
o ! like io he{o other deS' when they are sad, when fhey have no one to play
.. with.. and] teII the feacher if rhey get plcked on..and then the. reacher rells
the other Iaais off, and then my fnends.are happy, and we all play t_oge a‘her'T
- This type ﬁf _r.e..ciprocal behaviour is embédd_cd'i_n I%idul_t relgation.s_lllilps,: that is,
they are in-kind behaviours that do not expect a;l ir.h'r;.lediate,' ol_r maferial gain (Fehr &
Ga(':ht_er; 2000). These res;onses represent the notion of reciprdcity and were fur't'.he.r'
supported iﬁ the current study with nﬁm_erous re.spo'nses from the children. Fof =
examjpl_e:.
Part of the comnunity is like the schOdI because the scf:oo! is Irum'_u_‘ng a
b?zsiness, and .they re hc.wing_.fofs of stails and everything, because they ;ré |
gofng io put air conditioning in our ;s*c_hoof. So our school is a very b:g | _ |
busme.s‘s-company |
This response concurs with Plaget S (1972) theory of young, children who vr;ew |
rec_r'procig; as a simple exchange of activities, and invariably with young children this
- type of beh_a_viouf is ex_hibited in tlieir_ frieﬁd shipé_ (B'emdt, 1982). 'I‘he.two sﬁb';thémés |
- ofpr'osociaz behavionrs and reciprocity exhibited by th.e. children highlight the bi- |
dlrectlonal nature of main theme of influence being displayed in the chlldren s
thoughts and behawours |
Shared Emotional Connecrlon_ '
' Th.e féur"th main theme r'evealelzd'in the analysis was McMillan and Chavis’s
(1986) glément of shared emotional connection and -fﬁe sub-theme of friendships was

identified.
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Friendships

The most significant relationships the ehildren had developed within their
.schooi envirenment were friends. Th.i.s supported Heiman (ZOOb) :w.ho stased
friehdships ensue th_roughout an individual’s_ life and eensequential ﬁ‘iehdships for
children .il.wolve affection, loyelty_,.-d.iselosme and in_timacy.'Friendship is d..eﬁned as a
functional land feeii)rocal relatior'lship.betWeen two oh more individuels, with

boundanes that mcrementally change as the fnendshxp develops and the children
mature (Burk, 1996 Bukowski et al,, 1998) The children defined their ﬁ'lendshlps
- with responses such as.

Whenever I am sad they help me, and they let me jo:'h in their games.
Finding.s frorh research conducted by Hays (1985) revealed' a correlation with the |
intensity of the frlendshlp and the quanhty of interaction between mdmduais In
addition, they suggested if relatlonshlps are. cultwated ina posmve env1r0nment the
friendships are llkely to be strong and intimate (Hays) The children expressed this
with rephes such as: '

“The nice people are my fnends and they treat other peopie nice, and rhey help

each other, and when someone 's hurt, rhey go and reh' the teacher
Interestmgly, Rizzo & Corsaro (1995) suggested a child’s understandmg of the
accesmblllty and quallty of thelr ﬁ'tendshlps is 1mp0rtant with rega:ds to thelr
percelvecl social support ne_twork, and the quality of friendships appeared tobe -.
correlated with,. and influenced by the socioecological elements of the ethreom This
was indicated in the children with remarks such as: |

| In my classroom, I een be_wifh my wqu, my friends and my teachers.
When the ehildreh were asked'what their sc_ho'ol meant to them the corn_r_l_rl.on reply

was;,
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- Friends.

This corroborates the_ fourth element of McMillan and Chavis’s (1986) model,
in that an increased amount of interaction between individuals results in strong bonds
an& a high degree of inti:ﬁacy and trust. Importantly, the authors suggested shared
emotional connection is a definitive element of community, This notion was

supported with statements from the children, for example:

Having friends...because 1 like being with my friends.

