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"The Belonging Blueprint: A Toolkit for Building Connection and
Community at DASD"'

This toolkit provides DASD educators with essential insights and actionable strategies to support
students and foster a positive, connected school environment. By offering practical tools to build
strong, supportive relationships, the toolkit empowers educators to create classrooms where
every student feels heard, valued, and accepted. The strategies focus on addressing barriers to
belonging, such as exclusion, and feelings of isolation, while promoting practices that encourage
empathy, respect, and collaboration.

Additionally, the toolkit equips educators with techniques to strengthen the overall school
climate, enhancing communication, trust, and peer support. These efforts directly align with
DASD's strategic plan, specifically Goal 1: "Students feel Safe, Connected, and Engaged." By
addressing metrics such as the percentage of students who feel safe, connected, and heard;
regular attendance rates; co-curricular and extracurricular participation; and suspension rates
across all demographic groups, this framework contributes to a more welcoming and supportive
educational experience. This also aligns with our Portrait of a Graduate, which emphasizes
preparing students to be critical thinkers, responsible community members, skilled
communicators, and individuals who prioritize health and wellness.

By utilizing these strategies, educators will not only improve individual student experiences but
also contribute to a school-wide culture of belonging that supports both academic success and
social-emotional growth. The goal is to build an environment where all students feel safe,
engaged, and empowered to thrive, leading to improved well-being, higher achievement, and a
stronger sense of community across DASD.

Look for this icon to identify reflective questions designed to guide your
growth and development in fostering a sense of belonging within DASD.
These questions will help you continually assess and improve how we
create an environment where every student feels valued and supported.




Introduction: Building a Culture of Belonging at DASD

At the heart of DASD’s mission is the creation of a school environment where everyone feels
valued and respected. We are dedicated to fostering a culture of kindness, empathy, and mutual
respect, ensuring that every student, teacher, and staff member feels a sense of belonging. This
toolkit serves as a resource for educators to support the district’s vision, providing them with
practical tools and strategies to help build meaningful connections, foster respect, and create
spaces where students can thrive both academically and socially.

Why a Toolkit?

A toolkit is essential in guiding educators through the complex process of cultivating a culture of
belonging. This resource empowers teachers with actionable strategies that address the everyday
challenges of creating a welcoming and supportive classroom. With this toolkit, educators have
concrete steps to ensure they are nurturing relationships, supporting diverse perspectives, and
fostering an environment that promotes mutual respect and belonging. It offers practical advice
and tools to assess classroom dynamics, reflect on their teaching practices, and make adjustments
that better support every student’s needs.

Why Is This Important to Me as a DASD Teacher?

As a DASD teacher, this toolkit is important because it aligns with the core values of the district
and provides you with the resources to support your students holistically. In a classroom where
belonging is prioritized, students are more likely to engage, participate, and perform well. By
using these strategies, you contribute directly to fostering an environment where kindness and
empathy thrive, ensuring that your students feel safe and empowered to express themselves. This
approach not only supports the academic development of students but also encourages their
emotional and social growth.

What is Belongingness?

Belongingness is the sense that individuals are valued, respected, and accepted within a
community. In the classroom, it means every student feels included and recognized for who they
are—regardless of their background, experiences, or challenges. It’s not just about being
physically present in the room but about feeling emotionally connected and supported. In DASD,
belongingness is integral to creating a school climate where students can learn without fear of
judgment, intimidation, or exclusion. It is about empowering students to believe in themselves
and in their ability to achieve their dreams.

How Is It Created?

Belongingness is created through intentional actions and practices. Teachers can foster belonging
by building relationships with students, creating opportunities for diverse voices to be heard, and
encouraging a classroom environment where empathy, kindness, and respect are the foundation.
Strategies might include collaborative activities, celebrating differences, addressing bias, and
providing support for students who might feel marginalized. It’s about recognizing that each
student’s unique perspective contributes to the strength of the learning community and ensuring
that every individual has the tools they need to succeed.



