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The goal of this paper is to present, conceptually and empirically, a framing for inclusion grounded in the social network perspective: Relational Inclusivity (RI). This approach emphasizes the importance of interdependent student relationships that educators must attend to in order to create socially responsive learning communities. We center relational ties and dynamics across four social dimensions experienced by students: friendships, recess, academic support, and emotional connection networks. Using data from a Grade 7 class collected through the Social Network Analysis (SNA) Toolkit, we illustrate how student experiences vary across these four dimensions and how educators may attend to them. We argue that an RI approach necessarily shifts attention away from traditional individualized paradigms of achievement and towards the social dynamics of learning environments.
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Introduction

Despite the noble intentions and continued efforts around the world to achieve full inclusion of students identified as having Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND), there remain major concerns about these students’ social relationships and engagement with peers. Since the Salamanca Statement (UNESCO, 1994), inclusion has primarily been defined as a sense of social acceptance and an approach where physical placement in a general education classroom (“mainstreaming”) can lead to enhanced social participation outcomes for Students with SEND (Lüddeckens, 2021). However, even though a number of studies found that inclusion may generate social and academic benefits for Students with SEND (De Bruin, 2020; Frederickson et al., 2004; Hanushek et al., 2009; Lindsay, 2007; Mamas et al., 2023), some findings about these students’ social participation are alarming. In general, students identified as having SEND have been found to experience challenges engaging with others (Bossaert et al., 2015; Koster et al., 2009, 2010; Mamas et al., 2021; Zurbriggen et al., 2021), have fewer friends and social interactions than their peers (Avramidis, 2013; Koster et al., 2010; Mamas et al., 2020; Schwab et al., 2021), are less popular, less accepted and remain on the periphery of their classroom’s social networks (Kasari et al., 2011; Mamas, 2013; Schwab et al., 2019), are more lonely and maintain a lower sense of belonging and wellbeing (Heiman and Olenik-Shemesh, 2020; Kwan et al., 2020; Prince and Hadwin, 2013; Woodgate et al., 2020), and, in some cases, experience bullying, social isolation and marginalization (Humphrey and Symes, 2011; Qi and Ha, 2012; Van Mieghem et al., 2020; Woodgate et al., 2020). In other words, inclusion that places students with SEND in proximity to students in the general education environment does not necessarily result in a shift in the beliefs, attitudes, behaviors and practices of students or teachers. While this discussion focuses on students with SEND, these challenges of social integration and participation extend beyond this group, affecting other marginalized students as well. A broader understanding of relational inclusivity can therefore inform strategies that benefit all students, regardless of their specific educational needs.

Thus, despite the many benefits that inclusive education may generate for Students with SEND and their peers, it is clear that there is much more systematic pedagogical work that has to be done to support authentic inclusion in schools. Broadly defined as a multidimensional concept encompassing friendships/relationships, contacts/interactions, students’ social self-perception, and acceptance by peers (Koster et al., 2009), social participation is a core way that inclusion is conceptualized in academic literature on inclusion. However, the main goal of this paper is to invite into the social participation conversation a practical, yet theoretically rich, framing grounded in the social network perspective: Relational Inclusivity (RI). Conceptually, this shift emphasizes the importance of interdependent relationships in varied social contexts that educators must attend to in order to create socially responsive learning communities. To support educators’ application of this concept, we present a concrete measurement approach to explore RI in schools: the Social Network Analysis (SNA) Toolkit. Using this conceptual framing and tool, we provide insight into dynamics of four fundamental, overlapping social communities experienced by students: friendships, recess, academic support, and emotional connections. Together, we believe these four dimensions encompass the majority of students’ functional social interactions at school.


