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the United States (U.S.), addressing the theme of connectedness and life
skills development in children and adolescents. It is appropriate first to
set the stage for this theme by briefly reviewing some of the research
literature pertinent to connectedness and life skills development.

Connectedness

“Connectedness” can be best described as an individual’s positive
perceptions that cause him or her to feel genuinely accepted, comfortable,
valued and free to contribute in a given environment or relationship.
According to Smith and Mackie (2007), people actively seek such
connectedness in that they attempt to create and maintain feelings of
mutual support, liking and acceptance from those they care about and
value. Feelings of connectedness relate to specific contexts, such as
within the family unit, the peer group, other social groups like teams or
clubs, and in school or work environments.

Researchers in the U.S. suggest that the development of
connectedness in children appears to be directly influenced by such
factors as parental closeness, communication, concern, empathy, support
and respect (Frank, Avery, & Laman, 1988). Studies have identified
a link between positive parental connectedness and the reduction of
adolescent risk behaviors (Blum, 2002; Lezin, Rolleri, Bean, & Taylor,
2004; Miller, Benson, & Galbraith, 2001).

In recent years, the specific domain of “school connectedness” has
become an area of great interest for researchers, educators and counselors
(Goodenow, 1993; Libbey, 2004). According to Blum (2005), “Students
who experience school connectedness like school, feel that they belong,
believe teachers care about them and their learning, believe that education
matters, have friends at school, believe that discipline is fair, and
have opportunities to participate in extracurricular activities” (p. 16). In
Hong Kong, researchers have conceptualized school connectedness as
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“attachment, personal acceptance, respect, engagement, and support that
students perceive in the school social environment” (Yuen, Fong, et al.,
2008, p. 5).

Other studies in the U.S. have linked students’ school connectedness
to student engagement, achievement, and social development (Blum,
2005; Catalano, Haggerty, Oesterle, Fleming, & Hawkins, 2004; Karcher
& Lindwall, 2003; Thompson, lachan, Overpeck, Ross, & Gross, 2006),
whereas students’ school disconnectedness was linked to at-risk
behavior (Blum & Ireland, 2004). In the National Longitudinal Study
of Adolescent Health (Resnick et al., 1997), nine related themes
were evident in measures of school connectedness, namely academic
engagement, belonging, discipline and fairness, liking school, student
voices, extracurricular activities, peer relations, safety, and teacher
support (Libbey, 2004). Research in Hong Kong shows that there
appears to be a reciprocal association between connectedness and the
acquisition of effective life skills (Yuen, Fong, et al., 2008). Research has
indicated that connectedness to teachers and to other secondary students
is associated significantly with students’ self-efficacy in applying life
skills in all areas. For healthy life skills development, students perceived
that they need to connect with teachers and peers in their schools (Yuen,
Chan, Gysbers, et al., 2010).

Life Skills

Life skills can be defined as the competencies necessary for operating
effectively in personal, social, and academic domains, and for career
planning and development (American School Counseling Association,
2003; Yuen, Lau, et al., 2003). Students need to be equipped with
self-knowledge, social and emotional skills, study skills, decision-making
and problem-solving skills, time management skills, and career-planning
skills to cope with rapidly changing social conditions (Gysbers, 2000;
Gysbers & Henderson, 2006; Shea et al., 2005; Yuen, Lau, et al., 2003).
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Researchers have examined the life skills development of children
and adolescents, and the environmental and contextual factors that
influence this development. From the perspective of mental health
counseling, one line of research has been developed by Gazda and his
associates at the University of Georgia. Gazda and Brooks (1985)
suggested that life skills are essential in four life domains, namely family,
school, community, and career. There is a positive relationship between
life functioning and emotional adjustment (Darden, Ginter, & Gazda,
1996). Empirical evidence suggests that deficits in life skills can
contribute to delinquent behavior (Gazda, Ginter, & Horne, 2001).