Defining Belonging in the Context of the Classroom What Should I Be Thinking About?

1. Who is in the room?
o Consider the diverse backgrounds, perspectives, and identities of your students.
Everyone brings their own experiences and strengths to the classroom.
o What perspectives are we missing? Reflect on whether all voices are being heard
and if certain perspectives, particularly those of underrepresented or marginalized
groups, are being overlooked.

2. Did I Miss Anyone?

o Who is trying to get into the room, but can’t? Are there students who feel excluded or
disconnected from the learning environment? Consider factors such as language
barriers, social dynamics, or academic challenges that may prevent full participation.

o Does everyone have what they need to stay in the room? Ensure that all students have
the emotional, social, and academic support they need to stay engaged and feel valued
within the classroom. This may involve differentiated instruction, emotional support,
or supportive classroom practices.

3. What is the Overall Goal?

o Have everyone’s ideas been heard? The goal is to create a space where all students
feel empowered to express their thoughts, ideas, and concerns. Every student should
have a voice in classroom discussions, activities, and decision-making.

o Who are we impacting? The impact of these practices extends beyond individual
students. A classroom where belongingness is cultivated positively influences the
entire school community—students, teachers, and staff—all contributing to a
supportive and thriving environment.

Conclusion: The Importance of Belonging in DASD

By embracing the principles of belongingness, we are building a stronger, more cohesive school
community. DASD’s commitment to kindness, empathy, and respect requires all of us—
teachers, students, and staff—to contribute to an environment where everyone feels valued.
Teachers play a critical role in this by modeling empathy, embracing diversity, and creating
opportunities for all students to thrive. This toolkit provides the resources and guidance to ensure
that belonging is not just an abstract concept, but an active, lived experience for every student in
DASD. When students feel they belong, they are more likely to succeed, contribute positively to
their community, and grow into engaged, compassionate individuals.



Let’s Discover More: The Importance of Belonging at DASD

o How do I currently create an environment where all students feel they belong,

and what specific practices can I adopt to strengthen this sense of belonging in
my classroom?

In what ways can I ensure that each student’s voice is heard and valued, and how can I create
opportunities for them to contribute to the classroom community?
How can I identify and address students who may feel disconnected or excluded, and what
strategies can I implement to support them in becoming more engaged in the classroom?
What role does empathy and kindness play in my teaching practices, and how can I model
these values to build stronger relationships with my students?
How does fostering a culture of belonging in my classroom align with DASD’s mission, and
how can I measure my success in creating a welcoming and supportive environment for all
my students?
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Belongingness as a Model for Positive School Environment

Dr. Erik Carter's work on belongingness focuses on the critical role of inclusion for individuals
with disabilities within communities. His "Belongingness Model" emphasizes the importance of
genuine relationships and social connections, not only in educational settings but across all
aspects of life. Dr. Carter identifies key elements that contribute to a sense of belonging,
including meaningful participation, relationships, and a supportive environment. His research
highlights the need for communities and educational systems to actively engage in creating
spaces where individuals feel truly valued, connected, and accepted.

Let’s Discover More: The Importance of Belonging at DASD
o  How can Dr. Erik Carter’s Belongingness Model guide DASD teachers in
fostering more supportive and meaningful connections with students who may
feel marginalized or excluded?
o  What strategies from Dr. Carter’s research can DASD staff implement to
ensure that every student, regardless of ability or background, feels valued and actively
participates in classroom and school activities?
o How can the principles of genuine social relationships and community participation, as

outlined in Dr. Carter's work, be applied to strengthen the sense of belonging for all students in
DASD schools?