Theoretical framework: a social network perspective

From the social network perspective, learning is seen as a process of creating connections between pieces of information, concepts, experiences, and individuals (Borgatti et al., 2018). This perspective is a useful prism through which to understand the intimate connection between relationships and learning. Networks are seen as multiplex, with individuals simultaneously occupying different positions, roles, and identities across multiple communities at various levels (Collins, 2019; Crossley, 2022). Students engage in different types of relationships throughout the day across multiple social worlds that require them to mobilize and activate different schemas and skills (Lahire, 2011). Knowledge in this sense is not something that is static, but rather a dynamic network that is constantly changing and evolving. This view also has roots in sociocultural theories of learning, which emphasize the role of social interactions and cultural practices in mediating individual understanding. For example, Vygotsky and Cole (1978) argued that learning is a social process that occurs through interactions with others and that individuals internalize the knowledge and skills they learn from others to build their own understanding.

The social network perspective also approaches social structures as a function of human relationships (Crossley, 2022). Micro-changes at the dyadic level can, over time with repetition and reproduction, alter macro-level structures. Put differently, agency rests on the ability of knowledgeable actors to reflexively apply schema to an array of social contexts (Sewell, 1992). Reflexive actors can self-regulate, operating to either maintain the system as such or working to change it (Giddens, 1984). This reflexivity extends beyond just monitoring day-to-day interactions, but can also include a metacognitive element, where actors can consciously “monitor that monitoring” (Giddens, 1984, p. 29). Because (dis)ability is itself socially constructed (Valle and Connor, 2019), this perspective creates space to educators to fundamentally redefine how communities view and engage with notions of ability. Models of inclusion should seek to cultivate the social environment around all students, with the ultimate goal that natural human variation is valued rather than stigmatized. To shift away from paradigms of ‘fixing’ students, pedagogical and policy changes at different levels are needed to cultivate communities where students with SEND can actively participate in learning and develop relational ties with peers.

In this view, inclusion is dependent on understanding the ecological social systems that produce isolation around students with SEND. Rather than attributing challenges with social participation to a lack of or limited social skills associated with individual (dis)ability, recent research emphasizes the systemic barriers that educators place on students with SEND. For example, Garrote (2017) argues that studies which empirically challenge the claim that a lack of social skills is the main reason why students with SEND experience difficulties in social participation are scarce. We note that Dalkilic and Vadeboncoeur (2016) also point out that the individualistic frameworks currently dominating education support exclusionary practices and use a similar term to ours - relational inclusion. However, RI from the social network perspective is distinct in that the unit of analysis is not the individual but instead the dyad.



Defining relational inclusivity

We define RI as the degree to which all students are appropriately engaged across the various social dimensions of schooling (Mamas and Trautman, 2023). In previous work, we argued for the concept of RI as a fundamental ethical, moral, and pedagogical component to larger conceptualizations of inclusive education (Mamas and Trautman, 2023). Acknowledging that there exist multiple dynamic relationship contexts, we identify four core networks that we believe capture the majority of students’ functional social interactions at school: friendship networks, recess/play networks, academic support networks, and emotional wellbeing networks. Subsequently, we will demonstrate how sociograms across these dimensions can be used to visualize and drive inquiry around the extent to which RI occurs for students.

We distinguish RI from social participation, which empirically foregrounds friendship ties, relationship quality, and interactional behaviors across a number of theoretical frameworks. RI is inextricably linked to its theoretical underpinnings in the social network perspective, which has educator-friendly empirical applications and centers inclusive practices beyond those for students with SEND. We also note overlap with the literature on school belonging, a key feature of inclusion models which foreground social justice and educational equity (Valle and Connor, 2019). While belongingness can include teacher-student relationships, positive interactions, the feeling of acceptance by others (Slaten et al., 2016), however, RI looks specifically at the existence of concrete relationships between students across a variety of social domains within the school day. It examines less the extent to which students feel belonging generally and more the extent to which they actively and reciprocally participate in relationships with others across different contexts. While there can certainly be arguments for why empirical scholarship might favor one framing over another, we believe the advantage of RI conceptually for educators is that its grounding in social networks makes it intuitive, transferrable across different types of identity markers and educational spaces, actionable in terms of driving inquiry and interventions, and finally, that it provides a vision for a more just, equitable, and inclusive future for all youth.