Concern has been growing both locally and internationally over
inadequate connectedness and life skills development among school
students (e.g., Hong Kong Education Commission, 2000; McNeely &
Falci, 2004). From the school health perspective, there has been a move
by practitioners to understand and enhance school connectedness and life
skills among students. For example, it is suggested that improvement in
students’ connectedness to parents, peers and teachers can be achieved
through providing experiences such as mentorship programs and
participation in a life skills guidance curriculum that enhance students’
self-esteem and social skills (Karcher, 2005; King, Vidourek, Davis, &
McClellan, 2002).

Assessing Connectedness and Life SkKills

In order to improve connectedness and life skills in a systematic
manner, it is necessary first to appraise students’ current status in these
areas. For intervention purposes, it is believed that life skills can be
measured and developed through well-designed education and training
(Darden et al., 1996; Hazel, Schumaker, Sherman, & Sheldon, 1982). For
this reason, in some countries, assessment and evaluation have become
issues of interest and research (e.g., Libbey, 2004; Waters & Cross, 2010).
This is certainly true in Hong Kong, where a reliable and valid Chinese
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school connectedness scale for senior secondary students has been
developed, together with a set of self-efficacy inventories measuring
career, academic, and personal-social development. Validation studies
have shown that the construct validities and internal consistencies of
these measures are adequate (Yuen, Gysbers, Chan, Lau, Leung, et al.,
2005; Yuen, Gysbers, Chan, Lau, & Shea, 2010; Yuen, Gysbers, Hui, et al.,
2004; Yuen, Hui, et al., 2006). Future developments in this area are likely
to be strategies for evaluating the effectiveness of intervention methods
for increasing students’ connectedness and life skills development.

Special Issue

This special issue offers a concise picture of useful practices in
enhancing connectedness in Australia, Japan, Hong Kong, the Chinese
mainland, and the U.S. that could be of value in stimulating reflection on
converging themes within the currently existing different systems and
cultural contexts. The articles focus on an ecological framework in a
school system, positive class climate, teacher’s caring role, circle time,
mentoring programs, and teacher wellness.

The lead article by Sue Roffey reviews the importance of
connectedness in the lives of children and young people, and argues for
a framework in which authentic belonging is embedded across all parts
of a school system. Examples of useful practices in Australian schools
are highlighted. The second article by Ayako Ito briefly reviews school
connectedness research in Japan, focusing on the relationship between
school bonding (based on Hirschi’s theory) and non-attendance or
antisocial behavior at school among Japanese students. A case example
is provided in the Japanese homeroom teacher’s role in enhancing
children’s connectedness through a positive class climate in elementary
school. Raymond Chan, Patrick Lau, and Mantak Yuen in the third article
report a cross-section survey of Hong Kong primary and secondary
students, showing teachers’ caring attitude contributing to students’ life
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skills development and academic achievement. The fourth article, by
Ling Wu and Peter Lang, reports the use of an experiential pedagogy,
“circle time,” which was first developed in a Western context, in a school
on the Chinese mainland. In the next article, Michael Karcher and
KristiAnna Santos describe the Cross-Age Mentoring Program (CAMP),
a developmental mentoring program for adolescents and youth in the U.S.,
and report the changes in adolescent connectedness among participating
mentees and mentors. They challenge us to consider whether the changes
CAMP fosters in conventional connectedness would occur in more
collectivistic societies and whether such changes would be the most
useful primary outcomes of CAMPs implemented in Asian countries.
The final reaction paper by Patrick Lau explores the teacher’s role in
enhancing connectedness among students and teachers, and considers
the wellness of teachers as critical in determining the quality of
teacher-student relationships.

Concluding Thoughts

As | look back on the recent international literature on connectedness
and the articles in this special issue, | would like to highlight some
conceptual advances and useful practices in fostering connectedness and
life skills development in children and youth for educators and guidance
professionals.

First, it is essential to recognize that connectedness, self-development,
cognitive development, and life skills development are interdependent.
Achievement of connectedness is dependent on the social skills and
perspective-taking skills of the individuals in specific contexts (Karcher,
2004).

Second, empirical evidence supports a protective association with
health outcomes for family, peer, and school connectedness (Markham
et al., 2010). Significant numbers of young people in transition who feel
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disconnected from their family, peer and school tend to maintain
concerning levels of anxiety, depression and stress in their new
environment (McGraw, Moore, Fuller, & Bates, 2008).