Downingtown Area School District Model for Belongingness

DASD’s model for fostering belongingness focuses on creating a supportive and respectful
school environment for every student, teacher, and staff member. The district is committed to
building a culture of empathy, kindness, and mutual respect, where individuals from diverse
backgrounds feel valued and have opportunities to thrive. Through a combination of targeted
strategies, professional development, and a focus on community-building, DASD ensures that all
members of the school community are engaged, supported, and empowered to contribute to a
positive and welcoming atmosphere. This model underscores the district’s belief that belonging
is essential for academic success, social-emotional well-being, and overall growth.
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Let’s Discover More: The Importance of Belonging at DASD

o How can DASD teachers incorporate the principles of empathy, kindness, and
respect into their daily teaching practices to foster a greater sense of belonging
among students?

o In what ways can DASD educators create a classroom environment where
every student feels supported, engaged, and valued, aligning with the district’s
commitment to building community and connection?

o How can DASD teachers contribute to strengthening the district’s culture of
belonging by modeling positive behaviors and ensuring that all students have the
opportunities and resources they need to thrive?

10



DASD Model Explained

DASD’s model for fostering belongingness emphasizes the importance of creating a supportive
and welcoming environment where every student, teacher, and staff member feels valued and
connected. This model is built on ten key principles: Present, Empathy, Welcomed, Kindness,
Accepted, Supported, Cared For, Befriended, Wanted, and Understood. Each principle represents
a critical aspect of belonging, from feeling wanted and invited into the community, to being
supported and heard in the classroom. By focusing on these elements, DASD aims to cultivate an
atmosphere where individuals not only feel safe and respected but are also empowered to fully
engage, participate, and thrive. This model serves as a guide for educators to create environments
that foster emotional, social, and academic growth, ensuring that every individual can contribute
and succeed.

Present:

"Present" in DASD refers to the importance of being physically and emotionally present in the
moment, fostering an environment where individuals are attentive, engaged, and actively
participating in the learning process. It highlights the need for educators to create spaces where
students feel visible and heard, and where their engagement is actively encouraged. Teachers in
DASD focus on ensuring that each student is not just physically in the room but is emotionally
and mentally engaged with the material and the community. This presence strengthens
relationships and supports active participation from all members.

Let’s Discover More: The Importance of Belonging at DASD
o How do you create an environment where students are fully engaged and
present, both physically and emotionally, in class?
o What methods do you use to encourage active participation from all students?

Empathy:

"Empathy" refers to the ability to deeply understand and share the feelings, perspectives, and
challenges of others. In DASD, it’s about creating a supportive environment where students feel
cared for and understood. Teachers are encouraged to actively listen to students, recognize their
emotional and social needs, and respond with compassion. Demonstrating empathy fosters trust,
helps build positive relationships, and ensures that students feel safe to express themselves.
When students feel that their emotions and experiences are validated, they are more likely to
thrive academically and socially.

Let’s Discover More: The Importance of Belonging at DASD
o How do you demonstrate empathy towards your students' emotional
and social needs?
o Inwhat ways do you actively listen and respond with compassion to
students' challenges and concerns?
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Welcomed:

The "Welcomed" principle in DASD’s model focuses on making every student feel like they
belong from the moment they enter the school. It's about creating an atmosphere where warmth,
friendliness, and openness are evident. Teachers and staff work to create a welcoming space by
offering greetings, building rapport, and ensuring that students feel emotionally safe. This
proactive approach to creating an inviting environment helps students feel accepted and secure,
making it easier for them to engage in learning and connect with others.

Let’s Discover More: The Importance of Belonging at DASD
o What practices do you implement to ensure every student feels welcomed
as soon as they enter the classroom?
o How do you foster a sense of warmth and openness in your interactions
with students daily?

Kindness:

"Kindness" is about fostering an environment where students are treated with warmth, respect,
and consideration. In DASD, it means demonstrating empathy, patience, and thoughtfulness in
interactions with students. Teachers are encouraged to be kind in their words and actions,
creating an atmosphere where students feel cared for, safe, and valued. Kindness promotes
positive emotional growth, enhances self-esteem, and encourages students to show the same
respect to others. When students experience kindness, they are more likely to reciprocate and
build supportive relationships within the school community.

