
Issues in Educational Research, 35(2), 2025 590 

Belongingness, trust and connection: Arts teachers in 
Western Australian schools create safe learning spaces 
 
Christina Gray 
Edith Cowan University, Australia 
Lisa Paris, Geoffrey Lowe, Angela Perry and Lara Warwick 
Curtin University, Australia 
 

Central to this phenomenological inquiry is the question of how students’ fundamental 
needs of belonging, trust and connection are enacted in arts classrooms. Through 
qualitative semi-structured interviews, this research explores the teaching practices of 23 
expert arts teachers in Western Australian schools, revealing strategies to sustain 
supportive and safe learning environments. The findings highlight the disconnection 
students face in their schools and the significance of trust in embracing diversity, 
cultivating quality relationships, and empowering student voice. Understanding these 
evolving practices can enable less experienced teachers to adapt arts-based approaches to 
foster inclusive spaces that prioritise student well-being and connection.  

 
Introduction  
 

I was feeling anxious coming to this school today given the recent spates of violence 
reported in the media. I’m 20 minutes early and so waiting in the front office for Peta, 
the drama teacher, to come and get me. I can overhear people shouting in the office 
adjacent – I think they’re parents. There’s an uncomfortable feeling amongst the staff in 
the office and one lady mouths “sorry” to me. Fortunately, Peta arrives, and we quickly 
head for the performing arts building. She’s apologetic and explains a student has been 
suspended for the fourth time this year. It’s only March. Entering Peta’s large performing 
arts room, I see a Pride flag hanging on the wall. There’s a bunch of students waiting to 
talk to her. She explains that it’s morning recess and students often just come down to 
the drama room to hang out. She goes and chats to them until the bell goes. Peta then 
quickly sets up the space for her next class. I ask if she’s had a break between classes and 
she laughs. She says that she doesn’t get a break until she goes home. She then pauses, 
looks to the door, and explains that the kids come to the theatre because they feel safe 
and like to have a good chat. Peta pauses and says, it’s important for these kids to have 
this space and to talk to a good adult they know they can trust. (Researcher field notes, 
March 2022) 

 
Belonging has long been regarded as a fundamental human need (Allen et al., 2021; 
Maslow, 1962) and an extensive body of research identifies the interplay between safety 
and belonging in schools as essential for students to learn and thrive (Egeberg et al., 2020; 
Longaretti, 2020). When individuals experience belonging and connection to a school, 
class, group, or teacher, they feel a heightened sense of acceptance, support, and 
validation (Osterman, 2000). Connection and belonging generates significant 
psychological and social benefits, including increased self-esteem, improved mental well-
being, enhanced motivation, higher levels of engagement, and better overall social 
integration (Bull et al., 2024; Mohamad & Manning, 2024). Further, students who 
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experience a sense of belonging in their school are less likely to truant school or engage in 
anti-social and/or illegal behaviours (Allen et al., 2021).  
 
Recent research reveals, however, a growing problem surrounding students’ isolation and 
disconnectedness from their schools (Bruefach & Reynolds, 2022). Findings from the 
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA, 2018) indicate a significant number of 
Australian students reported a lack of belonging in school, a factor that can detrimentally 
affect their motivation and academic achievement. Similarly, only 34% of high school 
students in the United States reported feeling engaged in their studies, indicating a 
widespread disconnection from their schools (Gallup, 2018). For individuals in minority 
groups, such as those in racial and gender diverse minorities, experiences of racism and 
discrimination further impede belongingness, social connections and educational 
prosperity (Macaulay, 2023). 
 
While student disconnection and isolation were inevitably heightened during the Covid-19 
pandemic (Loades et al., 2020) by remote learning and lack of face-to-face contact, the 
increasing emphasis on standardised testing and a rigid curriculum has left little room for 
individual expression. This has left students feeling like passive participants rather than 
active learners (Bae & DeBusk-Lane, 2019). Addressing the problem of student 
disconnection is crucial and requires a focus on promoting belonging, trust and inclusion. 
This is necessary if schools are places where all students feel seen, heard, and connected.  
 
The arts provide a powerful case study through which to appraise the importance of 
safety and trust in contemporary education. The five arts disciplines (dance, drama, media, 
music and visual arts) all ask students to share parts of themselves (feelings, thoughts, 
ideas) that encompass degrees of risk and would otherwise be private (e.g. sharing 
emerging ideas about gender and identity framing). Numerous studies have highlighted 
the sense of belonging that can be experienced by students in the arts when learning 
occurs in safe supportive contexts and characterised by trust (Corvo et al., 2020). These 
contexts underscore the existence and value of inclusive and supportive spaces that foster 
connections and mutual respect among students. Engaging in collaborative arts 
experiences has been shown to be particularly effective in cultivating a sense of belonging 
and community (Gray & Lowe, 2019). Arts experiences can play a crucial role in affirming 
identities, promoting social cohesion, prioritising inclusive representation, and facilitating 
collaborative experiences, all of which are instrumental in fostering belonging (Gray & 
Lowe, 2019). 
 
This research explores the question: How are students' fundamental needs of belonging, 
trust, and connection enacted in arts classrooms? To understand this phenomenon, 
researchers examined the strategies employed by expert arts teachers in Western 
Australian (WA) secondary schools to establish and maintain supportive and safe learning 
environments. By understanding these practices, it is possible to uncover ways in which 
less experienced teachers and schools at large can create more inclusive spaces that foster 
student well-being and success.  
 



