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Abstract: School cannot be merely defined as a
content-learning environment, but also a context in
which pupils learn social behaviour (Kosir, 2013),
which brings into question the role of social
relationships in school. This is reflected in a
growing number of research in the area of
educational psychology examining the learning
process beyond the cognitive scope, by establishing
the role of peer relationships, social acceptance and
other elements of social relationships in education
(Pellegrini, & Blatchford, 2000). Because of this,
we cannot simply overlook the importance of social
relationships children form within their peer
groups. In the article, we include an overview of
theoretical approaches which firmly place social
relations in the learning process, and support these
notions with relevant research literature. We also
include practical guidelines and approaches which
should prioritize social relationships in the making
of positive school climate.
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Introduction

| believe we often draw a line between the
quality of our time at work and the
relationships we have with our co-workers.
The experience can be pleasant, we can
even extend our relationships beyond the
workplace. On the other hand, our time at
work can be plagued with poor
relationships which affect our performance
and well-being at the workplace. This led
me to reconsider the importance of my
students’ well-being in the classroom in
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relation to their participation in school. In
fact, | was interested in how their social
status among their peers reflects on the
learning process. As a teacher, | spend a
lot of time with the students and have the
opportunity to observe their behavioural
patterns and social interactions. With this
in mind, 1 write about the learning context
and the students beyond the academic
scope with the aim of exposing the social
aspect of education.

School as a social context

Vygotsky (1978) claimed, that one of the
main functions of learning is to create the
zone of proximal development, ie. an
environment in which the learner activates
numerous internal processes which lead to
learning, provided there is an interaction
with adults (teachers, parents) and peers.
The author explains that participating in
intellectual activities results from social
and cultural influences and relationships
with key persons from the educational
contexts - the teachers and the peers.
Therefore, defining school as a social
context in which an individual learns
academic content is not enough, as it is
also the place where individuals learn
social behaviours (Kosir, 2013).
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Different ways in which the social context
influences the actions and decisions of
individuals are described by Bandura and
Walters (1963) in the social learning
theory from the standpoint of behavioural-
cognitive theory. According to them,
learning takes place within a specific
context by imitating and reinforcing
behaviours. Goodenow  (1992) also
supports the idea that learning is
fundamentally a social process where the
understanding of social context and mutual
interpersonal and group processes typical
in an educational setting is vital. In other
words, we gain a lot of our knowledge
individually, by observing our
surroundings, experimenting, experiencing
or reading. For the better part of this, we
are accompanied by others - also in school,
where  personal relationships  and
interactions which occur in an educational
context significantly influence the learning
process. Goodenow (1992) also believes
that understanding  the student's
psychological attachment to the social and
interpersonal  networks can improve
motivational and learning aspirations of
the student. Such views are creating a shift
in the field of educational psychology
from the research into cognitive aspects of
education towards the understanding of
social aspects of learning, i.e. by exploring
the place of peer relationships, need for
relatedness, group belonging, teacher-
student relationships, etc. (Pellegrini, &
Blatchford, 2000). Therefore, achieving
social goals in school is equally as
important as academic goals and
considering both can help explain
differences in  students’ academic
performance (Wentzel, 1996). A number
of authors have linked social goals to
students’ academic and social performance
(Liem, 2016), long-lasting knowledge,
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effort and engagement (King, Mclnerney,
& Watkins, 2012), as well as the students’
higher social acceptance and lower peer
rejection (Mouratidis & Sideridis, 2009)
and prosocial behaviours (Ojanen, Smith-
Schrandt, & Gesten, 2012). From this, we
can conclude that the educational social
context is a relevant aspect of the learning
process, which I will further explore in
terms of the need for relatedness as an
indicator of quality of social relationships.