Let’s Discover More: The Importance of Belonging at DASD
o How do you demonstrate kindness in your daily interactions with
students?
o In what ways do you create a culture of kindness that encourages
students to treat each other with respect and care?
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Accepted:

"Accepted" refers to the essential feeling of being embraced and valued for who you are. In
DASD, it’s about creating a culture where differences are celebrated, and all students are
accepted without judgment. Teachers and staff are trained to foster acceptance by modeling
positive behaviors and reinforcing the idea that diversity—whether it’s cultural, intellectual, or
social—is a strength. When students feel accepted, they are more confident in expressing
themselves, taking risks, and contributing to their communities, knowing they will be embraced
for their individuality.

Let’s Discover More: The Importance of Belonging at DASD
o How do you create an environment where all students feel accepted,
regardless of their backgrounds or differences?
o What actions do you take to ensure students feel accepted for who they are,
both in the classroom and in schoolwide activities?

Supported:

"Supported" focuses on the emotional, academic, and social support that students receive within
DASD. Teachers are encouraged to provide a safety net for students, offering guidance,
resources, and encouragement. Support can come in many forms, from offering extra help in
academics to providing emotional encouragement or assisting with social connections. By
creating an environment where support is readily available, DASD ensures that students have the
tools they need to succeed, both academically and personally, fostering a strong sense of
belonging.

Let’s Discover More: The Importance of Belonging at DASD
o How do you provide emotional, academic, and social support to
students in your classroom?
o What strategies do you use to ensure that students who need additional help
feel supported and have access to the resources they require?
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Cared For:

In DASD, being "Cared For" focuses on the emotional well-being and
support of students. Students need to feel that they are valued and looked
after by their teachers and the school community. Teachers are
encouraged to provide a safe, nurturing environment where students can
thrive, emotionally and academically. This includes offering
encouragement, showing empathy, and providing consistent support to
meet each student’s unique needs. When students feel cared for, they are
more likely to develop a strong sense of trust, safety, and connection,
which empowers them to actively engage in their learning and
relationships with peers.

Let’s Discover More: The Importance of Belonging at DASD
o How do you ensure that every student feels cared for in your
classroom?
o What steps do you take to provide emotional support and create a safe,
nurturing environment for your students?

Befriended:

"Befriended" focuses on the importance of forming meaningful social connections within the
school. DASD values creating an environment where students form friendships and feel
supported by their peers. Teachers play a key role in facilitating these connections by promoting
collaboration, encouraging group work, and fostering positive peer interactions. When students
feel that they are befriended, they are more likely to feel secure, supported, and less isolated,
contributing to their overall sense of belonging within the school community.

Let’s Discover More: The Importance of Belonging at DASD
o How do you encourage students to build positive relationships and
friendships with their peers?
o What activities or strategies do you use to foster collaboration and teamwork in
your classroom?
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Wanted:

In DASD, being "Wanted" means that every student feels like a valued and essential part of the
school community—not just accepted, but genuinely desired and appreciated for who they are.
It's about fostering an environment where students know they bring unique contributions that are
recognized and celebrated. Teachers play a crucial role in affirming students' presence and
worth, going beyond inclusion to ensure each student feels they truly matter. When students feel
wanted, they are more likely to build confidence, take risks in their learning, and form
meaningful relationships with peers and staff.

Let’s Discover More: The Importance of Belonging at DASD
o How do you show students that they are not only accepted but genuinely
valued in your classroom?
o Inwhat ways do you communicate to students that their presence and
contributions are meaningful to the school community?

Understood:

“Understood" refers to the act of truly recognizing and empathizing with the needs, perspectives,
and challenges of everyone in the community. In DASD, it’s about fostering an environment
where all students feel seen and heard, and their unique experiences are respected. Teachers are
encouraged to try to understand the personal backgrounds, challenges, and strengths of their
students, recognizing that each one brings a different perspective to the table. When students feel
understood, they are more likely to feel secure and supported, knowing that their individuality is
valued and that the learning environment is one that accommodates and respects their personal
experiences.