We should note, however, that “appropriate engagement” is not necessarily a numerical concept. How many reciprocal friendship relationships one might need to feel a sense of inclusion or belonging can vary from student to student. Moreover, previous research has found that some students’ self-perception of acceptance is not tied to their peers’ actual social acceptance of them (Avramidis et al., 2018). RI uses practical measurement to guide educator inquiry into what appropriate engagement might look like for each student. It is fundamentally a tool to drive reflection and practice by recognizing patterns of engagement, seeking to understand them, and intervening when necessary to disrupt troubling social dynamics, such as isolation.

What we find compelling about the concept of RI is that it is not dependent upon the larger policies and structures surrounding education in order to be practically applied in the classroom. Instead, it can be pursued by teachers and educators who seek justice for all students, regardless of race, class, gender, ability, sexuality, or any other axis of difference which manifests itself in the learning environments they facilitate. Though RI may be conceptually and practically applied in relation to all students and student groups, we focus specifically on those identified as having SEND because these are the students most subject to officially justified exclusionary practice and have been labeled as having social deficits.



Looking at RI across four dimensions of schooling

We argue that four dimensions capture the majority of functional relationships students rely on at school: friendship networks, play networks, academic support networks, and emotional support networks. These dimensions were identified through conversations and observations with youth in schools and were affirmed as significant in shaping inclusive experiences through a review of the literature (Mamas, 2025; Mamas et al., 2024). Though there is overlap between the dimensions, we show below that they each have distinct features. Below, we provide a brief description of recent literature on each of the four dimensions, particularly as it relates to the SEND population. We then present a sociogram that represents the connections between students in the sample classroom. Sociograms are visual representations of relationships within a particular system, fueled by mathematical theory to intentionally graph individuals (nodes) in relation to others based on their connectedness to others. For each section, we interpret the sociograms with particular attention to the implications for the inclusion of Students with SEND, with the goal of illustrating how educators might use these data to guide inquiry and practice in service of RI.

The particular set of maps we use in this paper comes from the students in one Grade 7 class in a highly diverse middle school in Southern California. Data were collected using the SNA Toolkit, a free web-based software teachers can use to map student social networks (Mamas et al., 2019b). The Toolkit produces a customizable survey which collects data through a nomination process. At the time of data collection, there were 31 students in the classroom, 13 girls and 18 boys. Three of the students have been identified as having a SEND and two of them exited special education services. Each student is represented by a numbered node that remains consistent in each network map (i.e., node 1 represents the same student across all maps/graphs). All but two of the students completed the survey. It is important to highlight that to get a meaningful picture of RI into the classroom, 75% or more of the students should complete the survey. Partial data can create distortions, as missing nodes or ties may misrepresent the network’s structure (Kossinets, 2006). This can lead to educators drawing incomplete or misleading conclusions about the inclusivity of their classrooms. To mitigate this, we recommend that educators pair SNA findings with qualitative observations and student interviews, ensuring that the broader social context is captured alongside quantitative network data. Furthermore, we emphasize the importance of this data as a tool for inquiry and reflection by teachers about how they shape relational systems in their classrooms, not evaluation or judgement of either students or themselves. Fundamentally, the data reflects how interdependent social systems are organized, not whether any given individual is solely responsible for anyone’s positioning (including their own).

Each geometric feature of the sociograms has meaning. The shape of each node shows student SEND status, with circles representing non-SEND, triangles representing SEND, and squares representing students who have exited from SEND services. Green nodes represent students who identify as male, while blue nodes represent students who identify as female. Nodes are sized by the number of in-degree nominations (the number of times this student was nominated by others for this type of connection). Nodes with a dashed outline represent students who did not participate in the network survey, but who are included in the sociogram because they were nominated by others. Arrows, known as edges, show the direction of the relational tie. Double arrows in the friendship and recess/hang out networks or red double-edged arrows in academic support and emotional wellbeing networks represent reciprocated ties, meaning that both students selected each other.

