
3.1  Having friends and positive relationships with other 
students

Attendance at school expands the social connections of children and young people and friends and other students 
become an increasingly important part of their social world. From early childhood into adolescence, the formation and 
maintenance of healthy relationships is critical. Studies have shown that a lack of friendships is harmful to student’s 
wellbeing and adjustment and that having a friend can work as a protective factor for less positive relationships with other 
students and within families.71 72 73 Social connectedness is consistently recognised as beneficial to healthy development, 
including physical and mental health, and has implications for adulthood.74 75

Within the consultation, students were asked directly about the influence of friends and peers through the survey and also 
naturally referred to the two groups within the group discussions (generally using the term ‘other students’ rather than peers, 
though both terms were used by students). Throughout this report, the term ‘other students’ is used to reflect the voice of 
students, however where a survey question used the term ‘peers’ then this is used in the reporting of student responses. 

Friendships and relationships with other students played differing roles in relation to engagement with school and learning. 
Friends were largely viewed as positive and as supporting engagement, whereas other students were noted as both 
contributors and detractors for engagement. In particular, students referred to the influence of other students on the social 
environment within the classroom and school, and how the behaviour of other students affected access to learning and 
support for learning.

Survey findings
• 83 per cent of Year 3 to Year 6 students and 85 per cent of Year 7 to Year 12 students said they like school because

of seeing their friends.

• 78 per cent of all students reported getting along with the kids in their class ‘most of the time’ or ‘usually’.

• 73 per cent of Year 7 to Year 12 students felt that it is ‘very important’ to have a close friend in their class.

• Students who get along with the kids in their class ‘most of the time’ or ’usually’ are more likely to have positive
engagement outcomes (like school a lot, feel like part of their school, say being at school every day is very important,
and achieve highly).
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Getting along with friends and peers
More than four in five students (82.6% of Year 3 to Year 6 students and 84.5% of Year 7 to Year 12 students) said they 
like school because of ‘seeing/hanging out with my friends’.76 This was the most popular response from students when 
asked about what they most liked about school.

In Year 3 to Year 6, female students were more likely than male students to say this (87.3% of girls compared with 73.6% 
of boys). Male students on the other hand were more likely to name ‘sports’ as one of the activities they most liked about 
school (77.6% of boys compared with 60.3% of girls). 

In Year 7 to Year 12, male and female students were equally likely to mention ‘hanging out with friends’ (85.6% of female 
students compared with 83.2% of male students) as their favourite activity at school and all students who described their 
gender as ‘other’77 also said that this is what they most enjoy about school.

When asked about their relationship with the ‘kids in their class’ (peers), more than three-quarters of Year 3 to Year 6 
students (77.3%) reported that they get along with the kids in their class ‘most of the time’, while one in five students 
(20.7%) said that they get along ‘sometimes’. 

A small proportion of Year 3 to Year 6 students – two per cent – reported that they do not get along ‘at all’ with the kids in 
their class.

Graph 3.1: Proportion of Year 3 to Year 6 students getting along with peers most of the time, sometimes or not at 
all, by gender
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In Year 3 to Year 6, male and female students were about equally likely to say that they get along with the kids in their 
class ‘most of the time’ (79.6% compared to 75.7%) and also ‘sometimes’ (18.0% compared to 22.7%). 

There were no significant differences between regional and metropolitan Year 3 to Year 6 students in regard to this 
question. 

Aboriginal students were significantly less likely than their non-Aboriginal peers to say that they get along with the kids in 
their class ‘most of the time’ (66.7% versus 78.4%) and more likely to say that they get along ‘sometimes’.

Table 3.1: Proportion of Year 3 to Year 6 students getting along with peers most of the time, sometimes or not at 
all, by selected characteristics 

 Male Female Metropolitan Regional Aboriginal
Non- 

Aboriginal All

Yes, most of the time 79.6 75.7 79.1 74.7 66.7 78.4 77.3

Sometimes 18.0 22.7 19.1 23.1 29.2 19.9 20.7

No, not at all 2.5 1.6 1.8 2.2 4.2 1.7 2.0
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For students in Year 3 to Year 6, relationships with friends were common themes within the open narrative questions of 
the survey. When asked about their favourite part of the school day, about one-quarter of students (23.0%) mentioned 
‘friends’ or ‘seeing friends’ and more than one-half of students made a reference to recess and/or lunch – those times of 
the school day when students predominantly play and socialise with their peers: 

“I really love seeing my friends.”

“Working with friends and doing a subject and being able to talk with friends while working.”

“Doing maths and being with my friends.”

“Break times because I can see my friends, eat and get fresh air.”

Among Year 7 to Year 12 participants, four in five students (77.9%) reported that they ‘usually’ get along with their class 
mates (peers) while almost one in five (17.4%) said that they get along ‘sometimes’. 