592 Belongingness, trust and connection: Arts teachers in Western Australian schools create safe learning spaces 

We begin with a review of literature that explores the importance of student safety and 
belonging in the field of education. The review is further situated within the context of the 
Australian Professional Standards for Teachers (AITSL, 2018) and highlights the significance of 
these standards in relation to arts education and its role in facilitating effective learning. 
The phenomenological qualitative research design and narrative inquiry is then introduced 
as an ideal approach for delving into the lived experiences of teachers in educational 
settings. The interview data from expert arts teachers, concentrating primarily on how 
they build belonging, trust and inclusion is then presented under four researcher-
designated themes of: (1) developing mutual trust; (2) knowing students and embracing 
difference; (3) strengthening relationships and group dynamics; and (4) embracing student 
voice and choice. This is followed by a discussion around emerging meanings and wider 
research in the field. Finally, the study concludes by providing recommendations based on 
the findings, aiming to contribute to the improvement of educational practices. 
 
The conceptual terrain 
 
Belonging 
 
Belonging has long been regarded as a fundamental human need (Allen et al., 2021; 
Maslow, 1962) and an extensive body of research identifies the interplay between safety 
and belonging in schools as essential for students to learn and thrive (Egeberg et al., 2020; 
Longaretti, 2020). According to Hagerty et al. (1992), belonging refers to the subjective 
feeling of being an integral part of the systems surrounding an individual, including family, 
friends, school, work, communities, cultural groups, and physical places. Belonging, while 
a subjective feeling, exists within a social environment. A commonly used definition of 
belonging in educational research is “the extent to which students feel personally 
accepted, respected, included, and supported by others in the school social environment” 
(Goodenow & Grady, 1993, p. 80).  
 
Societal structures, including cultural, environmental, and geographical influences, broadly 
shape an individual's sense of what is acceptable, their understanding of right and wrong, 
and their feelings of belonging or alienation (Allen, 2020). For minority groups, such as 
racial and gender diverse populations, these structures often lead to experiences of racism 
and discrimination, further impeding belongingness, social connections, and educational 
prosperity (Macaulay, 2023). A study by Macaulay (2023) revealed that strained 
relationships between Australian Sudanese and South Sudanese youth and their 
schoolteachers had the potential to negatively impact these young people's sense of 
educational belonging. Researchers warn that if more is not done, particularly in the 
education sector, the number of disconnected youth will continue to rise. Otherwise, as 
Olagookun and White (2017) stated, “Australia's alternative is to manage growing 
numbers of disconnected and disillusioned young people on the edges of society who 
struggle to belong” (p. 8). 
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Safe and supportive learning environments 
 
There is a range of terms presented in the literature to describe the safe and supportive 
learning environments teachers should aim to create. Some refer to the social climate of 
the classroom encompassing both physical and psychological conditions (Wang & Degol, 
2016), defined as the values, beliefs, and expectations that enables students to belong, and 
feel socially, emotionally, and physically safe (National School Climate Center, 2017). The 
wider school climate shapes the quality of the interactions between all students, teachers, 
parents, and school personnel, and reflects the norms, values, and goals that represent the 
broader educational and social missions of the school (National School Climate Center, 
2017).  
 
A recent trend has seen schools implement initiatives to improve social climate as a 
vehicle through which to enhance the academic and psychological wellbeing of their 
students (National School Climate Center, 2017; Sandwick et al., 2019). A number of 
studies revealed the positive effects of increased group and physical activity in schools on 
students’ self-esteem and overall mental health (Andrade et al., 2020; Popovych et al., 
2022). For example, an increasing number of WA schools have redesigned their grounds 
into spaces more in harmony with nature. In another illustration, the research of 
Ballengee-Morris and Staikidis (2017) into community mural projects, revealed that active 
participation by students in artistic processes facilitated collaboration, dialogue, and shared 
ownership, thereby nurturing belonging and pride in shared creative achievement among 
participants.  
 
Classroom climate is underpinned by a set of values: respect, empathy, openness, 
curiosity, trust, fairness, accountability (ACARA, 2018). Kristofferson (2018) described 
classroom climate as a culture that goes beyond pedagogy and curriculum delivery to a 
construct that supports students well-being, success and identity. Teachers who promote 
culturally sensitive classrooms encourage and nurture student interests, agency, and 
student opinions (Lee & Huang, 2021). In that study, Kristofferson (2018) focused on the 
perspectives of music educators and how they intentionally fostered a positive classroom 
culture. The literature reflects these same concerns across the other disciplines 
emphasising the importance of values, identifying as a community or family, and 
interpersonal relationships between students and their teachers and the space itself. In 
short, the arts and values are intertwined in ways that rely upon and strengthen 
relationships in the learning environment. 
 