It is also important to note that while we find social network analysis tools particularly useful in visualizing and mapping network relationships, RI is not dependent upon them; educators may still intentionally attend to relational dynamics across the four dimensions without network data. That said, we advocate for the SNA Toolkit for a couple of reasons. First, attentiveness to the relationships students form across their schooling experience is less attended to in educational measurement paradigms, which tend to place a stronger emphasis on individualized academic outcomes. Second, social network mapping allows students to self-report relationships that may otherwise go unobserved or unnoticed by educators. Third, it provides a mechanism to demonstrate the effectiveness of interventions, as periodic sampling can reveal changes in network characteristics over time.




Friendship dimension

A large body of research indicates the importance of friendship for both youth and adults with and without SEND. Friendships have been found to be conducive towards the social and emotional development of children and adolescents (Bagwell and Bukowski, 2018). Friendship quality has been reported to protect against depressive symptoms for pre-adolescents both on and off the autism spectrum (O’Connor et al., 2022) and is related to less loneliness (Schwartz-Mette et al., 2020). Researchers have also found a positive relationship between the size of adolescents’ social networks and their sense of satisfaction and confidence (Ferguson et al., 2022). At the same time, friendship quality for certain age groups can be impacted in Students with SEND, such as those with ADHD (Rokeach and Wiener, 2022). Despite the potential challenges of navigating relationships for students with SEND, all children both can and need to form deep and meaningful friendships. Adults can play a key role in supporting this, particularly in facilitating relationships between typically developing children and those identified as having more complex disabilities (Rossetti and Keenan, 2018). Given the positive impact of friendship on youth and the recognition that it may be more challenging for some children–regardless of disability status–to form relationships, we believe it is a crucial aspect of schooling for educators to monitor and support.

Figure 1 shows a friendship network map for the sample classroom. To identify connections, students were provided with a names list of their classmates and asked “Who are your friends in this classroom?” After identifying these individuals, students were prompted to select whether they were “very good friends,” “good friends,” or “sort of friends.” The network graph shows only the connections identified as “very good friends.” This is because stronger ties are more likely to be vehicles for transmitting knowledge, resources, and support (Krackhardt et al., 2003). These ties are also more likely to be reciprocated, indicating the existence of a mutual friendship. Additionally, from a social–emotional perspective, friendship quality impacts the benefits of the relationship (Dryburgh et al., 2022; Schwartz-Mette et al., 2020).
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FIGURE 1
 Friendship network (very good friends).


Looking at the Students with SEND in this sociogram, a few important noticings come to light with respect to RI. First, we see that Student 4, who identifies as male, has three in-degree nominations but no out-degree nominations indicating no reciprocal friendships. This is inconsistent with literature which finds that students with SEND tend to overestimate their friendships (Pijl et al., 2008; Schwab et al., 2019). Given the high number of in-degree nominations by other students, Student 4’s asymmetrical estimation of very good friendships merits further inquiry by their educator. For example, the absence of reciprocal friendships for Student 4 may reflect differences in how relationship intensity is perceived by students; while Student 4 has no outgoing ties in the ‘very good friends’ category, they may have perceived these relationships as ‘good friends’ or ‘sort of friends.’ An alternate explanation could be related to this students’ self-confidence. A similar pattern can be observed with Student 21, who also underestimates the number of very good friendships in relation to their in-degree nominations. An important contrast, however, is that 21 has two reciprocal friendships. While Student 25 has at least one reciprocal friendship nomination, they appear to report significantly more outgoing relationships in comparison to their incoming nominations. This may be an indication of aspirational friendship, or possibly general conviviality. These speculations should be handled with caution, however; the sociogram is not a tool to diagnose causal factors, but to stimulate inquiry around social relations. We emphasize that varying interpretations of social connections can be investigated by complementing network analysis with qualitative insights.