A small proportion of students – three per cent – reported that they get along ‘hardly ever’ or ‘not at all’. These students 
were more likely to say that having a close friend in class is not important to them. 

A second small proportion of students – two per cent – ‘prefer[red] not to say’ whether or not they get along with their 
class mates. These students were more likely to feel that it is ‘very important’ to have a close friend in their class.

Graph 3.2: Proportion of Year 7 to Year 12 students getting along with peers usually, sometimes, hardly ever or 
not at all, by gender
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Similar to the younger cohort, male and female students in Year 7 to Year 12 were about equally likely to say that 
they get along with their ‘class mates’ (peers) ‘usually’ (79.3% compared to 77.1%). There was also no significant 
regional difference. 

However the proportion of Aboriginal Year 7 to Year 12 students who answered that they ‘usually’ get along with their 
peers (54.5%) was significantly smaller than that of non-Aboriginal students saying the same (79.4%). Aboriginal students 
were also most likely to answer that they don’t get along with their class mates ‘at all’ or ‘prefer[red] not to say’.

Table 3.2: Proportion of Year 7 to Year 12 students getting along with peers usually, sometimes, hardly ever or 
not at all, by selected characteristics

 Male Female Metropolitan Regional Aboriginal
Non- 

Aboriginal All

Usually 79.3 77.1 77.8 78.4 54.5 79.4 77.9

Sometimes 14.7 19.0 17.8 16.3 29.5 16.5 17.4

Hardly ever 1.4 1.8 1.3 2.4 0.0 1.7 1.6

Not at all 1.8 0.3 0.8 1.0 6.8 0.6 0.9

Prefer not to say 2.8 1.8 2.3 1.9 9.1 1.7 2.2
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When asked how important it is to them to have a close friend or friends in their class, almost three-quarters of Year 7  
to Year 12 students (73.1%) said that this is ‘very important’ while 22.2 per cent answered ‘somewhat important’.  
The remainder – almost five per cent – of students said that this is not important to them. 

Graph 3.3: Proportion of Year 7 to Year 12 students saying it is very important, somewhat important or not 
important to have a close friend or friends in their class, by gender
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Students who get along with their peers – Year 3 to Year 6 
Further analysis of the data and, in particular, comparison between how well students get along with their peers with how they 
feel about school, showed the significance of good relationships between students for a positive school and learning experience.

For Year 3 to Year 6 students, compared to students who said they get along with the kids in their class ‘sometimes’ 
or less, those who said they get along ‘most of the time’ were more likely to give a positive rating of the following 
engagement indicators: 

• Students like school ‘a lot’ (55.0% versus 29.3%).

• Students say they do ‘well or very well’ at school (53.1% versus 35.1%).

• Students say that being at school every day is ‘very important’ to them (76.2% versus 68.4%). 

Graph 3.4: Proportion of Year 3 to Year 6 students saying they like school a lot, a bit, school is OK or they don’t 
like school, by how well they get along with peers
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The following graph shows results for Year 3 to Year 6 students who said they get along with their peers ‘most of the time’ 
and compares them to the results for students who said they get along ‘sometimes’ or less. 

There are significant differences between the two groups of students in regard to all selected engagement indicators:

Graph 3.5: Selected engagement indicators for Year 3 to Year 6 students who get along with peers most of the 
time or sometimes or less
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Note: Liking school includes students who said they like school ‘a lot’, academic achievement includes students who said 
they do ‘well or very well’ in their school results and attendance includes students who said it is ‘very important’ to them 
to be at school every day. 

Students who get along with their peers – Year 7 to Year 12
For Year 7 to Year 12 students, compared to students who said they get along with the kids in their class ‘sometimes’ or less, 
those who said they get along ‘usually’ were more likely to give a positive rating of the following engagement indicators: 

• Students like school ‘a lot’ (37.4% versus 17.8%).

• Students feel like part of their school (81.1% versus 54.8%).

• Students’ academic results are ‘near the top’ (29.8% versus 19.4%).

• Students say being at school every day is ‘very important’ to them (69.8% versus 56.3%).

Graph 3.6: Proportion of Year 7 to Year 12 students who say they like school a lot, a bit, school is OK or don’t like 
school, by how well they get along with peers
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Graph 3.7: Proportion of Year 7 to Year 12 students saying they feel like part of their school, don’t feel like part of 
their school or who are unsure, by how well they get along with peers
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The following graph shows results for Year 7 to Year 12 students who said they get along with their peers ‘usually’ and 
compares them to the results for students who said they get along ‘sometimes’, and students who said they get along 
‘hardly ever’ or ‘not at all’. 