Therefore, if communities pfomote positive PSOC and support the relationships or
friendships of the members, it will allow for positive interactions and a sharing
environment school environment (Simpkins & Parke, 2002; Yugar & Shapiro, .2001). -
This was established with responses including: | | |

_ 1 have a Iét of friends and I have big friends ... I have friends in my

| c_t_‘assfoom ... and we play rbge!hgr at recess and Iz)nqh. .an.d q}’rer school. We

- hc;;ve ﬁui'togéthef. o | |

| Children in the durrent study _uéed a vafiéty of expr_éssive words to describe
people in their Schi_:ol and how they made them feel at school including *happy’ and |
‘}zfce."'This suppprts'DaVidsbn & C_otte_r"s_ (1993) research findings iﬁ r_elation to
happinc'ssﬁhaving the most salient connecﬁbn with P_SOC. In des’cri_bing tﬁeir f.‘.rienc.ls".
in thei_r-:sc_:ho'ol envlir_o:nm'ent the chil_d'ren.u_se& additional w&d_s‘ suchas:

F i, Shar_iﬁg, Dplaying, friendly, aﬁd ;'aritfg. | o

Y_ugar and _Shaﬁiro_ (.2'001)' contended ﬁ'iendships are an iﬁtegral factor in children’s .
livéé extema_llSr'_of thg'lllo.'me environment aﬁd have a considerable influence ona -
child’; general énéial devélop:ment. This was revealed in the responses ﬁo_m thé
ch'll.d'r'e'n, for instance: |

- 1 play a lot of games with my Sriends.
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Stumpers (2002.) who stated, “friends are the single most important factor in children
feeling connected to their school” sopponed this concept. (p. 31). These fesponses X
_conﬁfmed the fourth element of McMillan and Chavis’s (1986) model, as an
increased amount of interaction between_ch.ildren results in strong bonds, and a higﬁ '
degree of intimacy and trust. Importantly, 'tﬁe authors suggested sf:ared emotional
connectiop appears to Be.the_ most deﬁditive elzement of community. The stronger fhe
investment il}dieiduals offer within their oorpmunity such as the level of self-
disclosure, the stronger the degree of intimacy and friendship with others (McMillan
& Chavis, 1986). Friendship is essential for children’s interpersonal relationships and
adjustment to their world (Hays, 1985), This was demonstrated in responses to
questions asking why friends are important to the children:

Because !}ee 'y share rheir snﬂ with s,

The quahty of those frlendshlps and the context in whlch they develop allows
chtldren to work together in an attempt to understand thenr psychosocial requnrements-
(Hays; .1985; Rizzo & _Corsaro, 1995), Friendship assists social learning, prov:des
emotional _suppoi*t, aod functions as an antecedent to relationships throughout the -
lifespan, thus the substantiation of childhood friendships in a school setting is

: irnport_ant in understandfog-children_'s social development (Hartup, 1996; Yugar& -
Shapiro, 20:01)..The following reSpoose to questions about their school demoné_trat_ed
this concept: | | _ - _ | | o -. _

Iis funI 'm cleeef...f get fo plaj: wiﬂe ﬁienali ana we learn stﬁ)f fogerher.

- Simpkins and Parke (2002) exammed dnﬂ'erences between the posntwe and negatlve

N behavnours for fnends as opposed to non-ﬁ'lends Thelr results indicated a variance

' between the positive behavlours as chlldren appeared to be more posntlve towards -

fnends, than non_-fnends_. Chlldren who have-s_uppor_twe and positive relatlonshlps in
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a caring and supportive environment, tend to experience a positive self-worth and
psychological well-being and view their social environment as a positive and caring |

_ plaée (Schaps & Solomoh, 1990; Solomon et al., 1996). |
Previous research supports the underl}ing principlé of shared emotional connectiogi .as |
~ the amouht, qiiality and val_ehce of contact bgtween-chilﬂreﬁ ina positivé em’r_irﬁ_iijrﬁéﬁt_
that impacts on theif lpsycho'social.develo'pment (Burroughs & Eby, 1998; Pretty et al,,
1994)7 Ai_though friendships 'fu'nctiq'n as supportive social supports in stréssﬁl.l _
c_ifcﬁmstance’s, 'young children do not believe conflict and support are a single |
dimenéion, thait is, childréﬁ who are afguiﬁg with each other do not expccf to share
with each other (E.émdt & Perry, 1986). The difficulty for children who havé l.:eé.n'
isolated ina échool éommunity and are not accepted by their classroom peérs, is'fﬁe |
labk_ of quality of friendships (Parker & Asher, 1993).