Third, empirical evidence suggests that well-designed programs
and positive climate in schools are conducive to students’ academic
achievement and social-emotive learning (Ellis, Marsh, & Craven, 2009;
Konishi, Hymel, Zumbo, & Li, 2010; Shek, Ma, & Merrick, 2007).
Resilience-based youth development approach is a promising strategy
in improving holistic health and well-being among children and youth,
in particular for those facing adversity (Blum, 2003; Lee, Kwong,
Cheung, Ungar, & Cheung, 2010). Relationship-based programs such
as mentoring and apprenticeship may provide opportunities for young
people to connect to caring non-parent adults who serve as role models,
instructors, listeners, and career advisors (Rhodes & Roffman, 2003).

Fourth, fostering connectedness is often considered as an important
outcome from youth development programs, and such outcomes should
be measurable. Reliable and valid measures of multiple domains of
connectedness have now been developed for assessment and evaluation
purposes (e.g., Karcher & Sass, 2010; Townsend & McWhirter, 2005;
Waters & Cross, 2010; Yuen, Gysbers, Lau, Chan, & Shea, 2009).

Fifth, promoting connectedness though whole-school approaches
goes beyond implementing specific social-emotional programs. The key
is in collaboration and partnership among all teachers, administrators
and guidance personnel to implement school guidance strategies with
a focus on upholding values, voicing expectations, and building capacity
to care for students (Roffey, 2008; Rowe, Stewart, & Patterson, 2007;
Waters, Cross, & Shaw, 2010; Yuen, Chan, Lau, Gysbers, & Shea, 2007).
These points may help readers to reflect on the articles in this special
issue.



Mantak Yuen

References

American School Counseling Association. (2003). The ASCA national model:
A framework for school counseling programs. Alexandria, VA: Author.
Blum, R. W. (2002). Mother’s influence on teen sex: Connections that promote
postponing sexual intercourse. Minneapolis, MN: Center for Adolescent

Health and Development, University of Minnesota.

Blum, R. W. (2003). Positive youth development: A strategy for improving
adolescent health. In F. Jacobs, D. Wertlieb, & R. M. Lerner (Eds.),
Handbook of applied developmental science: Vol. 2. Enhancing the
life chances of youth and families (pp. 237-252). Thousand Oaks, CA:
Sage.

Blum, R. W. (2005). A case for school connectedness. The Adolescent Learner,
62(7), 16-20.

Blum, R. W., & Ireland, M. (2004). Reducing risk, increasing protective factors:

Findings from the Caribbean Youth Health Survey. Journal of Adolescent

Health, 35(6), 493-500. doi: 10.1016/j.jadohealth.2004.01.009

Catalano, R. F., Haggerty, K. P., Oesterle, S., Fleming, C. B., & Hawkins, J. D.
(2004). The importance of bonding to school for healthy development:
Findings from the social development research group. Journal of School
Health, 74(7), 252-261. doi: 10.1111/j.1746-1561.2004.tb08281.x

Darden, C. A, Ginter, E. J., & Gazda, G. M. (1996). Life-Skills Development
Scale — Adolescent Form: The theoretical and therapeutic relevance of
life-skills. Journal of Mental Health Counseling, 18(2), 142-163.

Ellis, L. A., Marsh, H. W., & Craven, R. G. (2009). Addressing the challenges
faced by early adolescents: A mixed-method evaluation of the benefits of
peer support. American Journal of Community Psychology, 44(1-2), 54-75.
doi: 10.1007/s10464-009-9251-y

Frank, S. J., Avery, C. B., & Laman, M. S. (1988). Young adults’ perceptions
of their relationships with their parents: Individual differences in
connectedness, competence and emotional autonomy. Developmental
Psychology, 24(5), 729-737.


http://csaweb111v.csa.com.eproxy2.lib.hku.hk/ids70/p_search_form.php?field=au&query=blum+robert+w&log=literal&SID=qt6tugdb8i0l3ldvcarrpfv9u1

Fostering Connectedness and Life Skills Development

Gazda, G. M., & Brooks, D. K. (1985). The development of the social/life-
skills training movement. Journal of Group Psychotherapy, Psychodrama &
Sociometry, 38(1), 1-10.