There are significant differences between the three groups of students in regard to all selected engagement indicators:

Graph 3.8: Selected engagement indicators for Year 7 to Year 12 students who get along with peers usually, 
sometimes or hardly ever/not at all*
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*n<20 
Note: Liking school includes students who said they like school ‘a lot’ or ‘a bit’, sense of belonging includes students who 
said they feel like they are part of their school, academic achievement includes students who said they achieve ‘above 
average’ or ‘near the top’ in their school results and attendance includes students who said it is ‘very important’ to them 
to be at school every day. 
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Relationships with friends and other students and feeling part of school
More than one-third of Year 7 to Year 12 students who said that they feel like part of their school named ‘having friends’ 
as the reason for why they felt this way. This was the second most commonly mentioned reason after ‘teachers’: 

“Having friends and teachers that care about me. Not being bullied.”

“Having friends who care about you and welcome you. Being valued by my peers.”

“The way everyone [is] friends with each other and we all get involved in what’s needed done.”

Conversely, many of those students who were unsure about or felt like they were not part of their school mentioned 
friend(s), or the lack of friends, as the reason for why they felt this way.

The majority of such references related to ‘not having friends’, ‘not getting along’ or ‘not fitting in’:

“Not having a good amount of friends, people saying things about me etc. causing drama.”

“People are always judging me, I don’t have many friends to talk to.”

“Don’t fit in with most of my friends and I have a lot of ups and downs with a few people.”

“I just feel like I don’t fit in, and that nobody wants to be around me.”

A small number of students who were unsure about, or did not feel like part of their school perceived other students as 
disruptive and non-contributing to a productive learning environment:

“Most people in my class stopping me from learning.” 

“Kids that are usually class clowns or brutes get in the way of learning […] I feel very uncomfortable and every day I 
come it feels like torture or a waste of time.” 

“ I am not like a lot of the other people in my school .... they all swear and graffiti desks and walls, and generally don’t 
get as good grades as I do.” 

Group discussion findings 
“Friends just make school a whole lot better and just lift you up in everything. They also make your social skills grow 
and they should be there for you and [you] for them.” (Year 7 to Year 12)

From the perspective of students, friendships were an essential part of school and learning. Students across Year 3 to 
Year 12 described friendships as:

• critical for feeling happy, safe and accepted at school

• positively contributing to wellbeing, mental health and self-concept

• a protective factor against bullying

• an important role in academic, social and personal development

• an essential source of support, providing comfort and advice and someone to talk to and trust

• for students in Year 7 to Year 12, a source of encouragement for persistence and confidence with schooling. 

As a social setting, school provided students with opportunities to socialise with others their own age and, as such, 
students’ experiences of school were highly relational. Friendships in school made school enjoyable for many students, 
and more bearable for others. A lack of friendships meant that school was generally not enjoyable and, in many cases, 
a difficult experience.

Students across Year 3 to Year 12 indicated overwhelmingly that it was important to have friends at school. In describing 
why friends were important, students often spoke about how friends influenced how they felt at school and when learning, 
and their attitudes towards school and learning. Positive friendships meant that students enjoyed school and were 
more motivated to attend, largely due to the anticipation of seeing friends, and better positioned to engage in learning. 
Through their relationships, students experienced school as ‘fun’, ‘happy’ and ‘enjoyable’. 

52 SCHOOL AND LEARNING CONSULTATION – TECHNICAL REPORT

3.
P

R
IM

A
R

Y
 F

A
C

TO
R

S
 –

 T
H

E
 F

O
U

N
D

AT
IO

N
S



School without friends was perceived to be ‘boring’ and ‘lonely’. Students expressed that without friends at school, they 
would feel depressed, scared, anxious and unsafe, leading to lower self-confidence and self-esteem, and less motivation 
to attend school.

Year 3 to Year 6 Year 7 to Year 12

“They give you someone to look forward to and play with.”

“Friends make school enjoyable.”

“You can’t have fun without friends.”

“If you don’t have friends you won’t enjoy your  
school years.”

“Friends give us company and make us happy and make 
it fun!”

“They are important because they help make school 
enjoyable.”

“Makes school more bearable.”

“They make school more exciting and a little bit more fun.”

“You might not enjoy school.” 

“If you don’t have friends at school then you’ll be lonely 
and coming to school won’t be as fun.” 

“School will be sad.”

“You will be very bored.” 

“You’ll be lonely and scared.”

“You won’t enjoy school.”

“Not interesting going to school.”

“School is bad and boring.”

“You can’t laugh as much.”

“TORTURE.”

“You will feel alone and will not have as much fun at school.”

Despite the significant role of friendships, some students provided an alternative view, suggesting friends were not 
necessarily important at school. Students in Year 3 to Year 6 described the sometimes variable nature of friendships, 
their individual preferences of how to spend their time and how friends were not essential for learning, which is why 
they attended school. Whereas students in Year 7 to Year 12 described how friends can sometimes be a distraction from 
learning, a negative influence or may not be supportive.