Anﬁsocfa! Behqviorirs _. -

An unexpected finding from the children's irite_rQiewé extibited predominantly
from the second s;:hool,. wefe the numerous stai_enienfs demdhstrating a high |
prevalence of aﬁﬁéocidf beh&viburs. One child commented: | |
| - Well there's a Iqt of nice pe'ople in my school, and thgfe s a lot of not very nice

people in my school, | | .

This fée_ling was indicative of many chi.ldren"s com_ments. from the second school
revealing the sub-theme§ of bullying, alienation land ﬁghtmg
.I Bﬁlfy:‘ng :

Bullying has been described as negative verbal, physical, social, o
psychological inqidents perpetrated on younger children, by older children, or by
groﬁps of children on a single child (Beate & Scott, 2001; Department of Education

: .Training'a'nd Youth Affairs, 2000; Soutter & McKenzie, 2000). One child responded;
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Some peop!e fight, and some people get hurt,

r’s the people that are naughgx, and the bullies, and the nmtgh{y naughty,

naughty peop!e ihat "don’t like.
The antl-harassment and antl-bullymg programt:. in Wetstem Australian schools was
examme_d by Soutter & McKenZIe who contended schools that are _oﬁ'ermg
intervention to Students_tlﬁer an tnci_de_nt of bullying, reduced the occurrénce of direct.
bullying, ltowtaver, ihdirect.bul.lyitlg remained unchanged and in some cases-.an .
increase tn bullyiﬁg behaviours was found. Some exaniples of the bullying beha_victurs
exhibited by the chil.dren' were:

B : .Some pebple bully me, and some péople ﬁg}_n’, attd some. pebple_starl afightby
calling name.t. | N

Children who are exposed to unfriendly and tmcaring_ sdhool etwiron.n.le_nts are
considered to.devel'op a low stal_f-esteem a'tld an inq'reéSed .possibility of peet
acceptance of deviant behaviour, as these ctlildren are tnore likely to associate with |
detviant_ tteer groups (Bbulton, Ttuem_an, Whitehartd & Amatya, 19_90; Espelage, Holt
& Henkel, 2003; Offord tzt al , 2000). | |

It has been suggested ‘the whole is greater than the sum of the parts (Brodsky
& Marx 2001 Sargent, Nilan & Wmter 1998 York-Barr 199’?), however in
facilitating thg understandmg of wh_at it means _to be apartofa commumty pe'_.rhaps '
_ thg context is the important elemgnt to be ctmsidered'(Sttnn_ et al,, 1999). In éff'ect,
shared feelings of the members of 2 pattitiular community may revéﬁl more about an
individtlai.’_s' PSOC, than elements of the co:ﬁmunity itself. This was itlt‘licated_iti thé_ o
children in the second study with numerous responses such as:

1 don’t like the bad people in my school
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Sonn et al. stated the loss of community in society leads t_hem to Beliei_fe the emphasis
shdul_d be on how to prevent individuals from ekper_iencing a lack of PSOC. The
elements inc.orporated in'PSOC and the sub-glement of belonging appéars to -
significantly reduce aﬁ_individua_l’s involvement if antisocial b‘ehﬁviours (Battistitch
& Hom 1997; Goff & _Gﬁd_dard, 1999). Although a strong awarénes's of belonging has
' traclitio.n_a.ll_}r been assogiat'ed. with family and neighbourhood it is also an intégral |
element of PSOC. Thus, pro'motion of the _elements of PSOC within the school
environment Co_uid reduce the possibility of children indulging in problematic
heh_a_vidurs such as bullying (Battistitch & Hom, 1997; Perry, 1999; Pretty et al.,
1.996; Soutter & McKenzic, 2000).
: AIienai_ion -

A longifudiﬁal study, investigating individual_s who were deﬂgien’t in positive
pro_sqcia} .value.s fou;id they are more likely to éngage'in antis_ocfal behaviour ﬁnd
associate with délin_que:if peers, than individuals who exhibit prosoc’_;i.al' behaviours
(Scott et al., 2001). Evid:e'm.:e has suggested 40% of eight year-o_ld chi_ldren who .