Gazda, G. M., Ginter, E. J., & Horne, A. M. (2001). Group counseling and group
psychotherapy: Theory and application. Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon.
Goodenow, C. (1993). The psychological sense of school membership among
adolescents: Scale development and educational correlates. Psychology in
the Schools, 30(1), 79-90. doi: 10.1002/1520-6807(199301)30:1<79::AID-

PITS2310300113>3.0.C0O;2-X

Gysbers, N. C. (2000). Implementing a whole school approach to guidance
through a comprehensive guidance program. Asian Journal of Counselling,
7(2), 5-17.

Gysbers, N. C., & Henderson, P. (2006). Developing and managing your school
guidance and counseling program (4th ed.). Alexandria, VA: American
Counseling Association.

Hazel, J. S., Schumaker, J. B., Sherman, J. A., & Sheldon, J. (1982). Application
of a group training program in social skills and problem solving to learning
disabled and non-learning disabled youth. Learning Disability Quarterly,
5(4), 398-408. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/1510923

Hong Kong Education Commission. (2000). Life-long learning and whole-
person development: Reform proposals for the education system in Hong
Kong [in Chinese]. Hong Kong, China: Author.

Karcher, M. J. (2004). Connectedness and school violence: A framework for
developmental interventions. In E. R. Gerler, Jr. (Ed.), Handbook of school
violence (pp. 7-39). New York, NY: Haworth Reference Press.

Karcher, M. J. (2005). The effects of developmental mentoring and high
school mentors’ attendance on their younger mentees’ self-esteem, social
skills, and connectedness. Psychology in the Schools, 42(1), 65-77. doi:
10.1002/pits.20025

Karcher, M. J., & Lindwall, J. (2003). Social interest, connectedness, and
challenging experiences: What makes high school mentors persist? Journal
of Individual Psychology, 59(3), 293-315.


http://csaweb111v.csa.com.eproxy2.lib.hku.hk/ids70/view_record.php?id=23&recnum=7&log=from_res&SID=qt6tugdb8i0l3ldvcarrpfv9u1
http://csaweb111v.csa.com.eproxy2.lib.hku.hk/ids70/view_record.php?id=23&recnum=7&log=from_res&SID=qt6tugdb8i0l3ldvcarrpfv9u1
http://csaweb111v.csa.com.eproxy2.lib.hku.hk/ids70/view_record.php?id=23&recnum=7&log=from_res&SID=qt6tugdb8i0l3ldvcarrpfv9u1

Mantak Yuen

Karcher, M. J., & Sass, D. (2010). A multicultural assessment of adolescent
connectedness: Testing measurement invariance across gender and ethnicity.
Journal of Counseling Psychology, 57(3), 274—289. doi: 10.1037/a0019357

King, K. A., Vidourek, R. A., Davis, B., & McClellan, W. (2002). Increasing
self-esteem and school connectedness through a multidimensional
mentoring program. Journal of School Health, 72(7), 294-299. doi:
10.1111/j.1746-1561.2002.th01336.x

Konishi, C., Hymel, S., Zumbo, B. D., & Li, Z. (2010). Do school bullying and
student-teacher relationship matter for academic achievement? A multilevel
analysis. Canadian Journal of School Psychology, 25(1), 19-39. doi:
10.1177/0829573509357550

Lee, T. Y., Kwong, W. M., Cheung, C. K., Ungar, M., & Cheung, M. Y. L.
(2010). Children’s resilience-related beliefs as a predictor of positive child
development in the face of adversities: Implications for interventions to
enhance children’s quality of life. Social Indicators Research, 95(3),
437-453. doi: 10.1007/s11205-009-9530-x