Year 3 to Year 6 Year 7 to Year 12

“No, because they sometimes annoy/bother you.”

“No because you might have alone time.”

“No I like to work by myself.” 

“Sometimes no, sometimes yes! Because I like going to 
the library.”

“No but it is nice to have friends.”

“If you don’t have friends you get lonely but you can read 
all the time.”

“No, it is easier to get through school without 
distractions.”

“Not really – friendships change over time, it’s important 
not to be antagonistic to other people, but having friends 
isn’t that important.”

“Sometimes it depends because what if you might not 
have the best of friends that would want you to achieve 
something in life.”

“Depends on your friend because sometimes they can 
get jealous.”

“Friends can sometimes influence you to do wrong things 
and you might be carried away with them.” 

“It’s not important for your education but they are always 
there to help.”

Some students perceived benefits to not having friends at school.

Year 3 to Year 6 Year 7 to Year 12

“If you don’t have friends you won’t get in trouble for 
talking.” 

“It would be easy to work at school.” 

“Higher grades, but limited support.” 

“You focus better at times. And you can be more of a 
focus for bullies. However, sometimes we need friends 
to help one another for school work.”

“Less distractions.” 
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School as a social setting
School is a social structure in which children and young people are provided the opportunity to socialise with others their 
own age. As young people develop independence, their social networks expand, relationships outside the family become 
more meaningful and thus time spent with friends becomes more critical. 

Similar to the results from the survey, group discussion responses indicated the social aspect of school was particularly 
important for students. Spending time with friends, within and outside of class, strongly contributed to student enjoyment, 
sense of belonging and acceptance at school.

Year 3 to Year 6 Year 7 to Year 12

“Yes because you will have someone to play with which is 
fun because it will be better than just sitting there.”

“So you are not lonely at school and you have people to 
play with.”

“Because you would have nothing to do if you didn’t have 
friends!”

“So you can socialise with more people other than the 
teacher.”

“They’re good company.”

“So you can chill with your mates.”

“You will have someone to hang out with at lunch.”

“You want to have fun breaks between classes, which 
you need friends to do.”

While significant within school, students indicated friends were also central to their lives outside of school. Students made 
a clear connection between friendships and their wellbeing, at the present time and into the future.

Year 3 to Year 6 Year 7 to Year 12

“Yes because you can make lifelong friends and if your 
relatives die – you can use them as your uncles or aunty. 
Also, when you get older, you can go to reunions and 
see what they look like in the future. And when your kids 
go to school, if they become friends it means that the 
legacy lives on and you can see each other more often.” 

“Yes because you usually have a better life with them.”

“So you are not lonely and very sad because you can 
make lifelong friends.”

“Without them there wouldn’t be play dates.” 

“Because it can affect your social life in the future.”

“So you can socialise out of school.” 

“Go out with them e.g. shopping.”

“Lifelong friendships.”

“Invited to parties.” 

“Friends are important because they are a part of  
your life.” 

“Make memories.” 

“So you can meet up with them after hours.”

Not having friends within school had implications for time at school, socialisation outside of school and their future. 
Feelings of loneliness, sadness and boredom were generally associated with a lack of friendships. 

In particular, students referred to recess and lunch breaks as ‘boring’. These are times of the school day when students 
predominantly socialise with their friends and other students and, generally, this boredom was associated with feeling 
excluded and devalued78, rather than a disinterest in school necessarily.
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Year 3 to Year 6 Year 7 to Year 12

“You would be heart-broken.”

“It’ll be boring and you will be lonely.”

“Have nothing to do.” 

“I think you will be bored and get bullied.”

“It will be boring because you will have no one to play 
with or talk to.”

“You will not have anything to do at school.” 

“You could get lonely and sad and nothing can help with 
loneliness.”

“Yes because you will get bored without them.”

“If we don’t have friends […] hard for us to tell our 
feelings.”

“You always have someone to group with, unless you 
don’t because they excluded you and you learn they 
said something mean about you and they become 
friends with someone else and replace you.”

“You sit in toilets at recess and lunch.”

“I feel upset and have nothing to do.”

“If I don’t have friends at school I have to sit alone.”

“You resort to YouTube.”

With regard to their lives outside of school, students in Year 3 to Year 6 generally referred to implications later in life. 
Whereas students in Year 7 to Year 12 referred to their current lives, stating students without friends were likely to be left 
out of social activities, increasing their sense exclusion and isolation. The consequences of exclusion for young people 
were not enjoying school or life in general.

Year 3 to Year 6 Year 7 to Year 12

“Your life gets lonely with no one.”

“You will be very lonely later in life and bored at recess 
and lunch.”

“You grow up with no friends.”

“The world will end for your friendships.”

“So you don’t become an old little man alone.”