:Iexhibit. ééndu’ct disorder are conyicte& iﬁ adolescence of vandatism, theft, anc_l gssault |
and their use 6f alcohol and drugs inCreasgs (Swt_t etal). The-ﬂnancial costto sO’cie_ty
in relation to antisocial behév_idur in :chi_lcih_dod and adolest;encé is well documented
(Scétt et al.). Therefore, -aﬁ increased understanding of qnlfsocial beharyio_ur&_and
social exclusion' in éhildhood is_'par_amqunt, as it édﬁé;es tﬁ a d_ecr.ease not just_ o

_ ecﬁnomicéliy to our meﬁt_al h_ealth services and formal criminal justice sYStem, but
also in the social cost td future generations (Scott et al.). | |

Iﬁferior _associ.ati'on's Iwith their peers and teachérs have al_so“been assoc':i.atéd_

with ahtisot:ial_ behaviours (Howes, Hamilton & Matheson, 1994; Roeser, Midgley &
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Urdan 1996, Battistitch & Hom 199’?) This was demonstrated in the children from
the second school. Examples were: - |

Bemg shoufed at by rhe teacher .. bemg sard to put a bomb urm'er yourself.

S ometimes they get ang?y at us because we never do stuff right.
Research has mdlcated mdwxduals who exhlblt antlsomal behaviours are those
chlldren who expenence condemnatnon (Scott etal. , 2001). This notion was mcllcated
thh_responsas such as: o

~ People Sighting ... some kids carhe up and they bullied me.
| I wou_l)_d say that every Vietnamese alive, they 'fe fraitors.

Rejeqtibn or alienaﬁak in the s¢hool environment has been consistently associated
with-lOneiiness, 'viol.gnce and suicide (McNeely, 1999, Osteﬁnan, 2000). Children
whq _are.d.e'ﬁcic_nt ih the pﬁsitive elementé of a PSOC have an increased probability of
: exp'eriénci_ng behavioural, psybhological and acad.gmic problems (Battistitch,
Soldmon, Watson & Schaps, 1997, S.chneider, 1999; Van Dyke, Stallings & Colléy,
1995; Segrin, 1999). |

Fighti};g

Factors suchas a positive school environment, belonging, and positive self- |
efficacy function as buffers to cl;ildren’s in'v'olve.ment in dru.g.use and antiso'cial'. :
Béhaviours (Offord et al., 2000), S'chaps.and Lewis (1999) suggested sthdents who
identify their fschool asa placé of belongii)g exhibit an opposition to antisocial |
~ behaviours. However, previous research supports the notion that students, who
possess a PSOC and experience their school as a community, display an even.stronger'
opposition to antisocial and problem behaviours (Battistitch & Hom, 1997; Espelage |
et al,, 2003). It could be inferred from the above research that although the second

school may have been promoting the elements of belonging or ‘school membership,’
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they were madequately promotmg the elements of PSOC within their school
envrronment Thais was demonstrated wnth responses from the chxldren such as:
I gatren hur: once by I was runnmg and he trzpped me over, he Just pzmched
‘me in the rummy | . B
Research has found problem behav1ours such as shoplrﬁmg, petty theft
physrcal violence, vandalism, and trouble at school are all mhrbtted by feelmgs of
belonging to a community (Goff & Goddard, 1999). Prev1ous research by Battistitch |
and Hom {1997) supports the notion that if the children in the second school had
possessed a PSOC then the following bohé_wiours would not have been revealed:
Yes...Hits peopfe and everything. One day I saw him, he was dragg'ing .rhis_kr'd |
by the legs, and umm, I don 't like the bad péopls inmy school.. o
| Fighting, pushtrrg people, punching, ﬁght‘tng in the toilets. ":
The autlrors suggested schoots that_possessod a higher_fSOC_sc_:ord,--exhibited a Iot:ver
“amount of antisocial behaviours. The findings m the 'cunr_ent study suppott this notion,. :
as the children in the second sehool appeared not to possess an understanding ofa
I_’SOC in their school environment. '_I‘.hts_was dernonstrated by the amount of
antisocial behaviours revealed by the c.hil.dren"'s responses such as: _ |
 Yes, because my friends ahtfays. pick on me, because.I anr the on!y one. who
 comes Jrom .. . and they hate people from orher countrtes (How do they know
| _ you come from ...... 7) They know because 1 talk a bit of ... (Do you see
yourself asdiﬁ'erent to them?) Yes. L
These remarks highlight the need for research concentratmg on those who feel -
morally excluded, that i 1s, the subjugated the alienated and the strgmatlsed (F 1sher &
Sonn, 1999; Pretty et ., 1996; Sonn et al., 1999, p. 209), The significance of

