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Abstract: Prior studies have shown that socially accepted students tend to be more focused on learning and achieve better 
academic outcomes, and social acceptance plays a key role in students' psychological well-being. Social acceptance among 
students significantly impacts their academic success. When students feel accepted and included in the school environment, they 
show greater motivation to learn and achieve better results. This highlights the importance of creating an inclusive school 
environment where every student feels welcome and supported. The research of social acceptance of vulnerable groups of 
students in the peer group was conducted using sociometry among fifth graders in Slovenia. We found out that most fifth-grade 
students fall into the group with an average sociometric status. Additionally, students from vulnerable groups predominantly 
have either medium or low sociometric status. However, the assumption that students from vulnerable groups would primarily 
fall into rejected or neglected sociometric categories was not confirmed, as they occupied various sociometric positions. 
Understanding the group with average sociometric status is essential for supporting social acceptance and improving academic 
achievement. Programs and interventions tailored to this group could help enhance their social skills and school integration. 
Further research is needed to promote social acceptance, foster collaboration between schools, parents, and education experts, 
and raise teachers' awareness of the importance of social inclusion in the classroom. These efforts can contribute to a more 
inclusive school environment, benefiting students' academic success and long-term well-being. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
In modern society, increasing emphasis is placed on the inclusion and support of vulnerable groups of students in the school 
environment. These groups include students with special needs, immigrants, students with behavioural problems and students with 
learning difficulties. A key aspect of their success and well-being in and out of school is social acceptance. Socially accepted 
students feel safe, included and supported in their social environment, which positively affects their academic performance, 
psychological well-being and long-term social inclusion. During growing up and especially during elementary school, satisfactory 
peer relationships are very important, as they place children in front of new demands, and at the same time offer them new 
opportunities for social and emotional development (Gifford-Smith and Brownell, 2003). 
Nevertheless, vulnerable groups of students often face challenges and difficulties in social acceptance. This may stem from 
prejudice, stereotypes, ignorance or improper treatment by peers and the entire school community. The consequences of social 
exclusion can lead to reduced self-esteem, depression, poor academic performance and problems in interpersonal relationships. Low 
peer acceptance is associated with a range of negative developmental outcomes, such as delinquency, grade repetition, 
psychological maladjustment, as well as lower school performance, which some authors attribute to negative peer experiences, 
which may be related to lower motivation for schoolwork and consequently with school failure (Buhs and Ladd, 2001). For these 
reasons, the study of social acceptance among vulnerable groups of students and the provision of assistance are particularly 
important already during elementary school. 
Baydik and Bakkaloglu (2009) note that students with special needs are less accepted by their peers and more rejected than their 
peers without special needs; here, the most important factor of social rejection is the behavioural problems of students with special 
needs. According to the results of several studies, students with learning difficulties have fewer reciprocal friendships, lower quality 
friendships and lower social acceptance (Wiener and Schneider, 2002; Wiener and Tardif, 2004). Similarly, Kuhne and Wiener 
(2000) find that students with learning disabilities have a lower social preference and are more likely to take a rejected social 
position in the classroom. Stone and LaGreca (1990) find that students with learning disabilities are placed to a greater extent in the 
group of rejected and ignored students and to a lesser extent in the group of popular and average students, compared to students who 
learn they have no problems.  
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Research on a sample of Slovenian fourth graders in the 1995/96 school year also showed that students with learning difficulties are 
significantly worse integrated than their classmates, and their inadequate social inclusion is conditioned by characteristics such as 
poor school performance, social and interactional problems in the relationship to classmates and teachers, poor self-esteem (Schmidt, 
2001). Peterka (2016) found that the majority of immigrant students belong to the rejected group. Miklič (2013), however, states 
that immigrants most often occupy a lower or middle sociometric position in the class. A minority of research does not support the 
above findings; after reviewing several studies, Dudley-Marling and Edmiaston (1985) note that some students with learning 
difficulties are also placed in the group of popular students. Wiener, Harris and Shirer (1990) also note that not all children with 
learning difficulties are rejected; the results of their research show that half of the students with learning difficulties are placed in the 
group of students with an average sociometric position. Immigrant students may also occupy different sociometric statuses and 
groups within the class, or they may be socially accepted in different ways. Immigrant students may be less socially accepted, but 
not the most socially rejected in their class (Peterka, 2016). It depends on the individual student, how he knows how to connect, 
what his classmates are like, and time also affects this. Friendships need time to develop, and classmates need to get to know each 
other (Miklič, 2013). 