“You won’t enjoy school without friends you won’t have 
fun, not just at school but also after school.” 

“Left out of parties/outings.” 

“You will have no mates and you will be forever alone.”

“You hate your life.” 

“No friend in school might not have friends out of school.”

“No social life.” 

Students underscored the significance of friendships by suggesting students be proactive in developing positive 
relationships.

Year 3 to Year 6 Year 7 to Year 12

“You’d have to make some then!”

“Make new friends at school because you can have 
someone to talk to and play with.”

“You develop a system to create new friends.”

“Make some friends don’t be lazy.”

“You go out and find some now! Join some sports or 
chess clubs.”

“Go and hang out with other/new people.”

There are a number of skills that children and young people require to negotiate friendships. To some these skills come 
naturally, however for others, making friends or managing friendships can be a difficult process. Students across Year 3 
to Year 12 articulated some of these challenges and a desire for support to develop friendships, as discussed further in 
Chapter 4.7 – Help to overcome personal issues.

Year 3 to Year 6 Year 7 to Year 12

“Yes but there is not much choice.” 

“Yes but once you are friends it is hard to get new ones.”

“It is especially helpful to have a friend at your new school!”

“More students should come so that some people in this 
school that don’t have friends can make friends.” 

55SCHOOL AND LEARNING CONSULTATION – TECHNICAL REPORT

3.
P

R
IM

A
R

Y
 F

A
C

TO
R

S
 –

 T
H

E
 F

O
U

N
D

AT
IO

N
S



Belonging within the school environment
The experience of school for students across Year 3 to Year 12 was highly dependent on their relationships with their friends. 
Friends foster a sense of group belonging in a way that relationships with adults cannot, and through the consultation, students across 
Year 3 to Year 12 emphasised the importance of feeling accepted at school. Students clearly articulated how friendships positively 
contributed to their own self-concept and wellbeing, and their sense of safety and acceptance within school. A lack of friendships 
had a profound effect, with students more likely to experience bullying, to feel excluded and to have a negative self-concept. As such, 
relationships with friends strongly influenced student motivation towards and engagement with school and learning.

Feeling happy, safe and accepted
Students outlined how friendships had a significant impact on their wellbeing. Students most often defined the importance 
of friendships in relation to how these relationships made them feel. Having friends was associated with feeling ‘happy’, 
‘positive’ and ‘good’. The anticipation of spending time with friends at school also meant they were more motivated to 
attend and generally enjoyed school.

Year 3 to Year 6 Year 7 to Year 12

“Friends are important because it makes at least two 
people happy.” 

“They make me feel good.”

“They always make you laugh and make you feel like the 
only person alive.”

“Friends are like a present you give to yourself.”

“They make you happy.”

“To make your day happy, and have something to look 
forward to.”

“They make you laugh.” 

“Make you feel good.”

Through their friendships, students also experienced a sense of security, acceptance and belonging. This had profound effects 
on their wellbeing and attitudes towards school and learning. In explaining the culture of belonging created through friendships, 
students often described how it gave further purpose to school and made them feel comfortable attending and learning in school. 
The contribution of friendships to feeling comfortable and safe at school is discussed further in Chapter 4.6 – Feeling safe.

Year 3 to Year 6 Year 7 to Year 12

“Yes so they give you company.” 

“To bond.” 

“Feeling like you belong and are safe.”

“So you feel comfortable when you go to school.”

“To be part of a group.” 

“Stay together.” 

“Friends are like family.”

“We feel that having friends at school is important 
because…everybody deserves to have social 
acceptance in our society today.”

“Having friends at school gives people a sense of belonging.”

“Yes, because if you don’t have friends you don’t feel 
welcome to school but if you have friends it makes it 
happier at school.” 

“Friends help you feel like you are part of something 
more than something to educate.”

“You don’t feel as judged or anxious and self-conscious.”

“To make you feel like you fit in.”

For students in Year 7 to Year 12, feeling connected through friendships was a protective factor for mental health and 
wellbeing. Being able to share concerns and have people to make them feel better was important. Students are healthier 
when they have others to count on within an environment that supports their needs.79 

Year 7 to Year 12

“They can take your mind off stressful exams and gives you someone to talk to.” 

“Help with mental health.”

“They take the stress away.” 

“Mental health.”
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Feeling unhappy, unsafe and excluded
A lack of positive relationships contributed to a range of negative emotions and experiences for students. Not having 
friends was associated with sadness, loneliness, depression, anxiety and exclusion. Exclusion can take many forms – from 
overt racism or bullying, to more subtle non-recognition or refusal of friendship.80 Further, a sense of isolation made 
students feel unsafe, as discussed in Chapter 4.6 – Feeling safe. These feelings made school an unpleasant experience 
and subsequently students were less motivated to attend and engage in learning.