The need for relatedness

Self-determination theory focuses on
different aspects  of  individual’s
functioning, such as personal
development, self-regulation, universal
psychological needs, energy, vitality,
motivation and well-being, while keeping
in mind the role of social surroundings
(Deci & Ryan, 2008). Of particular interest
for this article is the effect of basic
psychological needs for competence,
autonomy and relatedness, defined by the
self-determination theory as desirable
conditions for an individual’s performance
(Deci & Ryan, 2000). Competence
determines an individual’s belief in having
the ability to influence important
outcomes, autonomy relates to feelings of
choice and  self-regulation,  while
relatedness refers to having satisfying
social relationships - which is the theme of
this article. The need for relatedness is
reflected in the social aspect of learning
and the students should have the
opportunity to develop positive social
relationships with their teachers and peers,
hence reducing the feelings of rejectedness
and  boosting  students’ motivation
(Niemiec & Ryan, 2009).
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In educational contexts, research has
linked basic psychological needs to better
academic outcomes (Bialis-White, 2013),
increased self-regulation and well-being
(Niemiec & Ryan, 2009), higher
motivation (Chirkov & Ryan, 2001), and
higher engagement and a more positive
experience of the school setting (Klassen,
Perry, & Frenzel, 2012). In terms of social
relationships in school, the need for
relatedness can be defined as perceived
peer personal and academic support and
social acceptance, with both dimensions
significantly affecting the students’ active
engagement in EFL (English as a foreign
language) learning, as Matri¢ (2018)
reveals that higher academic peer support
results in higher motivation and more
desirable behaviour in school, while higher
personal peer support encourages the
students to participate and engage in
learning activities more. The author also
reveals that socially accepted students who
experience higher peer support feel less
anxious in an EFL context, therefore
experiencing less fear of communication,
negative assessment and tests. These
suggestions could help increase the role of
social goals in education and this research
does support the idea that social goals are
an important part of active learning. The
author concludes that higher perceived
academic peer support, noticed by a
student as the classmates wish that he/she
does well at schoolwork, increases the
students' motivation and improves their
behaviour in school through higher
emotional and behavioural engagement.
This introduces more interest and higher
participation in classes. Higher perceived
personal support, when the student feels
loved and cared for by his/her classmates,
reduces anxiety which consequently
reduces the fear of communicating,
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negative assessment and tests in classes.
This supports the idea that peers can make
lessons more enjoyable for those students
who feel anxious, even though the key
moderator of an appropriate peer context is
still the teacher. Clearly, social aspects of
education should not be neglected when
learning a foreign language, as they can
benefit the student significantly.

Putting the theory into practice

We have established that social
relationships are an important part of the
learning process and effort should be made
to consciously implement approaches
which raise awareness of the social aspects
of learning. Each learning institution
should pride itself on the social climate of
the school and not only academic
achievements of the students (Vogrinc,
2014; Ryan & Brown, 2005; Ryan &
Weinstein, 2009). This can be achieved by
fostering a positive attitude towards
including social goals in the learning
process and accepting social relationships
as an indicator of quality of the learning
organization. In theory, this is the case in
Slovenia, as the social and emotional
development of the children and acquiring
social skills in an integral part of the
curriculum (Krek & Metljak, 2011).
However, in teaching practice, Pompe
(2016) finds that the curricula for the first
three grades of elementary school do not
include enough contents, related to social
learning and children’s psychosocial
needs. We believe this shows a lack of
experts from the areas of developmental
and educational psychology actively
engaged in the making of curricula. In
addition, the schools should equip the
teachers with the knowledge necessary for
the development of the students’ social
skills.
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Unfortunately, this might not always be a
priority for those offering various courses
and workshops for teachers. The National
Educational Institute of Slovenia, for
example, offers a wide variety of content
intended for the professional development
of teachers in the areas of life-long
learning, language competences of
teachers, work with students with learning
difficulties,  implementing  innovative
learning approaches, the use of ICT, etc.
(ZRSS, 2017; Katis, 2016/2017).
However, we can notice a lack of contents
related to social relations, peer support or
social acceptance, which can hider or
boost the students' motivation and interest
in schoolwork and improve their emotional
well-being. Once the teachers are educated
in this area, they can included achieving
social goals into their daily lesson plans,
thus encouraging their students to accept
their peers and speak of the quality of the
relations they have with their classmates,
as well as educating them that the way
they are imbedded in the social network
influences  their ~ schoolwork  and
achievements.
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