Physical and psychological safety is integral to a positive and supportive learning 
environment both within and beyond the arts. Students who feel safe in their learning 
environment are more likely to ask questions and engage in learning (Egeberg et al., 2020). 
Without a safe environment, students can lack confidence and a willingness to take risks 
(Allen et al., 2021). Kristofferson (2018) cautioned that for students to take risks and 
manage failure, safety is necessary, stating: 
 

Safe space does not necessarily refer to an environment without discomfort, struggle, or 
pain. Being safe is not the same as being comfortable. To learn and grow, students often 
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must confront issues that make them uncomfortable, and force them to struggle with 
who they are and what they believe. (p. 52) 

 
Social control and social cognitive theories emphasise relationship quality, but also include 
safety and academic indicators as important features of school climate (Zysberg & 
Schwabsky, 2021). There is compelling research highlighting the effectiveness of teachers 
who show care and concern for their students’ personal and academic lives (Egeberg & 
McConney, 2020). Teachers who demonstrated respect for students and communicated in 
caring ways such as active listening and valuing input, developed stronger relationships, 
and had fewer classroom management challenges (Wentzel, 2022; Zie & Derakhshan, 
2021). Students emphasised the need to feel cared for before they would be inclined to 
reciprocally care about school (Egeberg, 2018). Further, students reported welcoming 
environments that are fun, allowed them to appreciate teachers who make learning fun 
(Wentzel, 2022; Zie & Derakhshan, 2021). The links between the tone of the learning 
environment and the behaviour and attitudes of the teacher in their interactions with 
students are well established in each case. 
 
Australian Professional Standards for Teachers 
 
The Australian Professional Standards for Teachers (AITSL, 2018) defines the work of 
teachers, making explicit the elements of high-quality practice. The Standards are 
organised into four career stages: graduate, proficient, highly accomplished, and lead. 
Teachers demonstrate their achievement of the standards through a portfolio of evidence. 
The seven Standards contain a number of sub-strands or focus areas. For example, 
Standard 4, which relates to supportive and safe learning environments (the focus of this 
research), has four sub-strands, namely: 4.1 Support student participation; 4.2 Manage 
classroom activities; 4.3 Manage challenging behaviour; and 4.4 Maintain student safety. 
 
For sub-strand 4.4, teachers at a graduate standard are expected to describe strategies that 
support students’ wellbeing and safety working within school and/or system, curriculum, 
and legislative requirements. At a proficient stage, the teacher should be able to ensure 
students’ wellbeing and safety within school by implementing school and/ or system, 
curriculum, and legislative requirements. The highly accomplished teacher will initiate and 
take responsibility for implementing current school and/or system, curriculum, and 
legislative requirements to ensure student wellbeing and safety. The lead teacher (the focus 
and participants in this research) will evaluate the effectiveness of student wellbeing 
policies and safe working practices using current school and/or system, curriculum and 
legislative requirements and assist colleagues to update their practices. 
 
While some resources are provided by AITSL for teachers to develop their practice in this 
area, what is missing is a nuanced understanding of how lead teachers in the arts realise 
this standard.  
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The arts 
 
The arts provide an important means of expression, communication, creativity, 
imagination, observation, perception, and thought and can nurture a sense of belonging 
and community (Dunn et al., 2019; Paris et al., 2023). Research shows the capacity for arts 
subjects to develop socio-emotional skills such as altruism, cooperation, trust, and 
empathy (Saunders, 2019; The Royal Conservatory, n.d.). Through group work (a 
pedagogical staple in drama, dance, media and music), students learn valuable 
collaboration skills (Saunders, 2019). Researchers have consistently recognised the ability 
of the arts to generate belonging by providing inclusive and supportive environments as 
core elements of arts practice (Goopy, 2022; Gray & Lowe, 2019). Further, artistic 
expression can contribute to identity affirmation, and mood management (Goopy, 2022). 
For example, a study into the experiences of Indigenous Australian students participating 
in visual arts programs, found that engagement in the arts provided opportunities for 
cultural expression and identity affirmation, fostering a sense of belonging among the 
students (Cutcher & Boyd, 2018).  
 
Arts-based community projects (e.g. visual arts murals) have been found to promote social 
cohesion and belonging among participants (Dunn et al., 2019). A study by Corvo et al., 
(2020) investigated the impacts of community singing groups on mental health and well-
being. The findings revealed that participating in singing activities or public mural 
installation created a sense of belonging, connection, and mutual support among group 
members. 
 
Research has emphasised the importance of inclusive representation in the arts. When 
individuals see their identities and experiences represented in artistic works (e.g. media and 
film), they feel part of something and experience belonging. Research exploring the 
impact of inclusive arts programs on the well-being of individuals with disabilities reveal 
the belonging and empowerment among participants during dance and performance work 
(Collins et al., 2022). 
 
These research insights suggest that the arts have the potential to build belonging through 
affirming identities, social cohesion, appropriate creative risk taking, trust and inclusion, 
and collaborative experiences. Given the disconnection and isolation many students are 
facing in their schools, heightened by the global pandemic, embracing arts practices, and 
learning from expert arts teachers is timely.  
 
Methodology and methods 
 
Research approach 
 
In 2021, we set out to investigate the teaching experiences of expert WA secondary arts 
teachers across dance, drama, media, music, and visual arts. As arts teacher educators, we 
were particularly interested in understanding how they created safe and supportive 
learning spaces. We chose a phenomenological qualitative research design to understand 
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the subjective experiences of teacher-participants within the arts disciplines, believing that 
this approach would provide rich insights into their experiences and practices.  
 