Year 3 to Year 6 Year 7 to Year 12

“It puts weight on your back and you get worried.”

“You will be very sad.”

“School might make you sad if you have no friends.”

“You will be miserable.”

“I would be by myself and be really lonely. I would hate 
coming to school.”

“Anxiety of being judged.”

“You will be sad.” 

“You get depressed.”

“You will feel alone and will not have as much fun at 
school.”

“You feel bad inside and you don’t enjoy anything.”

“Being scared.” 

“You feel lonely and sad and you become upset and 
miserable.”

Through relationships, children have reflected back to them who they are and how much they are valued.81 Students described 
how feeling isolated and alone can negatively impact their mental health and wellbeing, including their self-esteem, 
confidence, and perceptions of self. Students across Year 3 to Year 12 described feelings of worthlessness or not feeling 
valued, and some students described feeling angry.

Year 3 to Year 6 Year 7 to Year 12

“You’d feel so sad to see everyone else playing happily.” 

“You will feel lonely and you might get bullied. You will 
feel sad and might feel left out.”

“Everyone hates you.” 

“You think you have to compete with others to get 
friends.”

“It seems you’re the bad guy.”

“You get excluded.” 

“We would all be enemies and life would be terrible.”

“You will feel left out.” 

“You begin to lose confidence.”

“You will be like an ant and no one will be kind and there 
will be no more kindness.”

“You will feel like you have an empty hole.”

“You feel unwanted.”

“They may suffer mental illness.” 

“You put yourself in a position where depression/anxiety 
takes over.” 

“You will probably be alone and might get mental problems.”

“You feel like the odd one out.”

“You may feel depressed/sad and lonely and not as confident.” 

“Your emotions will be negative and you will start having 
bad self-esteem.”

“You feel insecure about yourself.” 

“Might not be as self-confident.”

“You overthink everything you do.”

“You feel as if you aren’t good enough to have friends, and 
that decreases your self-esteem.”

“You might feel left out.” 
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Students across Year 3 to Year 12 indicated how these negative feelings affected their engagement with school and 
learning. Some students described feeling less motivated to attend school or to learn. While others explained how feeling 
these ways influenced their behaviour and relationships with others. Generally, the students identified that not having 
friends made it more difficult for them to function in daily life. Students in Year 7 to Year 12 in particular referred to the 
importance of friends for support so, unsurprisingly, a lack of friendships had significant and wide-ranging consequences. 

Year 3 to Year 6 Year 7 to Year 12

“It makes you sad and unhappy you can’t do anything.”

“You’ll be not happy you won’t be able to communicate 
much because you’ll be too sad.”

“I would go crazy.”

“You get really sad and then you cry.”

“You would struggle at times.”

“You do nothing.”

“You feel isolated from your peers, lonely. Motivating 
yourself is hard, you don’t feel a part of anything.”

“Participating in group activities makes you anxious.”

“You feel lonely and everything is boring and harder to do.”

“I feel so sad and can’t function.”

“I feel upset and have nothing to do.”

“A lower self-esteem can make you want to wag school if 
you don’t have any friends.”

“You are lonely and gloomy and you would lose your self-
confidence and it affects your education.” 

“You will have depression and will be lonely and not eager 
to learn.”

“Having no friends will affect your cooperation with others 
and affect your mental health, affecting your attitude 
and your grades.”

A small number of comments from students in Year 7 to Year 12 referred to self-harming behaviour.

Year 7 to Year 12

“Feel alone and might get bad ideas about yourself and what to do.”

“I will be lonely at school and have no one to talk my problems to. This can sometimes lead to suicide or cutting.”

Learning as relational
“They are important because they can help you with learning. You need friends to survive through school!” (Year 7 to 
Year 12)

Students described how quality interpersonal relationships with friends supported academic, social and personal 
development. Relationships affected student level of comfort within the classroom, and consequently their behavioural, 
emotional and cognitive engagement.

Friends and academic learning
Students across Year 3 to Year 12 expressed that friends contribute positively to their academic learning and  
development by:

• creating a safe and comfortable environment

• providing assistance with learning

• promoting positive learning behaviours and individual strengths. 
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Throughout the consultation, students noted the importance of the learning environment to either facilitate or hamper their 
engagement with learning. Similar to the ways in which friends create comfort within the school, friends also contributed 
positively to the creation of a comfortable learning environment. When working with friends, students explained that they 
felt relaxed and stress-free, and found learning more enjoyable and easier.

Year 3 to Year 6 Year 7 to Year 12

“Easier to learn.”

“So you can talk to them during class.” 

“Another reason is if you are doing group activities where 
you get to choose your group, you would want to be with 
people you like hanging out with. Aka friends.”

“Yes, because it makes the learning environment more 
comfortable and makes you feel safe and have someone 
to complain to about a bad teacher… etc.”