Lezin, N., Rolleri, L., Bean, S., & Taylor, J. (2004). Parent-child connectedness:
Implications for research, interventions, and positive impacts on
adolescent health. Santa Cruz, CA: ETR Associates. Retrieved from
http://www.etr.org/recapp/documents/research/litreview.pdf

Libbey, H. P. (2004). Measuring student relationships to school: Attachment,
bonding, connectedness, and engagement. Journal of School Health, 74(7),
274-283. doi: 10.1111/j.1746-1561.2004.th08284.x

Markham, C. M., Lormand, D., Gloppen, K. M., Peskin, M. F., Flores, B.,
Low, B., & House, L. D. (2010). Connectedness as a predictor of sexual
and reproductive health outcomes for youth. Journal of Adolescent Health,
46(3), S23-S41. doi: 10.1016/j.jadohealth.2009.11.214

McGraw, K., Moore, S., Fuller, A, & Bates, G. (2008). Family, peer and
school connectedness in final year secondary school students. Australian
Psychologist, 43(1), 27—37. doi: 10.1080/00050060701668637

McNeely, C., & Falci, C. (2004). School connectedness and the transition into
and out of health risk behavior among adolescents: A comparison of social

10



Fostering Connectedness and Life Skills Development

belonging and teacher support. Journal of School Health, 74(7), 284-292.
doi: 10.1111/j.1746-1561.2004.tb08285.x

Miller, B. C., Benson, B., & Galbraith, K. A. (2001). Family relationships and
adolescent pregnancy risk: A research synthesis. Developmental Review,
21(1), 1-38. doi: 10.1006/drev.2000.0513

Resnick, M. D., Bearman, P. S., Blum, R. W., Bauman, K. E., Harris, K. M.,
Jones, J., ... Udry, J. R. (1997). Protecting adolescents from harm:
Findings from the National Longitudinal Study on Adolescent Health.
Journal of the American Medical Association, 278(10), 823-832. doi:
10.1001/jama.1997.03550100049038

Rhodes, J. E., & Roffman, J. G. (2003). Relationship-based interventions:
The impact of mentoring and apprenticeship on youth development. In
F. Jacobs, D. Wertlieb, & R. M. Lerner (Eds.), Handbook of applied
developmental science: Vol. 2. Enhancing the life chances of youth and
families (pp. 225-236). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Roffey, S. (2008). Emotional literacy and the ecology of school wellbeing.
Educational and Child Psychology, 25(2), 29-39.

Rowe, F., Stewart, D., & Patterson, C. (2007). Promoting school connectedness
through whole school approaches. Health Education, 107(6), 524-542.
Shea, P. M. K, Yuen, M., Lau, P. S. Y., Leung, T. K. M., Chan, R. M. C., Hui,
E. K. P., & Gysbers, N. C. (2005). Life skills development curriculum:
Activity plans. Hong Kong, China: Life Skills Development Project, Faculty

of Education, University of Hong Kong.

Shek, D. T. L., Ma, H. K., & Merrick, J. (Eds.). (2007). Positive youth
development: Development of a pioneering program in a Chinese context.
London, England: Freund.

Smith, E. R., & Mackie, D. M. (2007). Social psychology (3rd ed.). Hove,
England: Psychology Press.

Thompson, D. R., lachan, R., Overpeck, M., Ross, J. G., & Gross, L. A.
(2006). School connectedness in the health behavior in school-aged
children study: The role of student, school, and school neighborhood
characteristics. Journal of School Health, 76(7), 379-386. doi: 10.1111/
j-1746-1561.2006.00129.x

11


http://csaweb111v.csa.com.eproxy2.lib.hku.hk/ids70/p_search_form.php?field=au&query=udry+j+richard&log=literal&SID=qt6tugdb8i0l3ldvcarrpfv9u1

Mantak Yuen

Townsend, K. C., & McWhirter, B. T. (2005). Connectedness: A review of the
literature with implications for counseling, assessment, and research.
Journal of Counseling and Development, 83(2), 191-201.