Our research employed a narrative inquiry methodology and focused on the experiences 
and stories of expert teachers in WA schools. By using narratives, we gained deeper 
understanding of the context in which teachers worked, the challenges they faced, and the 
impact of their experiences on their teaching practices. Further, reporting teacher 
experiences through narrative inquiry gives participants an active voice and makes findings 
more accessible to a broader audience. As Clandinin and Connelly (1998) explained:  
 

The mere telling of a story leaves it as a fixed entity. It is in the inquiry, in our 
conversations with each other, with texts, with situations, and with other stories that we 
can come to retelling our stories and to reliving them. (p. 251)  

 
Participants 
 
After securing ethics approvals for our study, we used purposeful recruitment to select 23 
experienced arts teachers to participate in this research, including a minimum of three 
from each discipline area. Participants were vetted against the following inclusion criteria: 
(1) Senior arts teacher or a Head of Arts Learning Area; (2) 10 years teaching (or more) 
within the arts; (3) Recognition of high-level expertise through reputation/ promotion/ 
awards; and (4) Range of school contexts from private to public and regional to 
metropolitan. In most cases arts teachers were known to researchers through professional 
networks. 
 
Interviews 
 
Our qualitative research design involved semi-structured individual interviews which 
ranged from 40 - 60 minutes, were recorded and professionally transcribed verbatim. Each 
discipline specialist on our research team interviewed their corresponding discipline 
participants and conducted coding and analysis during the initial data reduction phase. 
This allowed an emic perspective and evaluation, acknowledging specialists best 
understood practices valued within each discipline (Paris et al., 2023). Pseudonyms were 
assigned to each participant and their respective schools to protect their identity.  
 
Analysis 
 
The research team reviewed the findings to synthesise shared themes across the arts 
following protocols highlighted by Miles, Huberman and Saldana (2014). The analysis of 
each set of interview data involved the following steps: (1) Data collection through 
interviews, followed by the generation of transcripts; (2) Reviewing the data by selecting, 
sorting, and sifting through the transcriptions to identify similar phrases and ideas; (3) 
Grouping the identified commonalities into categories of generalised information, 
represented in a data matrix with corresponding phrases; and (4) Repeating this process 
for the remaining interviews, which helped in identifying emerging themes. 
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Findings 
 
The specialised knowledge foundations of teacher-participants are presented through 
narrative vignettes which blend the academic and theoretical understandings with personal 
background and practical experiences (Clandinin, 1985). Four themes emerged from the 
research in relation to creating safe and supportive learning spaces, namely (1) developing 
mutual trust; (2) knowing students and embracing difference; (3) strengthening 
relationships and group dynamics; and (4) embracing student voice and choice.  
 
Developing mutual trust 
 

A welcoming environment that's stimulating for students and where they can work with 
a variety of people. We have kids that are isolated or bullied at school but love coming 
into drama because they feel safe and have fun. (Peta, drama teacher) 

 
It became evident in the interviews that our 23 teacher-participants worked hard to build 
mutual trust between themselves and their students as well as trust between students. As 
Nick (music teacher) described, “music is a place where children are open to learning if 
they're relaxed, happy, feel safe and trust their teacher, and comfortable with everyone in 
the room”. For Greg (drama teacher), accepting student differences was important and 
having clear expectations and boundaries was key to building trust and safety. He 
explained:  
 

Students need to feel reassured that I'm going to respond in a way that they can predict 
and feel safe with. I build the notion that our drama room is a safe space, that we have 
expectations, that it's not okay to mock or laugh at each other. I put out fires early on 
and build an environment quickly where the kids know they can trust me to step in and 
support them when they need. Greg (drama teacher) 

 
Without exception, our teacher participants believed that it was their job, as arts teachers, 
to create safety for all students and posited that this took time, consistency, patience, and 
a sense of fun. Katie (music teacher) suggested, “maintaining a sense of humour and fun 
was important for my students to feel at ease and included”. For Nick (music teacher), 
modelling respectful behaviours through open communication and encouraging a playful 
atmosphere enhanced safety in his classes. He said: 
 

If there's any sense of threat or a lack of safety, then they’re in defensive mode and 
incapable of learning. It’s my job to earn this trust. As music teachers, we have to be 
comfortable performing, singing, moving around clapping and being silly. I embarrass 
myself in front of kids all the time. Because if they see me do that, that it's okay for them 
to do that, there's a mutual safety for everyone in the room. Nick (music teacher) 

 
For Lee (music teacher), having high yet realistic expectations of students and assisting 
them to develop to their full potential was key to building trust. He stressed that it was 
important to “aim high for students, but to be aware of what their limits were so we're not 
setting kids up to fail”. Lee, like others, considered student agency and placing ownership of 
creative capital generation onto students was integral to building trust. He elaborated: 
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Whether choosing the repertoire or the genre they're composing, I encourage them to 
think rather than always providing answers. Rather than saying, “This is wrong, and 
that's wrong, change this and this”, I encourage them to question why is it feeling that 
way? What's causing it and then how can we put it right? By encouraging students to take 
ownership helps them find a sense of purpose and belonging. Lee (music teacher) 

 
Given the expensive materials, equipment and resources students often use in arts 
subjects such as musical instruments, lighting and sound equipment, oil paints or printing 
presses, the importance of students using equipment responsibly was vital. Within the 
media classroom, students need to be trusted to move around campus to film work 
without teacher supervision. Mitchell (media teacher) explained, 
 

We’re a subject based on trust. It's different to teaching subjects constrained in one 
space. Building relationships becomes super important because our students are all over 
the place and we’ve got to be able to trust them. Mitchell (media teacher) 

 
Our expert teacher-participants affirmed that developing trust between students and with 
their teacher was integral to students’ artistic endeavours, particularly when accepting 
feedback. Dannica, (media teacher) explained when “students feel safe and secure, they 
can accept feedback”. In media, like all arts subjects, students view and listen to each 
other’s work, and thus must learn how to give respectful, helpful feedback, and accept 
critical feedback. Dannica said,  
 

If students understand my feedback is from a place of wanting them to improve rather 
than belittle, we move forward together. We talk about giving feedback in a safe 
environment, and this is helpful in getting them to grow. 