Let’s Discover More: The Importance of Belonging at DASD
o How do you ensure that you understand the individual needs and perspectives
of your students?
o In what ways do you demonstrate empathy towards students’ unique challenges
and experiences to make them feel seen and respected?
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This Work Requires Growth and Flexibility

Creating a positive and supportive classroom environment is essential to fostering a growth
mindset among students. A growth mindset encourages students to view challenges as
opportunities for learning and improvement rather than obstacles to their success. Teachers play
a critical role in setting the tone for this mindset by emphasizing that abilities and intelligence
can be developed with effort, perseverance, and a willingness to learn.

To cultivate this mindset, it is important for teachers to create a classroom atmosphere where
every student feels welcomed and valued. This begins with an intentional focus on
belongingness, ensuring that all students, regardless of their background or abilities, feel
accepted and connected to the community. Teachers can establish a welcoming environment by
recognizing each student’s unique strengths, fostering positive peer relationships, and providing
opportunities for all students to contribute meaningfully to class discussions. When students feel
that they belong, they are more likely to engage deeply in their learning and embrace challenges,
knowing they have the support of their teacher and peers.

However, fostering a growth mindset is not just about helping students shift their perspective;
teachers must also be willing to adapt and grow themselves. The classroom is a dynamic
environment, and as educators, teachers must be flexible in their approach, open to new ideas,
and ready to adjust their teaching methods based on student needs and feedback. This mindset of
continual growth and learning is vital for both students and teachers, as it models the importance
of self-improvement and adaptability. Teachers should not only focus on teaching content but
also on cultivating an environment that nurtures emotional and social growth, which is just as
essential to student development.

Ultimately, reshaping one’s mindset goes beyond the academic curriculum. It involves
empowering students to believe in their potential and to approach every challenge with the
confidence that they can grow from it. Teachers who embrace their own growth mindset
demonstrate the power of resilience, flexibility, and the belief that with effort and the right
support, students can achieve their fullest potential—both academically and personally. This
shift in mindset helps build an environment where learning is seen as a lifelong journey, and
everyone in the classroom is encouraged to grow, evolve, and contribute to the success of the
whole community.

Let’s Discover More: The Importance of Belonging at DASD
o How can you create a classroom environment that encourages students to view
challenges as opportunities for growth rather than obstacles?
o Inwhat ways can you model a growth mindset for your students, showing them
the importance of resilience, flexibility, and adaptability in learning?
o How do you ensure that all students, regardless of their background or abilities,
feel welcomed and valued in your classroom community?
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The "Buckley Model"

The "Buckley Model" outlines four key factors influencing a student's sense of belonging (SB) in
academic settings. These factors are interconnected and emphasize the importance of positive
experiences to foster acceptance and engagement.
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Key Elements:

» Peer Interactions: Quality relationships and support among classmates, including
acceptance based on identity.

» Instructor Behavior: Teaching practices that allow students to be included,
responsiveness, and creating a supportive environment.

* Environmental Identity Cues: Visible signals of belonging, such as diverse representation
in the curriculum, cultural symbols, and all languages.

» Personal Factors: Individual traits like self-efficacy, self-esteem, and prior experiences
shaping perceptions of belonging.

Let’s Discover More: The Importance of Belonging at DASD
o How can teachers create classroom environments that foster a strong sense of
belonging for all students, particularly those from underrepresented or
marginalized backgrounds, through their interactions, curriculum choices,
and classroom practices?
o In what ways can teachers collaborate with colleagues and the broader school
community to ensure that students feel supported academically?
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Four Main Categories and Key Factors Promoting Belonging

Peer Interactions
Key Factors:
* Opportunities for collaborative learning and teamwork.
» Encouragement of positive and respectful relationships among
classmates.
= Activities that celebrate diverse perspectives and backgrounds.
* Peer mentoring or buddy systems to support new or struggling
students.

Let’s Discover More: The Importance of Belonging at DASD
o How can you design classroom activities that promote positive and respectful
relationships among students?
o What strategies can you use to encourage peer mentoring or support systems
in your classroom?