doveloping a positive PSOC as a buffer to the psfchologit;al, social and beha_vioural
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disorders exhibited by individuals, has been proposed by researchers such as
McMillan & Chavis (1 986) and Sonn and Flsher (1 998) asa posmve PSOC is an -
| 1mpcrtant foundatlon of an 1nd1v1dual’s well bemg
Summary and Possible Dlrectlcns
- The current Iexplorator_y study examined PsyChoIoglcal Sens_e of .C'onlm_.uni.'ty -
| (PSOC) in a small sample of West Australian schcol children aged“seven to eight“
_ years The current findings concurred with Pooley, Pike et al. (2002) and Pcoley,
Breen et al in that young children do possess the ability to artlculate therr |
3

understandmg of their PSOC within their school environment. The chtldre_n in the
current study described their school ccmmunity in respect of behauioural ccmpariscn_s
as deseribed by Barenboim (1981). The children _fro'm'_ the first school revealed al_l_..
understanding of thelr school as a community and analysis of the desCﬁp_ti_ve d_a_t_a |
indicated they also pcss_ess.e'd an understandlng of their PSbC within thelr school
envirc'nnient. These findihgs.supported the model ot‘- PSOC offered by Mehﬁllan and
Chavis (1986). Conversely, the children from the second school.did not reveal a.n.
understanding_of possessi.ng_a PSOC within their school environment; rather,_ they
revealed themes relatihg to,antisocial behaviours and a slen'se_ of ‘.schoql_ membershlp,
(Baker ot al., 1997) in terms of enrolment The'childre'n’s needs in relaticn to safety |
and secunty were not bemg met (Soutter & McKenzne 2000) as the bl-dlrectlonal
elements of mﬂuence and integration and ﬂ{ﬁlmem of needs were not mdrcated In a
essence, the clnldren from the second school appeared to have no control over the
: decnsron-makmg pr_ocesses within their school environment. The ﬁnd_nngs of the
current study concur with Stumpers (2002) in that the children from the second school .

appeared to be lacking in individual empcwerment
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Australian community psychOlo By has traditionally been guarded with
. 1mplementmg commumty 1nterventlons and commumty development pollcles (Bishop
& D’Rozano 2002) The certamty of the mcrease in natlonallties within Westem |
_ -Australlan- schools is clear hence 1mplementatton of pto‘grams and pollcles promoting
| carlng commun1t1es (Lamvee 2000 Schaps & Solomon 1990) whereby all the
' students are mcluded will enhance chlldren 5 PSOC within their school environments
'(Royal & Rossi, 1996; Sonn et al., 1999). This may promote positive feelings of being
part of and contribut.ing to a larger entity than themselves (Berman, 1990). Soutter
and McKenzie (2000) suggested a positive correlation exists between bullying
behavio_urs in childhood and domestic violence in adulthood, therefore, the need to
ereate a culture incorporating all of+the elements_Of PSOC in Western Australia'n.
' schools, is essential. | | | | | - | |

| Many schools do not recognise the aduantages of group cohesion as the)t
continue to _e.ncourage-'competition and an individualistic approach to learning which
isin d.irect.._opposit.ion to.the fundamental tenets of PSOC (Schaps & Solomon). The |
school environment is reported to be _eritically important in the psychosocial
.develop_ment of children (Pooley, Breen et al,, 2_002_) because it provides the forum for
them t.o soeiaIiSe and_learn.abcjut themselves. This hiéhlights the _need fop programs
prornoting the elernents ochMllan and.Chavis’s (1986) model of PSOC within al
Westem Austrahan schools Itis 1mperat1ve we attempt to promote the posmve
underlymg values that BXISt thmughout Austrahan soc1ety (Fisher & Sonn, 1999
2002' Sonn et al., 1999). The increase in statistics relating to antlsomal behavioursin -
chlldren as Iow as aged seven (Goﬂ' & Goddard, 1999 Moffitt, 1993) indicates the : | :
necessnty for mterventlons as they are suggested to'be predxctors of later N