 
Like learning how to work effectively in groups, teaching students to give and receive 
feedback is planned carefully. For example, Dannica explained:  
 

We do an activity in media called the nuclear reactor. Students have cans of Coke in the 
middle of a space and there's strings around the outside, and they work together without 
getting themselves poisoned by radiation by going inside the perimeter. While they are 
doing this activity, I take notes about what they say to each other, and then we talk about 
their responses to each other. We discuss the importance of encouragement to really 
foster a positive environment. Dannica (media teacher)  

 
Knowing students and embracing difference 
 

No matter their gender, sexuality, or race, what matters is that they feel safe and secure 
and that they belong. Mitchell (media teacher)  

 
Teacher participants acknowledged that integral to creating safe and supportive learning 
spaces was knowing students and embracing individual difference. Stella (visual arts 
teacher) encapsulated this notion when she said, “arts education provides an excellent 
platform for developing empathy and appreciation of individual differences”. Similarly, 
speaking from a dance teacher perspective, Cathy stated: 
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While it’s important to celebrate achievement, it’s also important to celebrate differences. 
Some students have strength, some have flexibility. Highlighting student differences is 
important so that they know there is something special about each of them. Cathy (dance 
teacher) 

 
Stella, speaking from a visual arts teacher perspective, explored difference by “exposing 
students to different artists, different artworks that may be using similar techniques or 
similar themes”. In doing so, Stella reported that the “visual arts can teach students about 
our wonderful individual differences”. For Toby, (visual arts teacher), the physical space 
was integral to catering for students with diverse learning needs:  
 

It’s an active space where students are allowed to move around and access what they 
need. Creating a lively and dynamic space. A welcoming environment that's stimulating 
and where students can work with a variety of people”. Toby, (visual arts teacher) 

 
Stella (visual arts teacher) echoed these sentiments, highlighting, “we have students with a 
range of additional needs who benefit from having models and displays of other students’ 
work to learn from”. Here the familiar ‘classroom as teacher’ approach functioned to 
embody and expand the visual arts concepts that Stella presented. The drama space in 
Leonie’s school had a large pride flag hanging on a wall to “let all students know, no 
matter who they are and what differences they may have, they are important, welcome, 
and safe”. Peta (drama teacher) similarly explained, “We have kids who are isolated or 
bullied at school but love coming into drama because they are safe and have fun”. Stella 
explained that in her school’s visual art studio, they made physical adjustments to support 
students’ difference:  
 

We make adjustments because some kids can't sit still, they need to stand, or let off some 
energy as they can’t sit still for an hour. Our department purchased a 1970s gym bike, 
and we worked with the kids to spray paint it. When they need to move, they go and ride 
that, then they come back into class. They’re learning to better regulate themselves and 
their behaviour. It’s working well. Stella (visual arts teacher) 

 
Our teacher-participants acknowledged difficulties in creating safe and supportive learning 
spaces given large class sizes in lower secondary school years (up to as many as 32 
students per class), lesson duration (45-60 mins) and in some cases, students’ fear, and 
aversion to the arts. This was particularly prevalent in dance classes, where Siobhan (dance 
teacher) claimed that some students felt “confronted in dance because they have no shoes 
and socks on their feet”. Cathy explained that in dance classes there were two streams of 
students, “one stream doesn’t want to be there, and the other stream does. It’s challenging 
to create inclusive and safe environments to cater for all these students but it’s imperative 
that we do”. Cathy stated that the dance teacher was integral to the outcomes for these 
students when she said, “we have an opportunity to enthuse all kids in dance, but it comes 
down to the teacher and the choices we make. Knowing our students and their fears or 
concerns is important”. Siobhan (dance teacher) emphasised the need to both understand 
fear and not to judge students negatively for their reluctance to participate. Siobhan 
explained, “the kids that don’t want to dance are generally nervous and don't want to 
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perform. It's really daunting for them”. Nella (dance teacher) reiterated the importance of 
not judging students for their differences. She explained:  
 

I make a choice not to look at a kid and immediately go, “Oh, they're listed as ADHD, 
so I need to look out for that one.” I let them walk in the room, I let them sit where they 
want, and I will chat to them, and allow things to unfold naturally. I try and make all 
students feel comfortable and valuable. Nella (dance teacher) 

 
It was apparent in the interviews that students’ aversion to studying dance at school was 
heightened by a lack of choice (e.g. in compulsory elective rotations). Terri (dance teacher) 
explained, “it’s not uncommon for all students in Year seven or eight to try out an arts 
subject. In my school, all Year sevens and eights must do dance and they feel like they’re 
dumped in it”. Acknowledging this, teacher-participants were committed to getting to 
know their students, their limitations, and challenges, to make a difference and create an 
environment in which students felt safe and experienced success and belonging. Jarrod 
(visual arts teacher) explained how his flexible approach to student differences was 
essential to creating a safe and inclusive space: 
 