II. METHODOLOGY 
A. Research Purpose 
In the field of social acceptance of vulnerable groups of students, it is important to understand how the school environment can 
create and maintain an inclusive and supportive climate for all students. A thorough review of the factors that influence social 
acceptance and the study of the effectiveness of interventions to improve it is crucial in designing approaches that can increase the 
inclusion, support and well-being of vulnerable groups of students in the school environment. This can contribute to a fairer and 
more inclusive education, where every student can reach their full potential. The purpose of the present research is to determine the 
sociometric position of students from vulnerable groups, or how the mentioned group of students is accepted by the other students in 
the class. Previous research in this field has given inconsistent results, moreover, the vast majority were conducted abroad, and the 
results of these studies are difficult to generalize to the Slovenian educational system due to different criteria for awarding additional 
professional and other help, so we wanted to check the situation on a Slovenian sample of elementary school students. 

 

B. Research Aim and Hypotheses 
The aim of the research or task is to check the social acceptance of pupils from vulnerable groups within each section of fifth 
graders. More specifically, we will determine their sociometric status and the sociometric group they occupy within the class. Here 
we assume the following: 

H1: Most students in each class belong to the group of students with an average sociometric position. 
H2: Most students from vulnerable groups are in the group of rejected or ignored students in each class. 
H3: Students from vulnerable groups have a low or medium sociometric status in each class. 

 

C. Sample 
A total of 82 students from three classes of the fifth grade of a randomly selected primary school are included in the research. The 
sample includes entire classes, including immigrant students, students with additional professional help, students with emotional or 
behavioural problems and students with learning difficulties. 

 

D. Data Collection Procedures and Analysis 
To obtain data on the sociometric position of the students, a sociometric test is used with a positive ("List three classmates with 
whom you like to hang out the most") and a negative criterion ("Name three classmates with whom you like to hang out the least"). 
According to the approach of standardized achievements by Coie, Dodge and Coppotelli (1982), based on the results of the 
sociometric test, we can determine measures of social preference or liking (difference between standardized positive and negative 
choices) and social influence or observability (sum of standardized positive and negative choices) of students in the group. The 
combination of the two measures (likeability and observability) allows students to be divided into five sociometric groups (Jackson 
and Bracken, 1998):  
 Popular students with many positive and few or no negative choices, characterized by high social preference;  
 Rejected students with many negative and few or no positive choices, characterized by low social preference;  
 Ignored students with few or no choices, characterized by low social influence;  
 Controversial students with many positive and many negative choices, characterized by high social influence;  
 Average students with an average number of positive and negative choices. 
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A sociometric test was conducted in each of the mentioned classes. The data were collected in a primary school in the coastal-karst 
region. The data was collected by a school counsellor. The data were processed according to the previously mentioned two-
dimensional sociometric classification system of Coie, Dodge and Coppotelli (1982). Information about which students are 
foreigners or receive additional professional help and have learning difficulties or emotional-behavioural problems we got from the 
school counsellors. 
The sociometric status (SS) of each student was calculated based on the following formula: 

 
Here, M is the average number of choices or choices that the student had available, and N is the number of test participants and: 
 SS < 0.90 indicates low sociometric status, 
 0.90 < SS < 1.19 indicates medium sociometric status and 
 1, 19 < SS indicates a high sociometric status 

III. RESULTS 
Based on the number of positive and negative sociometric choices received, the students were placed into five sociometric groups. 
We used the classification procedure of Coie, Dodge and Coppotelli (1982). The procedure is based on the standardization of 
positive and negative sociometric choices and represents one of the most frequently used sociometric classifications. For a 
description of the procedure, see Pečjak and Košir (2008). Standardization of positive and negative choices was carried out within 
individual classes. 
 
A. Sociometry of the 5.a class 
There are 28 students in 5.a, 15 girls (54%) and 13 boys (46%). In the class there are 2 (7%) foreign students (6 and 20), 2 (7%) 
students with behavioural problems (4 and 12) and 2 (7%) students with learning difficulties (14 and 17). In total, therefore, in the 
5.a, 6 students (21%) belong to vulnerable groups of students. 

