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About this response
Our response draws on our research with pupils, as well as systematic reviews of relevant evidence. We respond to the following areas, under the theme ‘Enrichment, Belonging and Behaviour’:
· How schools can promote belonging and positive relationships, while addressing bullying and discrimination.
· The role of the proposed Pupil Engagement Framework in enhancing pupils’ sense of belonging and enjoyment of school.
· How enrichment and pupil engagement should be measured and incorporated into school accountability frameworks.

We acknowledge that the Education Committee is examining SEND reform separately. Where we have shared evidence related to pupils with SEND, we have done so to highlight how the White Paper’s proposals relating to belonging and the Pupil Engagement Framework can work equitably for the diverse range of pupils attending schools in England.
[bookmark: _evr1yw887wxl]Summary
Schools play a fundamental role in supporting positive relationships, promoting a sense of belonging, and ensuring that pupils feel safe from bullying and discrimination. To ensure this role is met, the Government must recognise:
· that individual differences influence pupils’ experiences of belonging, relationships, bullying and discrimination;
· the need for a youth-led definition of belonging grounded in pupils' experiences;
· the need for multidimensional, accessible, and well-validated measures within the Pupil Engagement Framework;
· that measures of belonging must consider pupils' experiences of support, not just their availability;
· the importance of combining whole-school approaches with targeted support.
[bookmark: _ol73e931sfis][bookmark: _d1lkgs9n7xgt]How schools can promote belonging and positive relationships, while addressing bullying and discrimination?
[bookmark: _31k4mda685zx]Positive relationships as a pillar of belonging:
A large body of evidence suggests that positive relationships with peers and school staff are vitally important to pupils’ sense of belonging. Our research highlights 1) the importance of understanding and supporting these relationships across different groups of pupils, and 2) how experiences of bullying/ harassment may challenge positive relationships and impact on a sense of belonging in school. 
[bookmark: _ft45i8qgf7z4]Teacher-Pupil Relationships

· Teacher relationships can be a barrier for pupils experiencing emotionally based school avoidance (Fox & Noret, 2024).
· Supportive and positive teacher-student relationships increase enjoyment and engagement with school for autistic girls (Gordon et al., 2026). 
· Positive teacher relationships support successful transitions for autistic pupils across age ranges, with implications for belonging (Fox et al., 2023).
· Teacher-pupil relationships are dynamic and influenced by teacher and pupil characteristics, the classroom and whole school environment, and everyday interactions (Spilt et al., 2022). 
[bookmark: _20qdmr256xxj]Peer relationships
· Experiences of peer relationships differ for autistic primary school pupils by school setting and the support they receive. Some pupils in mainstream schools report feeling isolated from peers while receiving adult support during lessons, which impacts their sense of belonging and ability to build successful friendships (Fox et al., 2024).
· Undiagnosed autistic girls are at higher risk of peer difficulties resulting in increased difficulties with peers and teachers, and providing safe spaces for relationships to form was seen to foster a sense of belonging for this group (White & Fox, 2026).
· Not all experiences of bullying are the same, and the heterogeneity of experiences of bullying can impact on school safety and belonging differently. Young people who are chronically bullied (frequently bullied) in school report feeling scared and isolated in school, to the point of becoming persistently absent (Noret et al., 2024). 
· While a sense of having social support available should protect young people from the negative effects of bullying, the evidence is somewhat inconsistent. Suggesting that at times support from teachers and parents can buffer the negative impact of bullying, whereas at other times it can play no role at all (Noret et al., 2018; 2020).  
· Social support from friends can be both helpful and harmful. Perceived social support from friends can buffer the impact of bullying on poor mental health for both autistic and neurotypical youth (Deniz et al., 2026). Evidence also suggests that the relationship between being bullied and poor mental health is stronger in young people with a high degree of social support from peers/ friends (Noret et al., 2018; 2020). Such evidence suggests that the role of peers is not always straightforward, may differ by age, and be context-specific.  
· Promoting belonging and positive relationships, whilst also addressing bullying and discrimination, is a key feature of the Relationships and Sex Education (RSE) curriculum. This curriculum can support pupils in understanding and navigating relationships with peers that may affect their sense of belonging. Young people prefer to be taught about complex relationship issues through interactive, workshop-style activities with experts in the field, rather than standard classroom-based teaching (Noret et al., 2025). There should be greater alignment between the approaches used across schools and the relevant elements of the RSE curriculum, so that key knowledge and skills for peer relationships are consistent and provide a coherent package of education and support. 

To promote belonging, policy should recognise the multiple factors that contribute to positive relationships and support schools in addressing breakdowns in teacher-student and peer relationships through evidence-informed, whole-school and targeted interventions.