Recess dimension

Numerous studies point to the academic, social–emotional, and learning benefits of recess to all children (Hodges et al., 2022; Burson and Castelli, 2022). Despite these benefits, there is a clear link between not just the quantity of recess interactions children have, but also the quality (Massey et al., 2021a). However, recess is not just a time for play to occur, but also potential incidents of bullying or harm (Özkal, 2020). Adults, therefore, play a key role in shaping the recess environment, from ensuring safety and equipment to supporting students’ social behaviors (Massey et al., 2021b). Students with SEND may require additional support (e.g., prompting) from adults to meaningfully engage; researchers have found that simply being physically present at recess does not result in inclusion for students on the Autism spectrum, for example (Vincent et al., 2018). As we might expect, students with SEND positively experience strong relationships at recess and negatively experience both real and perceived exclusion (Rubuliak and Spencer, 2022). Educators cannot, therefore, assume that productive classroom relationships will transfer over to the recess environment. Working towards RI means monitoring if and how relationships occur at recess - a time when classroom teachers may or may not be present to observe - and take proactive steps to ensure that these spaces are inclusive for all students.

Figure 2 shows a recess/‘hang out’ network map for the sample classroom. To identify connections, students were provided with a names list of their classmates and asked “Who do you hang out with at recess/non-class time?” After identifying these individuals, students were prompted to select whether they hang out “daily” “once/twice a week,” or “once/twice a month.” As will the friendship dimension, we prioritize stronger relationships; the network graph shows only the hangout/play relational ties that existed on a daily and weekly basis. This network map shows some similar patterns to the Friendship map. Student 4 has four incoming nominations and one outgoing nomination with no reciprocal ties. It is again interesting here to see that this particular student asymmetrically estimates their relational ties; their perception of who they hang out with during recess is not aligned with the assessment of their peers. Student 21 seems to have a more symmetrical perception of their recess relational ties. Of note, their reciprocal tie at recess is with a different individual than their reciprocal friendship tie; this suggests that this student conceptualizes friendships and play relationships differently. Student 21 appears to distinguish between the social roles their classmates play. Indeed, the different structure of this map suggests that playmates are not necessarily friends, and vice versa. Conversely, Student 25 continues to significantly estimate a greater number of play relations (11) than they receive (1). We note that their one nomination is reciprocal and with the same student they shared reciprocity with in the Friendship dimension. A potential avenue for further inquiry by the classroom teacher may be the relational dynamic between Student 25 and their reciprocal friend, Student 23. If this student’s asymmetrical nominations map onto any observed social concerns, they might leverage an understanding of this reciprocal relationship to support Student 25’s socialization at school with other peers.
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FIGURE 2
 Recess/hang out network.




Academic support dimension

In general, peer academic support has been found to be beneficial for all students, including students with and without SEND (Cushing and Kennedy, 1997). In particular, peer academic support was found to increase confidence, improve social skills, and increase academic engagement for students with SEND (Brock and Huber, 2017; Scheef and Buyserie, 2020). Students who reported greater peer support are also more likely to have a higher sense of school belonging (Vargas-Madriz and Konishi, 2021). Additionally, students with SEND who receive peer academic support tend to achieve improved grades and academic outcomes (Vargas-Madriz and Konishi, 2021) and they can expand their social networks by providing an opportunity for the development of friendships (Carter et al., 2016). Finally, according to Carter et al. (2016), peer academic support was shown to help students without SEND to have a deeper self-understanding, more enhanced and positive views regarding peers with SEND, increased views of the value of diversity as well as development of advocacy skills.

Figure 3 shows the academic support network map for the sample classroom. To identify relational ties, students were provided with a names list of their classmates and asked “If the teacher is not around, who do you turn to for help on school work? Check as many classmates in the list below.” This prompt did not include a tie strength or frequency dimension, meaning that students only had to select classmates they go to for help on school work, without specifying how often they seek out help or how much they value that help.

[image: Figure 3]

FIGURE 3
 Academic support network.