 
TABLE I 

SOCIOMETRIC STATUSES OF STUDENTS FROM VULNERABLE GROUPS IN 5.A 
Student ID SS 
4 1 
6 1 
12 1 
14 0,89 
17 0,93 
20 1,07 

From Table 1, we can see that only one student from the group of vulnerable students has a low sociometric status (0.89). The rest 
of the students have a medium sociometric status. 

 
Fig. 1  Sociogram 5.a 
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The directions of the arrows from person A to person B indicate that person A likes person B. The student statuses are as follows: 
 Popular (green): [18, 19] 
 Rejected (grey): [3, 5, 14] 
 Controversial (orange): [4, 12, 13, 21] 
 Ignored (pink): [16, 24, 28] 
 Average (white): [1, 2, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 15, 17, 20, 22, 23, 25, 26, 27] 
Popular include 7% of students, rejected 11%, controversial 14%, ignored 11% and average 57%. Most of the students of the 5.a 
belong to the group of students with an average sociometric position. 
From the sociogram, we see that students from vulnerable groups are in the controversial, rejected and average group. Most students 
from vulnerable groups are in the group of students with an average sociometric position. At the same time, they represent half of 
the controversial group. 
Students with an average sociometric position are neither popular nor unpopular, they are behaviourally unremarkable, they are 
usually the standard of comparison - students from more extreme groups are compared to them. Students from the controversial 
group are often aggressive and strong, they have a great influence on the group, as they have leadership skills (Williams and 
Gilmour, 1994), which is consistent with the results in 5.a, as individuals from the controversial group often convince other 
classmates that join them in inappropriate behaviour (teasing, teasing classmates, hiding property, etc.). 
 
B. Sociometry of the 5.b class 
There are 27 students in 5.b, 13 girls (48%) and 14 boys (52%). In the class there are 3 (11%) pupils with behavioural problems (7, 
14 and 23), 2 (7%) pupils with additional professional help (3 and 16) and 2 (7%) pupils with learning difficulties (22 and 24). In 
total, in 5.b, 7 students (25%) belong to vulnerable groups of students. 

 
TABLE II 

SOCIOMETRIC STATUSES OF STUDENTS FROM VULNERABLE GROUPS IN 5.B 
Student ID SS 
3 1 
7 0,9 
14 0,88 
16 0,96 
22 0,88 
23 0,88 
24 0,88 

Students with additional professional help have a medium sociometric status. The remaining students from vulnerable groups have a 
low sociometric status (Table 2). 

 
Fig. 2  Sociogram 5.b 
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The directions of the arrows from person A to person B indicate that person A likes person B. The student statuses are as follows: 
 Popular (green): [6, 8, 11, 21] 
 Rejected (grey): [7, 12, 22, 23, 24] 
 Controversial (orange): [] 
 Ignored (pink): [1, 14, 15, 17] 
 Average (white): [2, 3, 4, 5, 9, 10, 13, 16, 18, 19, 20, 25, 26, 27] 
Popular include 15% of students, rejected 19%, controversial 0%, ignored 15% and average 51%. Most of the students of the 5.b 
belong to the students with an average sociometric position. From the sociogram, we see that students from vulnerable groups 
belong to the group of rejected, ignored and the group of students with an average sociometric position. Most of them took the 
position of rejected. Ignored students are often loners, are less aggressive in social interaction with other students, do not differ in 
behaviour from popular or at-risk groups of students, but are not a risk group for later adjustment problems (Williams and Gilmour, 
1994).  Rejected students are a risk group for later adjustment problems, as they are often aggressive, have a low level of prosocial 
behaviour, a high level of disruptive behaviour, a high level of social anxiety or withdrawal, and a high level of indifferent or 
immature behaviour (Bierman, 2004). The description of individuals in the group of ignored and rejected students is also consistent 
with the behaviour of students from the mentioned groups in 5b. Individuals from the rejected group stand out, as they are less 
popular among their classmates, are rarely chosen by their classmates for group work, and often destroy school property or the 
property of their classmates. Just as often, they disrupt the lesson with their immature comments or interrupting the teacher's 
explanation by jumping into the conversation. 
 
C. Sociometry of the 5.c class 
There are 27 students in 5.c, 15 girls (55%) and 12 boys (45%). In the class there are 2 (7%) pupils with behavioural problems (8 
and 19), 3 (11%) pupils with additional professional help (2, 6 and 27) and 4 (15%) pupils with learning difficulties (1, 10, 17 and 
21). In total, therefore, in section 5b, 9 students (33%) belong to vulnerable groups of students. 