“They are important because it makes learning more 
enjoyable and somewhat easier.”

“So you can have fun while learning.”

However, students in Year 7 to Year 12 did acknowledge sometimes friends can be a distraction to learning by talking in 
class, not contributing to a supportive environment or not supporting each other.

Year 7 to Year 12

“No because you are at school to learn and have fun learning and friends can distract you from your learning 
experience.”

“Not at all/sometimes/sort of/ (in class you don’t need friends because you’re supposed to listen and learn not talk).”

“It is NOT important to have friends at school because they can put you down and distract you from your learning.”

“Having friends distracts you.”

Learning with and learning from friends was a significant aspect of school, with students describing the role friends play 
in providing practical assistance with learning. Students in Year 3 to Year 6 emphasised receiving assistance when ‘stuck’ 
or learning ‘more’ or ‘better’, whereas students in Year 7 to Year 12 more commonly referred to having someone to study 
with and receiving advice or help with specific problems.

Notably, students felt comfortable asking friends for assistance with learning, whereas their willingness to request 
assistance from school staff was highly dependent on their relationship with the staff member and the classroom learning 
environment.

Year 3 to Year 6 Year 7 to Year 12

“Because if you get stuck on something they can help 
you out.”

“They help me to learn more words.”

“They can help you with homework etc!”

“So when the teacher is gone when you need help your 
friends can help you.”

“So you have someone to help you in class.”

“Yes because it teaches me a load of things.” 

“They teach me how to play footy.” 

“They help you for your maths test.”

“To bounce ideas off them!”

“It can help the way you think about different situations in 
class or about activities.” 

“Work together to solve work.”

“Maybe they will know stuff you won’t know.”

“They help with assignments.”

“Group study/notes sharing.”

“Because they help you to study properly.” 

“You can do homework with them.”
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Furthermore, students in Year 7 to Year 12 described how friends contributed positively to their self-perceptions and 
behaviours in relation to learning. Encouragement from friends instilled motivation and self-belief in students, and the 
capability to succeed, and promoted persistence and resilience. 

Year 7 to Year 12

“So they can encourage you to learn.”

“They can help you be persistent.”

“You will have more confidence and try harder to do new things and try harder at school.”

“Sometimes they can encourage you to learn.”

“They make you feel good about yourself.”

In contrast, learning without the support and reassurance from friendships made learning difficult. Generally, the feelings 
associated with not having friends – feelings of loneliness and sadness – and the subsequent associated emotional states 
are what made learning more difficult. The consequences of feeling upset, lonely, worried or anxious hampered students’ 
capacity to concentrate on or feel motivated about learning. Students also noted decreased levels of support available to 
students who did not have positive friendships.

Year 3 to Year 6 Year 7 to Year 12

“Because you’d be lonely, sad, and not learn because no 
one helped you.”

“Then you won’t get any help when the teacher is gone.” 

“You won’t be able to concentrate because you’re really 
sad.”

“You have no fun: you need to have fun to learn properly.”

“Because if you don’t you can be really sad and lonely 
and that can affect your school work!”

“You would have no one to work with and play with.”

“It will affect your school work and you won’t try as hard 
as if you had friends.”

“You become sad and it will affect the way you learn.”

“You’ll be depressed and you won’t listen at school and 
you’ll be dumb.” 

“If you don’t have friends it makes you sad and affects 
your education.”

“You will have depression and will be lonely and not eager 
to learn.”

“Can’t think properly.”

“You may not be able to concentrate as well.”

“Affects class work – no one to sit with or get help from.” 

“You will also not be able to get encouragement and help 
from the person next to you.”

“No social or educational support/sympathy.” 

“Less study partners.”

“You don’t have anyone to study/finish homework with.”

“You have no one to talk to when you are struggling with 
your work.”

Students went on to suggest that ultimately a lack of friendships would have a detrimental effect on academic 
achievement. This was supported by the results of the analysis of survey responses that found that for the majority of 
students, friendships had a positive impact on academic achievement. 

One comment proposed students would receive higher grades, presumably in the context of less distraction as noted 
above, but also acknowledged a decreased level of support. 

Year 3 to Year 6 Year 7 to Year 12

“Because without friends you would get lonely and sad 
and that could have an impact on your school work.”

“You might not be very smart because you might not 
know an answer to questions, you don’t have friends to 
ask, so you don’t feel happy and not good at school.”

“You tend to have lower grades.”

“Your grades might suffer.”

“You will fail.”

“Demise of school results.”

“Your grades might drop.”

“Higher grades, but limited support.” 
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Friends and social and personal development 
Beyond academic development, students made an association between relationships with friends and social and personal 
development. They discussed how social interaction developed and provided opportunities to practise 21st century skills82 
such as teamwork, communication and cooperation. A lack of opportunities to interact positively constrained social and 
personal development.