psychologlcal maladjustment (Moﬁ‘ltt 1993; Rubm&Mllls 1988) Karp (1999)
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suggested crime prevention and justice in society would have endurance if it comes
from within a community, rather than from an outside influence. The longitudinal
study by Sanson et al. begirm.ing in 2002, may prqvide a comprehensive
understanding of chi.ldren’s devéldpment within the Australian social, economib, and
cultural environment currently, which shoﬁld inform policy and practice in regards to
fost.ering a positive PSOC for children in Australian schools. | |

In conclusion, an effort to combine the positive aspects of all cultures from |
within our society méy provide a strong and poéitive PSOC for all Australians in the .
future. It is aﬁticipatéd the outcores of this study will increase the awareness,
knowlédge,_ and understanding of issues regarding PSOC in children. The findings of
the current exploratory study lend support to .'the notion that if PSOC can be idéntifi_ed
.and nurtured in young'children and facilitated in a school setting, it has fﬁe potential
to translate into other seftings, which uitiniately may achieve an enﬁchment of all
Australian children’s develophental and ﬁsychological wellbeing.

Limitations and Future Research Considerations

There were a..numbelf of methodological limitations in the curre'nt study that
need to be considered. Firstly, the interviéws were a self-report measure éﬁd could ..
have elicited unreliable and inaccurate data, which depended on the children’s

uﬁlderstanding of the process in which they were participating, and their willingness to

reveal their thoughts and feelings concerning their school. Secondly, the children’s
interpretation of the questions being asked may have differed from what was actually
being asked. In essence, children construct their own reality (Garbarino & Stott, 1992)
and appraise and decipher information differently to adults (Beal & Flavell, 1984).
Thirdly, researcher effects could have been involved as the researcher was an active

participant in the intérview procéss (Smith et al., 1_995) and although the method of
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resealfcher triangulation was applied, the researcher’s interpretation of tha descriptive
data may not have accurately reﬂected the meanintg, of the children’s respons'ea
(Garbarino & Stott). An additional effect could have been the age of the researcher, )
_ whlch also may have inhibited the children § responses.

Fou:thly, the difference in tha socio-economic status of the schools. could ﬁave
impacted on the children’s lack of PSOC in regards to the second school (Harnish,
Dodge & Valante, 1995). In effect, the antisocial behaviours exhibited in the second
school cauld be due to the internalisation of behaviour problems suggested in children
from lower socioeconomic '_grt)ups_,. rather than a lack of the elements of PSOC in.the
. schoo! (Harnish et al., 1995). Moreovef, the current study did not collect detnographic
data in relati'oh to school and classroom sizes and plrevious research has suggested the
size of a school can impact on an individual’s PSOC (Lounsbury & DeNeui, 1996).
Consequaritly, future research could examine these two variables to determine their
impact on PSOC in children, within tﬁeir sah_ool anvironmant.

_ Qualitative research is more of a working hypothesis that veﬁﬂes the findings
of research and does not generate conclusions. Hence, longitudinal research would
facilitate a better _understahding of the implications of PSOC on individual

psychological well-being across the lifespan (Cronbach, 1975). Dunham (1986)
stlggested that research.e'.rs shauld ensure against a utopian vision of PSOC as
praposed by McMillan and Chavis (1986). Hence, future research should coasider
using a methodology that incorporates both qualitative and quantitative ideologies, as
they may have an increased capacity to identify the specific factors influencing
children’s PSOC, Finally, due to the exploratory nature of the current study the

findings may not be transferable to other contexts, hence, future research needs to
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identify the underlying factors contributing to PSOC within the school environment in

order to ascertain which factors impact on PSOC in children,
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Appendix A

- Interview Schedule -

Set of Ten Questions

 Question 1: TELL ME ABOUT YOUR SCHOOL.

Question 2. WHAT DOES YOUR SCHOOL MEAN TO YOU?

Question 3:  TELL ME ABOUT THE PEOPLE IN YOUR SCHOOL.