From an inclusion perspective, this particular classroom’s academic support network is heartening; all students with SEND appear fully integrated into the fabric of the learning community. While all three students with SEND in this class (4, 25, 21) have been designated with a Specific Learning Disability and receive services related to their academic learning, they all have incoming nominations. In other words, this designation has not prevented them from being seen by their peers as sources of academic support, which runs contrary to what we have observed in many classrooms. This is an interesting finding, as students with SEND related to learning are perceived as needing more academic support than their non-SEND peers (Mamas et al., 2019a; Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), 2004). Despite this, Student 4 appears to be an academic leader in their classroom, with one of the largest in-degree nominations (n = 10) of all students in the class. However, consistent with their other responses, they do not indicate that they seek support from peers. Students 21 and 25 also had incoming nominations, 2 and 3 respectively, as well as outgoing nominations, 3 and 5, respectively. This suggests that these two students had a more balanced network of relationships, in which they both give and receive academic support from peers. These observations are encouraging as they show that teachers can facilitate learning environments where SEND designations do not limit students from becoming important sources of academic support to their peers. An area of inquiry around stimulated by this network may be focused on identifying the classroom systems around instruction and collaboration that contribute to this positive dynamic.


Emotional wellbeing dimension

According to Hamilton and Redmond (2010), emotional wellbeing is a broad term that includes feelings, behavior, relationships, goals and personal strengths. They also note it might be displayed differently depending on culture, temperament and individual differences. It is generally acknowledged that emotional wellbeing is an important aspect of overall health and can have a significant impact on the quality of life for students with SEND (Park et al., 2002). This can be achieved by creating a welcoming, socio-emotionally responsive and inclusive atmosphere in schools and classrooms, promoting open communication, trust and positive relationships with peers and teachers. However, past research has shown that students with SEND maintain a limited sense of emotional wellbeing at school compared with their peers. These students were found to experience higher degrees of loneliness, bullying, and exclusion (Koller et al., 2018). Especially during the COVID pandemic, students with SEND experienced more negative emotions, including feeling more nervous and sadness than before (Berasategi Sancho et al., 2022).

Figure 4 shows the emotional wellbeing network map for the sample classroom. To identify relational ties, students were provided with a names list of their classmates and asked “If you are having a bad day at school, who do you talk to? Check as many classmates in the list below.” In the same manner as in Figure 3, this prompt did not include a tie strength or frequency dimension.

[image: Figure 4]

FIGURE 4
 Emotional wellbeing network.


A similar picture is observed here in relation to the incoming and outgoing nominations of the three students with SEND. It should be noted that the support networks center students’ individual actions rather than perceptions of others. In other words, outgoing nominations reflect the extent to which students engage in outreach for support. A lack of outgoing ties can thus reflect either a lack of need (never having a bad day) or difficulty asking for help. With regard to the students with SEND, Student 21 continues to show balanced, relatively symmetrical nominations (including one reciprocal), suggesting that they both give and receive emotional support. Student 25’s 11 outgoing nominations suggest that they are very comfortable leaning on and sharing with others, consistent with their friendship estimations. They also have two reciprocal nominations, indicating that they possess some mutual emotional support relationships. However, there are a few students who have no outgoing nominations, which is concerning regardless of SEND status. Student 4 has incoming nominations (3), significantly fewer than in the academic support network, but no outgoing nominations. Similarly, Students 31, 24, and 17 have incoming ties, but no outgoing ties. Student 14, though they have ties in all the other networks (though their Recess network is relatively sparse) is completely isolated in the emotional wellbeing network.1 This data point may be important for teachers to follow up, engaging in exploration and inquiry to better understand why this particular network appears to be underdeveloped for so many students. It may necessitate implementing some pedagogical activities that support the ways in which students seek and provide emotional support to one another. An important line of pedagogical inquiry based on this graph would address the extent to which classroom systems support the level of safety and vulnerability students need in order to seek emotional support from their peers. We emphasize that, as this sociogram suggests, friendships are not necessarily vehicles for emotional support for all students.



Discussion and implications for inclusive practice

The sociograms/network maps presented above show how students’ networks vary across the four dimensions and provide a starting point for educator inquiry. These four dimensions go beyond friendship in order to capture the various relationships students navigate throughout the course of their school day. Despite some overlap, we see that they also each possess their own unique structure. This is because students may draw on others they perceive as experts for academic support even if they do not have a friendship tie, for example. Similarly, they may regularly play at recess with other students that they do not particularly like (e.g., a soccer match with many peers).