There was a student who, despite much assistance, was unable to use the lino tools in 
printmaking. It was difficult in terms of his manual handling of the tools, but also unsafe. 
So, we switched to collagraph, and the student was able to produce a print that he was 
extremely proud of, and he got lots of great feedback from the other students too. 
Responding to that student's needs, supporting him to create art in a different way, but 
where he was still participating with his peers. Jarrod (visual arts teacher)  

 
While understanding students’ fears was important in building trust, so too was 
understanding and supporting students’ creative aspirations. Cathy (dance teacher) said, 
“we have students who have danced all their life and have ambitions for a career as a 
dancer”. Our teacher-participants considered their duty was to support students in 
achieving their aspirations in life beyond school including further study in the arts. 
Encapsulating this view:  
 

I know how to support my students who are fearful [showing their work] and experience 
shame. I know the students who want to pursue a career in the profession. I know them 
as individuals and try to support them all. Toby (visual arts teacher) 

 
Strengthening relationships and group dynamics 
 
I'm conscious of the individual experiences in an ensemble. It involves social bonding and 
making something together. It's important that we're looking after kids, thinking about 
their psychological health. William (music teacher) 
 
Further to our teacher-participants recognising and embracing student difference, was the 
focus afforded to developing quality relationships between class members so that they 
build and enjoy connections with others. While this was prevalent across all arts 
disciplines, the drama teachers were particularly motivated to support group dynamics. 
Emma explained:  
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We get to know each other as quickly as we can. Forming those comfortable 
relationships is crucial and we do this through whole class games and group activities at 
the start of the term. Every student needs to know the name of every other student 
before they leave the first lesson. So do I! Emma (drama teacher) 

 
In drama it was common to focus on team building and group dynamics skills each lesson 
through game playing. Emma (drama teacher) explained a game she liked to play in her 
first lesson with students called Aliens, “in groups, students make an alien creature with 
four criteria. They need to all be connected, their alien must be able to move forwards, 
backwards, left, and right, they have to have a secret weapon, and make a noise”. While 
students were focused on playing the game, Emma continued that “it's about them 
working together. In drama we do all sorts of activities like this… because they get to 
know how each other works. That's important for inclusivity”. James similarly emphasised 
that, “we play these games to help students feel comfortable working with each other, 
where they are not judged.” 
 
Teacher-participants acknowledged the complexity in managing groups as Emma 
explained, “it’s hard to get right but essential to having a safe and supportive class 
atmosphere.” Leonie (drama teacher) explained her focus on building student capacity to 
work with classmates who brought out the best in them and that were not necessarily their 
closest friends. She said:  
 

I build this understanding that we are going to be intelligent, mindful people that are 
going to be mature in the way we conduct ourselves, and that our friendships and our 
working relationships aren't the same thing. I encourage students to have self-awareness 
and confidence to make good choices. Leonie (drama teacher) 

 
For Nella (dance teacher), group formation required careful orchestration that balanced 
student choice and trust. Nella explained, “when it comes to forming groups, I start by 
letting them choose their own while I get the lay of the land. Some can work with anyone, 
whereas others not. Sometimes I step in and mix students up”. For Peta, (drama teacher), 
reducing cliques and power structures was integral to her grouping considerations. She 
explained:  
 

I'm always thinking who students will work best with and how to reduce the cliques. If 
we allow students to work with the same people all the time, a hierarchical structure 
tends to develop where one or two will be the spokespeople, and the others just veg. So, 
by mixing it up, it creates a different climate of discussion, integration, and product. Peta 
(drama teacher) 

 
Greg (drama teacher) similarly explained his focus on helping students understand and 
develop empathy towards each other. He described the isolation he witnessed amongst 
students and the efforts he went to in classes to build trust and connections: 
 

We combat isolation through building belongingness, trust, and connection. Some kids 
don’t want to work with others for all sorts of different reasons. This won’t fly in a 
drama class – we can’t have kids being intolerant to each other right now in drama class 
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and life generally. I talk about life skills and empathy with the students, in fact, it 
underpins everything I do. Greg (drama teacher)  

 
Our teacher-participants considered it important to “understand the complexities of 
group dynamics, that it’s not easy for kids to always work well in groups and that it was 
the teacher’s job to be monitoring and adjusting to help students feel safe and included” 
(Leonie, drama teacher). Peta (drama teacher) similarly acknowledged the teacher’s role in 
supporting students to feel safe within the class:  
 

There’s a lot going on - shy kids, socially awkward kids, kids struggling with poor self-
confidence, kids that can’t regulate their emotions and behaviours, and kids with learning 
difficulties. We need to know our students well and if we see them struggling, we can put 
them in a group with someone they know and feel safer with. Students are more likely to 
push themselves and take some risks if they feel safe. If we don’t get the group 
combination right, these kids panic and won’t engage in the process. (Peta, drama 
teacher) 

 
Our teacher-participants also highlighted the attention dedicated to teaching skills to work 
effectively in groups. Vanessa (music teacher) explained: 
 