Instructor Behavior
Key Factors:
* Demonstrating care and understanding for individual student needs.
» Providing fair and consistent feedback to all students.
* Incorporating teaching methods that actively engage all learners.
» Encouraging open communication and creating safe spaces for questions or concerns.

Let’s Discover More: The Importance of Belonging at DASD
o How can you demonstrate care and understanding for individual student
needs while maintaining high expectations for all?
o What teaching methods can you adopt to actively engage and support a
diverse group of learners?

Environmental Identity Cue

Key Factors:
» Visual representation of diverse cultures, experiences, and achievements in classroom
materials.

* Use of welcoming and respectful language in all communications.

* Clear messaging that all students are valued members of the community.

» Physical spaces designed to accommodate and reflect the needs of a diverse student
population.

Let’s Discover More: The Importance of Belonging at DASD
o How can you ensure that classroom materials and visuals represent diverse
cultures and perspectives?
o What steps can you take to create a welcoming and respectful classroom
environment that values all students?
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Personal Factors
Key Factors:

Building students' confidence through meaningful feedback and encouragement.
Recognizing and celebrating individual student achievements and growth.

Offering opportunities for students to share their unique stories and perspectives.
Addressing challenges students may face outside of school that impact their sense of
belonging.

Let’s Discover More: The Importance of Belonging at DASD
o How can you build students' confidence and self-efficacy through feedback
and encouragement?
o What approaches can you use to recognize and address personal challenges
that may impact a student’s sense of belonging?

Key Factors That Detract from Belonging in Educational Settings

Peer Interactions
Key Factors:

Limited opportunities for collaborative learning and teamwork.

Negative or toxic relationships among classmates, including bullying or exclusion.
Lack of activities that celebrate diverse perspectives and backgrounds.

Absence of peer mentoring or support systems for students in need.

Let’s Discover More: The Importance of Belonging at DASD
o How can you address situations where students experience exclusion or
negative peer interactions in your classroom?
o What strategies can you implement to encourage more positive and
welcoming peer interaction?

Instructor Behavior
Key Factors:

Lack of responsiveness to diverse student needs.

Unclear or inconsistent feedback to students.

Teaching methods that fail to engage or accommodate a diverse student group.
A lack of open communication, leaving students feeling unsupported or unsure.

Let’s Discover More: The Importance of Belonging at DASD
o How can you ensure your teaching methods are accessible and engaging for
all students, regardless of their background or learning needs?
o What steps can you take to provide more consistent, constructive feedback to
students?

Environmental Identity Cues
Key Factors:

Limited representation of diverse cultures, experiences, and perspectives in classroom
materials.
Use of language or symbols that may unintentionally marginalize certain groups.
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» Messaging or physical spaces that fail to reflect the needs and identities of all students.
» Lack of visible efforts to make students feel like they belong in the school community.

Let’s Discover More: The Importance of Belonging at DASD
o How can you ensure that your classroom materials and environment are
representative of all students?
o What can you do to create a classroom atmosphere where every student feels
valued and included?

Personal Factors
Key Factors:
» Low self-esteem or lack of self-efficacy among students.
» Students feeling disconnected from the curriculum or classroom community.
= Personal challenges outside of school affecting a student’s ability to engage or feel
included.
* A lack of opportunity for students to share their personal experiences or identities.

Let’s Discover More: The Importance of Belonging at DASD
o How can you support students who struggle with self-esteem or feelings of
isolation in the classroom?
o What steps can you take to help students address personal challenges that
may impact their sense of belonging in your class?
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Collecting DASD School Climate Data and Student Belongingness Data

Measuring students' sense of belonging is crucial to understanding and improving the school
climate. At DASD, we use the Pennsylvania Department of Education's (PDE) Climate Survey, a
valuable tool that helps us gather data on various aspects of the school environment, including
students' perceptions of belonging. By tracking this data year over year, we can identify trends,
measure progress, and make informed decisions to foster an environment where all students feel
valued and connected. Additionally, the PDE Climate Survey offers us a way to compare our
school district's performance against state averages, providing a benchmark to see how we're
performing on a broader scale.