It is important to approach peer nominations with caution as perceptions are inherently subjective. While SNA provides valuable insights into relationships, it does not privilege the accuracy of one group’s perceptions over another’s. For students with SEND, their self-reported ties may reflect unique relational dynamics that are equally valid and should be interpreted alongside the nominations made by their peers. At the same time, we believe these data provide valuable opportunities for inquiry around the nature of inclusivity within classroom communities beyond simple co-presence.

In the sociograms above, we see that communities in educational settings extend beyond friendship circles and encompass a range of interconnected social networks that contribute to students’ overall experiences and well-being. Friendships involve close, reciprocal relationships built on shared interests, trust, and emotional support. Friendships play a significant role in fostering a sense of belonging, social integration, and positive peer interactions. Recess and play interactions occur during unstructured break times and play a vital role in providing opportunities for socialization, engagement in physical activities, and the development of social skills such as cooperation, conflict resolution, and negotiation. Recess interactions can contribute to students’ social development, well-being, and overall sense of belonging within the school community. Academic support networks involve interactions and collaborations focused on academic tasks, study groups, or peer tutoring. Academic support networks provide students with opportunities to learn from one another, share knowledge, and receive assistance, ultimately enhancing their academic goals and fostering a sense of collective responsibility for learning within the community. Emotional well-being networks consist of relationships that focus on emotional support, empathy, and understanding. They provide a safe space for students to express their feelings, seek guidance, and receive support during challenging times. Additionally, emotional well-being networks contribute to students’ mental health, resilience, and overall emotional well-being, creating a supportive and caring community environment. Each of these dimensions is important to attend to with intentionality if we want to create flourishing learning communities for all students, regardless of diagnosed ability. RI takes an expansive look at the different contexts in which relationships are salient for students’ academic and social success. Perhaps most importantly, it offers practitioners both a theoretical perspective and a relatively easy-to-use measurement tool to guide practical inquiry. RI is a distinct perspective to social participation because it emphasizes the importance of interdependent relationships from a social network perspective. The social network perspective highlights the interconnectedness and interplay of relationships and stresses the importance of fostering positive and supportive social connections among students. This perspective decenters individuals and instead looks at the dynamic between individuals. Responsibility for inclusion thus is not placed on students with SEND, but on how communities relate to perceived ability. It places emphasis on pedagogical intervention into relational systems rather than seeking to fix individuals; questions should not ever revolve around “how do we get Student X to make more friends?” and instead around “in what ways might our classroom routines support the development of robust, reciprocal friendships in our learning community?”

It should be noted here that we do not argue about favoring RI over social participation. While social participation encompasses various dimensions such as friendships, interactions, and peer acceptance, RI shifts focus to the dyadic and network-level structures underlying these dimensions. Unlike social participation, which often centers on inclusion outcomes or perceptions, RI uses a social network perspective to emphasize the mutual, reciprocal ties that create functional social ecosystems in classrooms. This distinction allows RI to highlight structural inequalities within these ecosystems and provide actionable insights that address systemic barriers. For example, a student may feel a sense of belonging but lack reciprocated social ties, which RI identifies as a gap in inclusion that social participation measures may overlook.

The SNA Toolkit can be used by educators to examine the specific relational ties and dynamics within four social network ties experienced by students, namely friendships, recess, academic support, and emotional connections. We argue that by focusing on these dimensions, educators can gain a comprehensive understanding of students’ social experiences and effectively promote positive relationships and social integration within the school environment. When educators take an inquiry stance towards the relationships in these dimensions, they can better structure supports that create more open and welcoming communities for all students (Mamas et al., 2024). It should be noted that educators are encouraged to use their own relational questions as well and to adapt any questions they use to the age and/or developmental level of their students. We believe that this approach and tool can support educators’ meaning making around how difference is navigated in the social communities they facilitate.