We spend a lot of time managing relationships, and teaching students’ social skills to 
manage each other. Inevitably, there are natural leaders and natural followers, naturally 
focused and unfocused student. We’re constantly monitoring and working with these 
variables. Vanessa (music teacher) 

 
From a media teacher perspective, Claire highlighted the “intrinsic reward particularly for 
effort and being collegial. We want students to feel valued, respected, find a sense of 
belonging, and connect with the people around them”. Teacher-participants unanimously 
agreed that their focus on developing strong and collegial relationships in classes enabled a 
sense of belonging and community. Mitch (media teacher) encapsulated this when he said:  
 

When our classes start, I make us a community. My students often say, “This is my 
second family. When I come into this place, I feel safe, I feel secure.” They feel okay to 
try, fail and take risks. We're all going to be here together to pick each other up. Mitch 
(media teacher)  

 
Embracing student choice and voice 
 

It’s important to give students voice and choice. It's quite natural for artists to express 
themselves, and it is about communicating. I think that's one of the reasons that students 
who might find other parts of their education difficult feel like they can be heard in an 
art space. Claudia (visual arts teacher) 

 
Our expert teacher-participants explained ways in which they embraced students’ ideas, 
interests, and arts experiences to motivate students and enhance their sense of belonging. 
By building arts learning from students’ ideas, Dale (visual arts teacher) revealed that this 
“increased the students buy-in as they’re engaged in work, they are super interested in”. 
Katie, speaking from a music teacher perspective, shared:  
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All kids have music in their lives, and we need to tap into what they listen to and enjoy, 
bring it into our classrooms. We’ve found that by encouraging students to play music 
that they like, and they’re passionate about, composing becomes easier. It's more natural 
for them to be writing their own songs because they're playing in their own style. They're 
comfortable with the genre they know best and then we can challenge them to try 
different genres. Katie (music teacher) 

 
Elizabeth, from a media teacher perspective, utilised student voice by integrating 
technologies that students enjoyed and/or had access to in her classroom. She said, “I 
encourage students to use their own technology such as their phones to take photos or 
create movies”. Further, media teachers were regularly seeking ways of collaborating using 
technology like Padlet. Elizabeth explained, 
 

It’s a safe way to do brainstorms, or see where they're at when starting a new topic. 
Allowing students an option to choose what and how they will deliver ideas gives them 
opportunities to take agency with technology. Elizabeth (media teacher) 

 
Adapting tasks for student interest was common to all arts teachers in this research. 
Whether exploring pertinent themes in drama and visual arts based on the lives and 
experiences of students, selecting music for film work or dancing to music chosen by 
other students in dance, teachers were aware of the student choice-student voice benefits 
to developing self-expression, confidence, and inclusion. Claudia, speaking from a visual 
arts teacher perspective explained, “I adapt projects to student interest to make my classes 
as inclusive as possible. I've been known to change a project in the second week of a 
semester if that’s what students want”. Jarrod (visual arts teacher) said: 
 

I do an online survey to find out personal interests, movies they’re into, music on their 
playlist at the moment. It’s useful to tap into their styles and genres by linking to their 
media consumption. Jarrod (visual arts teacher) 

 
In navigating ways to help students make meaning while developing their identity through 
self-expression, arts teachers discussed the importance of exploring and responding to 
culture. Claudia (visual arts teacher) described a project she did with her students where 
they created a skateboard deck with “a particular pattern, symbol or semiotic”, from art 
works considered in class, “or their own family history”. Claudia discussed the use of 
“mood and inspiration boards to personalise experiences for students”. She encouraged 
her students to find inspiration from a variety of cultural sources (artists/artworks) and 
explained: 
 

Someone they like, or a character from an anime, and then we'll try and find out who 
drew it. We'll look at the background, the context, and the bigger picture. I find ways to 
help students relate to art. Claudia (visual arts teacher) 

 
Discussion 
 
The Australian Professional Teacher Standards (AITSL, 2018) aim to articulate the 
essential components of high-quality, effective teaching in 21st century educational 
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settings. By attaining these standards, teachers are presumably positioned to enhance 
educational outcomes for their students – both within their own disciplines and more 
broadly across general capabilities (e.g. literacy) and values (e.g. respect). However, a 
pivotal factor in achieving this lies in the teachers' capacity to foster belonging and safety, 
as students are less likely to thrive when they experience demotivation and detachment 
(Allen et al., 2021; Kristofferson, 2018). 
  
Although the identification of high-quality teaching practices by AITSL is useful, early 
career teachers would benefit further from a nuanced understanding of expert teacher 
practices tailored to the diverse disciplines in schools. The research findings presented 
here contribute to the ongoing discourse, as they specifically focus on the practices and 
perspectives of expert arts teachers in cultivating a positive classroom environment. 
Studies like this are important because they highlight just how experienced teachers build 
these intangible qualities into their teaching irrespective of place (e.g. government or 
private sector school setting). This provides an opportunity for all teachers to learn from 
the experience of our expert teacher-participants, as well as their understanding of the 
need to consciously refine and develop this crucial side of their teaching through ongoing 
professional learning and mentoring.  
 