Through social interactions students learn social skills and are also provided opportunities to practise these skills.  
This learning is cyclical, that is better social skills leads to better social interactions, which provides students with more 
opportunities to practise these social skills. Students stressed the importance of socialisation and how the skills and 
knowledge developed through socialisation are important for the establishment and maintenance of relationships and  
for their lives beyond school.

If students were not provided with opportunities to interact positively with their friends or other students, students felt 
their development of social skills would be constrained. In turn, students would experience isolation and would have 
implications for their future functioning.

Year 3 to Year 6 Year 7 to Year 12

“It is important to have friends at school but it’s not a 
priority. Friends boost your social skills but they don’t 
improve your intelligence or your learning. They don’t 
help your education but it’s better to have them than 
without.”

“You can develop social skills and communication skills.”

“Friends at school are important because they help your 
social skills. They are people you can talk to. You won’t 
be lonely.” 

“Because: 

• networking

• build confidence 

• improve people skills 

• have a support network.”

“Yes because socialising is important (can tell people your 
problems) (trust).”

“Human interaction prepares you for adult life.”

“Is needed in the work place/world.”

“Develop social skills.”

“If you don’t have friends you will not learn to interact 
with other people.”

“You may not be very social and might find it hard to talk 
to people later in life.”

“If you don’t have friends at school you don’t have the 
support you need. I feel that your confidence and social 
skills will drop.”

“Social skills are difficult to develop which will affect you 
for the rest of your life.”

“You don’t develop social skills which will impact you 
later on.”

“They may have difficulties socialising.”

Students in Year 7 to Year 12 also made an association between relationships and personal development. Interactions with 
a variety of students meant that they learnt about others and themselves, contributing positively to identity formation.

Year 7 to Year 12

“Get to know about other cultures.”

“You can think in a different way.”

“Keeps you open minded.”

“I think it is good to have like-minded people around you to help you grow.”

“Lack of exposure to others opinions/differences = close minded.” 

“It’s easy to become introverted and become a shy person if you’re not exposed to the opinions of the world.” 
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Suggestions from students
From the perspective of students, the importance of friends for school and learning cannot be understated. Working or 
being with friends created an environment that facilitated engagement with school and learning. Friends were noted 
as supportive, or even essential, across many factors that strengthen engagement, including feeling safe and valued, 
for getting help with concerns, encouraging positive learning behaviours and helping with learning. As such, students’ 
suggestions for changes to school focused on strategies that would enhance relationships and provide opportunities to 
spend time with friends, including greater collaboration through learning experiences, encouragement and opportunities 
for various groups of students to interact and longer lunch breaks. 

Year 3 to Year 6 Year 7 to Year 12

“I would like to make everyone friends. And I would like to 
make a bigger playground so everyone can play on it.” 

“I would change the time of recess and lunch because not 
everyone is a fast eater so they can’t play with their friends.” 

“See our buddies more often.”
“Having more maths time in class and seeing my friends 
more that are in different classrooms and working together 
on more projects as one ginormous class because I want 
to see my friends more and I love maths so that’s why I 
want more.”

“All the kids should get along because some of the kids 
just want to talk to the people that they know and I think 
they should try new things.”

“Allow IEC [Intensive English Centre] students and middle 
school students to hang out together.”

“Some kids don’t get included.”
“More integration between international and national 
students. There’s a big language barrier.”

As a way to improve school, some students suggested other students needed to have more positive, productive and 
mature attitudes towards school and learning and practise pro-social behaviour. Some students suggested having new or 
different peers and removing students who did not want to be at school or who made school less enjoyable for others. 

Students also suggested having activities or equipment in which interaction with peers or friends was not required would 
make school more enjoyable.

Year 3 to Year 6 Year 7 to Year 12

“Good play mates.”
“Flying fox (fun activities you don’t have to have  
friends for).”

“The people.”

“Attitude.”
“Students that refuse to do work.”
“Some kids don’t really want to go to school.”

Teaching students respectful and inclusive behaviour was proposed as a way to promote positive relationships. 

Year 3 to Year 6 Year 7 to Year 12

“I would make a program teaching kids to all treat each 
other nicely with fun games because some treat each 
other badly and use violence to release their anger.”

“No put downs.”
“To make everyone have RESPECT!”
“More cooperation.”
“Be nice don’t lie about other people.”

“How everyone treats each other.”

Schools can play an important role in providing students with opportunities to interact and develop friendships, and also 
supporting those who may require assistance to navigate relationships with other students. 

The significance of opportunities and support to interact with other students is underscored when considering responses 
from students to other questions within the consultation, in particular, responses that emphasised the importance of 
students proactively making efforts to make friends (as discussed in this chapter) and requests for support to help form 
and maintain friendships (as discussed in Chapter 4.7 – Help to overcome personal issues). 
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