1. The role of the proposed Pupil Engagement Framework in enhancing pupils’ sense of belonging and enjoyment of school.

We welcome the development of the Pupil Engagement Framework, particularly its focus on belonging, safety and the quality of relationships. The inclusion of pupils' voices in its development is welcome and will be crucial to the framework’s success. Creating a framework that accurately captures student voice to support their enjoyment and sense of belonging will have clear, positive impacts on pupils' school experiences. However, we have some concerns around the use of a universal pupil engagement framework, which will need to be carefully developed to include the diverse perspectives of all pupils attending schools across England, if it is to be successful. We have highlighted some of our concerns below.
[bookmark: _aluhe36mle8m]Defining belonging and the importance for measurement:
School belonging has been described as feeling safe to be yourself in and through relationships within school (Craggs & Kelly, 2018). However, this definition of belonging may not suit every pupil and may change over time. Inconsistent definitions and terminology have also made it difficult to measure belonging consistently, with implications for monitoring it in schools (Allen et al., 2022; Štremfel et al., 2024). We suggest that the government takes time to co-produce a multifaceted definition of belonging and suggest the following to ensure belonging is defined clearly and, in turn, measured effectively:

· There is a need to develop a definition of inclusion and belonging with pupils to ensure their perspectives are foregrounded in that definition. This definition should distinguish between:
· formal participation, such as classroom placement and attendance; and
· substantive participation, such as meaningful engagement and relationships. 
· This distinction is important because pupils may attend or be physically included without feeling that they belong (Qvortrup & Qvortrup, 2018).
· The definition must reflect both individual experiences and the wider school context. It should be co-produced inclusively with a diverse range of pupils so that it is relevant across England’s schools. Our research has co-produced tools to support the inclusion of diverse voices in research, and approaches like this should be integrated into the development of a definition used consistently across the country (Asbury et al., 2026). 
· Evidence clearly shows that a sense of school belonging varies across developmental stages, and that definitions differ for subgroups of pupils who may be at risk of low school belonging. For example, pupils with SEND have been shown to have different definitions of what it means to belong in mainstream school (Herbert et al., 2026). 
· Definitions must be developmentally appropriate and flexible enough to include subgroups whose educational experiences may differ, which, in turn, will affect their definition of belonging, such as those with EBSA or those who are NEET. 

2. [bookmark: _w4027jx00gn7]How enrichment and pupil engagement should be measured and incorporated into school accountability frameworks.
School is not a homogenous experience, and measures of belonging will need to reflect the varied experiences of pupils within mainstream school systems (Štremfel et al., 2024). Measures of pupil engagement and enrichment can help schools evaluate their work over time and inform future policy; monitoring and measuring belonging in a meaningful way is therefore important for understanding the success of the proposed changes outlined in the White Paper. To do this effectively, measures will need to be inclusive, well-validated and suitable for repeated use. Accurately defining and measuring these areas will enable a clearer understanding of how the universal offer is working for all pupils.
Below, we outline our suggestions for developing and implementing acceptable measures which can feed into school accountability frameworks. We suggest that measures are designed with different learners in mind from the very beginning by:
· Consulting pupils to co-design clear, flexible, and inclusive measures of belonging is essential, as our research shows that we cannot rely solely on adult reports to accurately capture this (Fox & Asbury, 2024). 
· Considering age and developmental stage in measure development. Social-conventional reasoning develops through interactions with particular social and cultural contexts and may change over time. A measure developed for one group may therefore not accurately capture another group’s experiences (Turiel, 2008). This must be reflected in the measures developed.
· Some pupils may not be able to access conventional questionnaires. This may include pupils with learning disabilities and pupils who struggle to attend school. Their understanding and experience of belonging may also differ from that assumed within standard measures. 
· Measures for specific subgroups will be needed to accurately measure these learners' experiences.
· Evidence-informed tools developed through our research could support a wider range of pupils to share their day-to-day experiences through the Pupil Engagement Framework, rather than capturing only those able to participate through conventional methods. These should be co-designed with pupils and stakeholders, and could be hosted through ADLib (Asbury et al., 2026) and shared via the Government’s planned digital resource platform.
· Developing consistent and validated measures will be essential for gathering high-quality data. This is in line with a report we recently contributed to, which highlights that higher-quality, better-connected data are essential if we are serious about providing prevention, earlier intervention, and better outcomes for pupils across the country (Child of the North, 2026).

These factors should be considered when deciding what the Pupil Engagement Framework measures and how pupils are enabled to respond (McKinlay et al., 2025). The Framework should recognise that belonging is influenced by relationships, safety, understanding, acceptance, agency and pupils’ experiences of the social, sensory and physical school environment.

On this, we urge the government to consider what a safe, respectful school culture looks like for pupils. This is extremely important given the recent SEND reform, which aims to include more diverse learners in mainstream education. We suggest that consideration of how safety is defined and measured will be imperative for successful monitoring and support of school belonging for all pupils. For example, recent research shows that feeling socially included is related to a sense of belonging among autistic pupils, but that they feel able to engage socially only when they feel safe at school (Herbert et al., 2026). For these pupils, feeling safe meant being able to express their autistic identities and to feel supported and understood by their teachers. This highlights the complexity and intersectionality of belonging and the need for a framework to measure multiple dimensions of what it means to belong at school. 
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