The Covid-19 period has demanded more of all teachers including the requirement to 
rapidly shift from signature face-to-face teaching practices to online delivery, replete with 
its own unique challenges in terms of student engagement and connection, and we are 
living with the consequences. While teachers rose to the challenge, it is clear that the 
absence of physical belonging and connection has left an ongoing legacy of disconnect 
and isolation for many students (Bruefach & Reynolds, 2022). Understanding how our 
expert arts teacher-participants helped students reconnect in the post-Covid-19 world 
offers valuable insights into long standing student needs that have not changed – the need 
to connect and belong (Allen et al., 2021). Values and beliefs associated with arts teaching 
offers the opportunity for the wider teaching community to learn and understand the 
importance of belonging and safety as prerequisites for learning. Specifically, the value in 
embracing difference, developing trust, building strong relationships and honouring 
student choice and voice, as part of our Covid-19 recovery. We posit that in future 
challenges to face-to-face learning, expert arts teachers, as mentors to less experienced 
colleagues are well placed to support and guide both students and fellow teachers through 
adversity. 
 
The findings from our research largely support the broader literature, emphasising the 
importance of teachers modelling caring relationships, and student-centred approaches in 
fostering a positive classroom culture (Egeberg & McConney, 2018; Wentzel, 2022; Xie, 
2021). There are, however, subtle, yet crucial differences reflected in this study. Indeed, in 
each of the arts there were shared, but also discrete themes surrounding ways of 
developing trust, embracing differences, managing relationships and group dynamics, and 
embracing the student voice. These themes are essential qualities in effective arts teaching 
practice (Gray & Lowe, 2019). The study's results reinforce these established insights and 
provide additional evidence on the significant role of arts education (and especially arts 
teachers) in fostering a sense of belonging, cultural expression, and affirmation of student 
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identities. Our expert arts teachers recognised and valued the challenges for students in 
minority groups (racial and gender diverse) to experience belongingness and academic 
success (Macaulay, 2023). They used purposeful strategies to build social connections 
amongst the students and were dedicated to building strong and trusting relationships.  
 
The integration of these research findings with the Australian Professional Standards for 
Teachers (AITSL, 2018) provides a framework for understanding how expert arts teachers 
align their practices with the broader goals of creating and maintaining supportive and safe 
learning environments. Our expert teacher-participants demonstrate care, concern, and 
respect for their students' well-being and academic lives and in doing so, contribute to 
stronger relationships and a more positive learning environment (Egeberg et al., 2020; 
Kristofferson, 2018).  
 
The insights provided by the teacher-participants illustrate tried and tested practices 
derived from years of experience as well as an emerging hierarchy of priorities post-Covid-
19 placing students relational needs at the centre of learning. Our expert teachers serve as 
a valuable source of knowledge on effective teaching, especially in relation to intangible 
outcomes surrounding belonging, trust, and inclusion. Acknowledging and honouring 
these experienced teachers is crucial. Their wisdom provides an opportunity for us to 
reflect on our own teaching practices, learn from their expertise to foster inclusive spaces 
that prioritise student well-being and connection. 
 
We acknowledge the limitations of this study in that it reflects the experiences of a small 
group of experienced arts teachers in Western Australia and focuses primarily on 
immediate outcomes for students, such as increased sense of belonging, collaboration, and 
well-being. Understanding how these environments contribute to students' academic 
achievement, career aspirations, and overall development over time would provide 
valuable insights. Further, although not the main focus of this study, it's crucial to develop 
a deeper comprehension of the structural components that contribute to a sense of 
belonging (Allen et al., 2021). Such an understanding could shed light on how large-scale 
structures and policies related to belonging, viewed as ideological and political endeavours, 
influence the daily interactions and teaching practices of arts educators within their 
specific institutional settings. Further research on this topic is warranted. 
 
Conclusion 
 

If the experience of ‘doing school’ destroys children’s spirit to learn, their sense of 
wonder, their curiosity about the world, and their willingness to care for the human 
condition, have we succeeded as educators, no matter how well our students do on 
standardized test? John Goodlad, A place called school (1984). 

 
As arts teachers and researchers in initial teacher education, we have reflected deeply upon 
the above statement which has driven our research into understanding how our schools 
and teaching practices can support every student. We think the answer to the above 
question is ‘no’ and we privilege relational approaches through which the disciplines 
model and support the expression of ideas, views, feelings, experiences, identities, and 
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solutions to the emerging challenges of the 21st century. Contemporary pressures of 
unfettered technology immersion on mental health, family breakdown and social 
dislocation/isolation, and poverty and an increasing gap between socio-economic classes 
in the post Covid-19 period, demand a rethinking and new emphasis on reconnecting 
students so that they may find a sense of belonging to their peers, their teachers and 
within their schools. 
 
In conclusion, our research underscores the importance of prioritising the creation and 
maintenance of supportive and safe learning environments in schools. It emphasises the 
need for fostering strong relationships and connections among students, teachers, and the 
school community, while ensuring that every student has opportunities to engage in 
inclusive and empowering educational experiences. Based on these findings, we 
recommend that school leadership harness the skills and expertise of their expert arts 
teachers to build inclusive settings that promotes student well-being. These expert 
teachers are best placed to nurture and support early-career teachers to learn ways of 
building belonging, trust, and connection for their students. Their experiences also offer 
colleagues in other subject areas, insights and transferable capabilities and ways of working 
that place children at the centre of learning and actualise teacher professional standards 
aligned to wellbeing as we evolve through Covid-19 to new relational frameworks for 
teaching. 
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