This perspective is somewhat at odds with the dominant measurement paradigm in education, which primarily focuses on individual achievement. Traditional assessment approaches emphasize the outcomes and achievements of individuals, overlooking the broader social and systemic factors that influence their educational experiences. Notably, factors such as ableism, racism, sexism, homophobia, and poverty are all systemic axes of oppression experienced by children, yet when students do not perform on traditional indicators academic success they are held individually responsible through a deficit narrative for their supposed lack of ability or grit. Though we focus on dynamics of ability in this paper, RI and the SNA Toolkit can be used to examine the extent to which children experience inclusion across social dimensions along any axis of difference. This perspective provides a framework for analyzing the patterns of relationships and social ties among individuals/students, providing more nuanced insights into the larger social structures that shape social interactions between students and their peers at school. Educators can use this to craft more welcoming, inclusive communities for all students (Mamas et al., 2024; Mamas and Mallén-Lacambra, 2025).

As a tool for inquiry, RI and the SNA Toolkit can uncover troubling patterns in social structures as well as reveal unrecognized social isolation and other potentially hidden structures that impact students’ experiences and social engagement. At the same time, educators need to take into account that more ties do not necessarily equate with enhanced RI. Ties vary in both quality and reciprocity and there is no clear optimal number of ties for students to have. What is considered an appropriate level of engagement varies from student to student, though we generally advocate the importance of some degree of symmetry and reciprocity. As such, the SNA Toolkit should not be used as an assessment of students’ popularity or a teacher’s effectiveness. We situate it purely as an educator-oriented tool for reflection and growth so that they can better attend to their communities of students. Data from the Toolkit is not intended for use in student-facing contexts; it should never be used to evaluate, shame, or to responsibilise students for their relationships. Additionally, the practical application of RI and the SNA Toolkit extends beyond mapping relationships. Educators can use these tools to identify students who may be socially isolated or marginalized and implement interventions with intentionality such as peer mentoring or structured group activities to foster inclusive relationships. Professional development can equip educators with strategies to build relationally responsive classrooms that actively support diverse learners, and the toolkit can help demonstrate the impact of this work over time.

By acknowledging and nurturing these four dimensions of RI, educators can systematically work to foster relationally inclusive and supportive educational communities. Recognizing the importance of friendships, recess interactions, academic support networks, and emotional well-being networks allows for a holistic understanding of students’ social experiences and enables the implementation of targeted interventions and support systems. Emphasizing the development and maintenance of these diverse social networks can contribute to enhanced RI, a sense of belonging, and the overall well-being of all students within the educational and wider community.




Conclusion

Our paper introduced the concept of Relational Inclusivity (RI) as a distinct perspective to examine the inclusion of students in general education classrooms. We propose that educators can and should actively attend to RI in four dimensions of social relationships: friendships, recess interactions, academic support networks, and emotional well-being networks. However, it is not enough to simply emphasize the importance of building a relationally responsive, inclusive and well-connected classroom community; educators should also be able to operationalize that rhetoric. Our paper used data from the Social Network Analysis (SNA) Toolkit to explore the variations between these dimensions for students with SEND in a middle school classroom. By examining these dimensions, educators can gain a comprehensive understanding of students’ social experiences and effectively promote positive relationships and social integration within the school environment. This attention can extend beyond students with SEND and encompasses all students in the classroom, though greater attention is warranted for those students who have been traditionally marginalized in educational settings. By emphasizing the importance of interdependent relationships from a social network perspective, RI recognizes classrooms as complex social systems. RI offers a different approach to measurement, shifting the focus from individual perceptions to the interconnectedness of individuals’ perceptions and relationships within communities and structures. This perspective helps uncover the hidden social structures that impact students’ experiences and social engagement, providing more nuanced insights into the larger social factors that shape educational environments. This approach can inform targeted interventions, support systems, and the creation of inclusive environments that promote positive relationships and foster the overall well-being of all students.
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Footnotes

1   Though student 18 is also an isolate in the network, they did not participate in the survey and thus we do not have an accurate read on their possible outgoing nominations.
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