Question 41 WHAT ARE THE Goon THINGS ABOUT YOUR SCHOOL? |

Question 5:  WHAT ARE THE BAD THINGS ABOUT YOUR SCHOOL?

Question 6 WHAT HAPPENS WHEN THERE IS A PROBLEM IN YOUR
SCHOOL?

Question 7. CAN YOU TELL ME WHAT THE WORD COMMUNITY MEANS?

Question 8:  HAVE YOU BEARD THE WORD COMMUNITY BEFORE?

Question 9: DO YOU THINK OF YOUR SCHOOL AS A COMMUNITY?

Question 10: WHAT DO YOU THINK MAKES YOUR SCHOOL A

COMMUNITY?
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Appendix B
Information/Consent Forim

A Study of Sense of School Community in Seven to Eight-Year Old Childrenby
Debra Robert: Bachelor of Arts (Hons) Edith Cowan University, Joondalup.

Dear Principal

I would like to ask your school to participate in a study conducted by the student
researcher Debra Roberts of the School of Psychology at Edith Cowan University

The aim of the study is to explore sense of community in primary school children and
specifically, to determine what differences if any, exist between children in grades 2
and 3 in relation to this. Previous studies on adults and adolescents and some younger
children (9-11 year olds) have shown that having a strong sense of community has
positive effects on a person’s well-being. Sense of community in Primary School
children has not been adequately investigated before, hence my interest in the area,

The study will be conducted by the student researcher who is completing a 4" year in
a Psychology Honours Degree, under the supervision of participating Psychology
Lecturers: Dr Lynne Cohen and Ms Dawn Darlaston-Jones. The study is an integral
part of the course, culminating in an assessed Research Project.

This study will be conducted in the school, during class time. The children will be
removed from the class, at a time that is deemed the least disruptive by the teacher.
They will then be interviewed by one interviewer at a quiet location within the school,
such as an office or common room, The semi-structured questions asked will tap into
the child’s perception and experience with sense of community. The interviews will
be sound recorded using a tape recorder. This is 5o the responses will be recorded as
accurately as possible. The child’s name will not be used and when the tape
recordings are transcribed the child’s first name will be changed. The interviewing
process will take approximately 20-25 minutes.

The study has met the stringent ethical requirements of the Ethics Committee of the
Faculty of Community Services, Education, and Social Sciences. Parents will be
required to fill out a consent form for their child to participate and those who do not
return the form will not participate. A copy of the results will be sent to you on
completion of the study if you would like it. If you have any questions regarding the
study/interviews, or would simply like a copy of the research to be sent to you when
the study is completed, please contact the supervisors on Dr Lynne Cohen on 6304
5575 or Ms Dawn Darlaston-Jones on 6304 5541. If you wish to speak to someone
not connected with the study, please phone Professor Alison Garton on 6304 5110.

1 would greatly appreciate your help to make this study possible.

Yours Sincerely,

Ms Debra Roberts
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Appendix C
Principal Consent Form

A Study of Sense of School Conununity in Seven to Eight-Year Old Children by
Debra Roberts: Bachelor of Arts (Hons) Edith Cowan University, Joondalup.

PERMISSION SLIP
1, : being the principal
of - __ primary school have read the attached

information and any questions I have asked have been answered to my satisfaction, [

agree / do not agree (please circle one) for my school to participate in this studf.

Principal’s Signature:

Date;
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Appendix D
Information/Consent Form
A Study of Sense of School Community in Seven to Eight- Year Old Children by
Debra Roberts: Bachelor of Arts (Hons) Edith Cowan University, Joondalup.

Dear Parent/Student,
Your Primary School has agreed to take part in a study conducted by a group of
student researchers from the School of Psychology at Edith Cowan University.

The aim of this study is to explore sense of community in 7 and 8 year old
primary school children. Previous studies on adults and adolescents and some
younger children (9-11 year olds) have shown that having a strong perception of
sense of community has positive effects on a person’s well-being and
development. Sense of community in Primary School children has not been
adequately investigated before, hence our interest in the area. It is hoped that the
outcomes of the study will increase awareness, knowledge and understanding of
issues regarding sense of community in children, and be of future use when
designing programs to increase sense of community in school aged children,

If you and your child agree to help us with our study, your child will be individually
interviewed within the classroom, {or just outside of it) by a student researcher for
approximately 20 minutes, at a time that is deemed the least disruptive by the teacher.
The questions asked will explore the child’s perception and experience of sense of
community. The researcher will help the teacher with classroom activities prior to the
interviews, so that the children will feel more comfortable in their presence.