Waters, S., & Cross, D. (2010). Measuring students’ connectedness to school,
teachers, and family: Validation of three scales. School Psychology
Quarterly, 25(3), 164—177. doi: 10.1037/a0020942

Waters, S., Cross, D., & Shaw, T. (2010). Does the nature of schools matter? An
exploration of selected school ecology factors on adolescent perceptions of
school connectedness. British Journal of Educational Psychology, 80(3),
381-402. doi: 10.1348/000709909X484479

Yuen, M., Chan, R. M. C., Gysbers, N. C., Lau, P. S. Y., Lee, Q., Shea,
P. M. K., ... Chung, Y. B. (2010). Enhancing life skills development:
Chinese adolescents’ perceptions. Pastoral Care in Education, 28(4),
295-310. doi: 10.1080/02643944.2010.528015

Yuen, M., Chan, R. M. C., Lau, P. S. Y., Gysbers, N. C., & Shea, P. M. K. (2007).
Comprehensive guidance and counselling programmes in the primary
schools of Hong Kong: Teachers’ perceptions and involvement. Pastoral
Care in Education, 25(4), 17-24. doi: 10.1111/j.1468-0122.2007.00421.x

Yuen, M., Fong, R. W., Chan, R. M. C., Lau, P. S. Y., Gysbers, N. C., & Shea,
P. M. K. (2008). Life skills development and school connectedness among
senior secondary students in Hong Kong: A brief report. Hong Kong, China:
Life Skills Development Project, Faculty of Education, University of Hong
Kong.

Yuen, M., Gysbers, N. C., Chan, R. M. C., Lau, P. S. Y., Leung, T. K. M., Hui,
E. K. P.,, & Shea, P. M. K. (2005). Developing a career development
self-efficacy instrument for Chinese adolescents in Hong Kong.
International Journal for Educational and Vocational Guidance, 5(1),
57-73. doi: 10.1007/s10775-005-2126-3

Yuen, M., Gysbers, N. C., Chan, R. M. C., Lau, P. S. Y., & Shea, P. M. K. (2010).
Talent development, work habits, and career exploration of Chinese
middle-school adolescents: Development of the Career and Talent
Development Self-Efficacy Scale. High Ability Studies, 21(1), 47-62.
doi: 10.1080/13598139.2010.488089

12



Fostering Connectedness and Life Skills Development

Yuen, M., Gysbers, N. C., Hui, E. K. P, Leung, T. K. M., Lau, P. S. Y., Chan,
R. M. C, ... Ke, S. S. Y. (2004). Academic development self-efficacy
inventory: Users’ manual. Hong Kong, China: Life Skills Development
Project, Faculty of Education, University of Hong Kong.

Yuen, M., Gysbers, N. C., Lau, P.S. Y., Chan, R. M. C., & Shea, P. M. K. (2009).
Life skills development and school connectedness among senior secondary
students in Hong Kong: Brief report on follow-up survey. Hong Kong,
China: Life Skills Development Project, Faculty of Education, University of
Hong Kong.

Yuen, M., Hui, E. K. P., Lau, P. S. Y., Gysbers, N. C., Leung, T. K. M., Chan,
R. M. C., & Shea, P. M. K. (2006). Assessing the personal-social
development of Hong Kong Chinese adolescents. International Journal
for the Advancement of Counselling, 28(4), 317-330. doi: 10.1007/s10447-
006-9017-2

Yuen, M., Lau, P. S. Y., Leung, T. K. M., Shea, P. M. K., Chan, R. M. C,,
Hui, E. K. P., & Gysbers, N. C. (Eds.). (2003). Life skills development and
comprehensive guidance program: Theories and practices. Hong Kong,
China: Life Skills Development Project, Faculty of Education, University of

Hong Kong.

13



Mantak Yuen
REFZEEFVFHERARAEFTHAERVBARRA

A AR AR A WG M OE fof R EEL A 2 R E R

YRR RFHAAEET KRN P ACAE P RPE LR

e > U2 - Row ey § o &8 zké,?.-@:.e-;-ﬂ:— B AT A

fed * PP B M RTLIEE o FEE LR TE ot o E
2%

E?‘F%}ft\lz‘_‘ e FE o

et 2E IS S AR E R F 0 E RN RS
THRESEY

14