TABLE III 
SOCIOMETRIC STATUSES OF STUDENTS FROM VULNERABLE GROUPS IN 5.C 

Student ID SS 
1 0,9 
2 1 
6 1 
8 1 
10 1 
17 1 
19 1,08 
21 1 
27 0,88 

From Table 3, we see that two students have a low sociometric status. The remaining students from vulnerable groups have a 
medium sociometric status. 

 
Fig. 3  Sociogram 5.c 
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The directions of the arrows from person A to person B indicate that person A likes person B. The student statuses are as follows: 
 Popular (green): [7, 24] 
 Rejected (grey): [1, 8, 12, 27] 
 Controversial (orange): [10, 17, 19] 
 Ignore (pink): [3, 14] 
 Average (white): [2, 4, 5, 6, 9, 11, 13, 15, 16, 18, 20, 21, 22, 23, 25, 26] 
 
7% of students fall into the popular group, rejected 15%, controversial 11%, ignored 7% and average 60%. Most of the students of 
the 5.c belong to the students with an average sociometric position. 
From the sociogram, we see that students from vulnerable groups belong to the group of rejected, controversial and average. Most of 
them took the position of controversial and the average sociometric position. In the case of the controversial and rejected, they 
occupy whole groups. 
Students from the controversial group are often aggressive, and at the same time, with their leadership skills, they influence the rest 
of their classmates to follow them in pulling pranks or other forms of inappropriate behaviour (chatting during class, mocking, 
walking around the classroom without the teacher's permission, leaving class, etc.), which is consistent with the theoretical 
description of the mentioned group (Williams and Gilmour, 1994). Rejected students of the 5.c are unpopular among classmates, a 
demanding group for teachers, difficult to control, loud and present in most incidents that occur in this class (injuries, accidents), 
which supports the theoretical description of the group (Bierman, 2004). 
Williams and Gilmour (1994) attribute prosocial behaviour, respectful behaviour to authority and rules, and active involvement in 
positive interactions with peers to popular students, which is consistent with the behaviour of popular students in all three sections - 
they are often involved in teamwork, school projects, selected for class representatives, they help teachers. 
Most students in 5.a, 5.b and 5.c belong to the group of students with an average sociometric position, so we can confirm hypothesis 
1 (H1: Most students in each class belong to the group of students with an average sociometric position). At the same time, the 
mentioned group of students in this generation of fifth graders is unremarkable for most teachers, teachers often take them as 
examples for comparison with other students. Students are manageable, obedient during class, they do not stand out in terms of 
academic achievements, nor in terms of behaviour, which is also consistent with theory (Williams and Gilmour, 1994). They are 
often observers of the disturbing behaviour of their classmates, so they often help teachers in researching and determining what 
happened in individual situations in the class. 
The majority of students from vulnerable groups in 5.a belong to the group of students with an average sociometric position, in 5.b 
to the group of rejected students and in 5.c to the group of controversial and to the group of students with an average sociometric 
position, therefore hypothesis 2 (H2: Most students from vulnerable groups is located in the group of rejected or ignored students in 
each class) we cannot confirm.  
Students from vulnerable groups have a low or medium sociometric status in all three classes, so hypothesis 3 (H3: Students from 
vulnerable groups have a low or medium sociometric status in each class) can be confirmed. 
 

IV. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
Through research, we found that the majority of fifth graders belong to the group of students with an average sociometric position. 
We also found that most students from vulnerable groups have a medium or low sociometric status. Social acceptance among 
students has a crucial influence on their school performance. When students feel accepted and included in the school environment, 
they show greater motivation to learn and achieve better results. This is extremely important, as it underlines the need to create an 
inclusive school environment where every student feels welcome and supported. Research by Jones and Ostfeld (2018) showed that 
students who have a high level of social acceptance are more focused on learning and achieve better academic results. Social 
acceptance has also been found to have a strong impact on students' psychological well-being (Smith et al., 2019). 
However, we failed to confirm the assumption that students from vulnerable groups belong to the rejected or ignored groups, as they 
occupied different sociometric groups. This can be explained by the observation of Košir (2017b) that the sociometric position of an 
individual does not only depend on his characteristics, but also on the norms and relations within the individual group in which he is 
located. In addition, other factors that influence social acceptance, such as cultural differences and social status, must also be 
considered. It is also necessary to mention an important limitation of the research - a small sample, because of which the results and 
findings cannot be generalized to all school communities. 
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