Children will only participate if they wish to do so and if a signed consent {0
participate is obtained from a Parent/Guardian and from the child. Permission has
already been granted from school’s Principal and Teachers. Involvement in this
study is entirely voluntary (it is not a school requirement that your child participate).
Should you wish your child not to participate in this study, please circle the
appropriate word/s on the permission slip and give the form to your child to give to
the teacher at school.

The interviews, will be sound recorded using a tape recorder. This is so the responses
will be recorded as accurately as possible. The child’s name will not be used and
when the tape recordings are transcribed (into print form) the child’s first name will
be changed. To ensure confidentiality, no-one other than the researcher and the
transcriber will have access to the initial information gathered in the study. In the final
report, only general themes which came from a group of participants will be reported;
not individual responses. The study has been approved by the Ethics Committee of
the Faculty of Community Services, Education and Social Sciences. Should you
have any questions regarding the study/interviews, please contact the supervisors on
Dr Lynne Cohen on 6304 5575 or Ms Dawn Darlaston-Jones on 6304 5541. If you
wish to speak to someone not connected with the study, please phone Professor
Alison Garton on 6304 5110.

I would greatly appreciate your help to make this study possible.
Yours Sincerely,
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Appendix E

- Consent For_m for Parents and Guardians

A study of Sense of Cdminunity in Seven to Eight-Year Old Children

I ' have read the information on the previous page
and any questions I may have asked has been answered to my satisfaction.

- Tagree / do not agree (please circle one) for my child to participate in this study,
knowing that 1 may withdraw my child at any time. I agree that research gathered for
the study may be published, provided my child is not identifiable in any way. In
addition. 1 am aware that the interviews will be tape-recorded and that my child’s
identity will be completely confidential,

Parent/Guardian:
Date:

Child’s Signature/ Name; - Child’s Age
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Appendix F

Information and Consent for Students
Hello
My name is Debra and I go to school at University. T
am doing a project for my teacher and I would like to
ask you to help me.
My project is about schools.

I would like to talk to you about your school.

T would like to have a tape recorder to record what we
say so that T don't make any mistakes.

If you agree to talk to me and have our talk recorded

on a tape recorder I would like you to write your name
on this paper.

SHUENt INAME:.. et s s sasons v e stesens
CDAte! e i s

You can give this paper to your teacher and your

teacher will give it to me

Thank you for reading my letter.



Questions . “Tell me about your “What does your school | “Tell me ahout the people | “What are the good “What are the bad
school?” mean to you?” in your school?” things about your things about your

Participants ) . school?” school?”

G ‘... like playing ... nethall ‘..meansalotioms, ... 2 ‘... alot of nice people ... *... not the same
court, ... play a lotof good placs to be, ... it'sa and ... alot of not very amount as good
games with my fiends ...’ safety house” nice people in my school” people’

*... if someone is trying to get | *... nice people are my ‘Everyone in the whole
me’ . friends ... treat .., mice, .., school is good but
*Mean people, criminals’ help cach other, ... sometimes they canbe a
{Safety house) whenever somecne’s hurt bit bad’

“Nice ... caring people’ *... .. tell the teacher

good, safe’

G7 !... very clean . friendly ... *... friiendly ... they help ‘... we've got very nice
Jots of people to talk to and me, ... kind .., funtotalk | teachers’
play with, ... if you want to*
help ... go to the teachers or :
the year sevens.

Gs ‘1 really Iike getting new *... good, fun, and *... getto play with your | °... I had to tell the truth
friends .., gettoplay with | sometimes bad’ friends more’ ... "canse I didn’t want
them ... have different ‘... play with {rends more’ *... they share their stuff | the class to get punished’
things ... can do with them’ | °.., friendships, friends’ withusand we let them | “You feel sad ... your
‘... youcan be friendly ... ‘Lolties from the Spanish use our stuff” friends have higher
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