The survey provides key insights across three main domains: Student Support, Social and
Emotional Learning, and Safe and Respectful Climate. Research has shown that these domains
directly influence a student’s sense of belonging and can have lasting effects on academic
performance, mental health, and overall engagement. By consistently measuring these factors,
we ensure that our efforts to improve the school climate are data-driven and responsive to the
needs of our students. As we continue to analyze the data, it helps us target specific areas that
need improvement, implement effective strategies, and celebrate successes that contribute to a
positive school experience for all.

Studies indicate that students tend to feel a stronger sense of belonging when the following
factors are actively present and practiced both in the classroom and across the school
environment.

» Supportive Peer Interactions: Encouraging collaboration and positive interactions among
students fosters a sense of community.

= Respect for Individual Differences: Valuing diversity in race, culture, and background
helps students feel accepted for who they are.

» Clear Expectations for Behavior: When students understand the behavioral expectations,
they feel secure and confident in their school environment.

* Opportunities for Student Voice: Allowing students to share their opinions and ideas
makes them feel like their contributions are valued.

* Recognition of Student Achievements: Acknowledging both big and small
accomplishments help students feel proud of their efforts and contributions.

» Expanded Curriculum: A curriculum that reflects diverse perspectives and experiences
helps students see themselves represented.

* Emphasis on Social-Emotional Learning: Teaching students’ skills for emotional
regulation and empathy builds stronger, more respectful relationships.

» Positive Teacher-Student Relationships: Students feel more connected when teachers
show genuine care and interest in their well-being.
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“My Teachers Really Care About Me...”

(2024 PA Climate Survey Data)

Strongly Disagree Agree Strongly Agree
Disagree
Elementary | 0.7% 1.6% 27.9% 69.8%
Middle School | 1.9% 8.2% 48.5% 41.4%
High School | 3% 14% 60.5% 22.5%

= Support for Mental Health: Providing resources and support for mental health ensures
students feel emotionally safe and supported.

* Opportunities for Leadership: Encouraging students to take on leadership roles within the
school community fosters ownership and a sense of responsibility.

* Peer Mentoring Programs: Pairing students with mentors creates a supportive relationship
that enhances belonging.

= Safe Physical Environment: Ensuring students feel physically safe in the school
environment is a foundation for a sense of belonging.

“I Feel Safe in my Classes/Classroom...””
(2024 PA Climate Survey Data)

Not Safe Somewhat Safe  Mostly Safe Very Safe
Elementary | 0.9% 1.7% 20.1% 77.3%
Middle School | 0.6% 3.8% 22.7% 72.9%
High School | 1.1% 3.8% 28.5% 66.6%

» Celebration of School Culture: Recognizing school traditions and celebrations helps
students feel part of a larger community.

* Welcoming School Climate: A warm, open, and respectful atmosphere contributes to
students feeling like they belong.

» Engagement in Extracurricular Activities: Encouraging participation in clubs, sports, and
other activities fosters connections beyond the classroom.

» Consistent Teacher Support and Guidance: Students who feel consistently supported by
their teachers, whether academically or socially, are more likely to feel a sense of

belonging.

Let’s Discover More: The Importance of Belonging at DASD
o How can we ensure that the factors contributing to a stronger sense of

belonging is consistently present and practiced in the classroom and
throughout the school?

o What strategies can be implemented to promote a more supportive and

welcoming environment that enhances students' feelings of belonging?
o In what ways can teachers and school staff collaborate to create a culture
where students feel valued and connected to the school community?
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Key Strategies for Promoting Belongingness in the Classroom

In DASD, fostering a strong sense of belonging is essential for creating an environment where
students feel valued, supported, and motivated to succeed. As a diverse and dynamic community,
it’s crucial that every student, regardless of background or personal experiences, feels included
and respected. A strong sense of belonging has been linked to better academic performance,
improved mental health, and overall well-being, making it a vital component of our educational
framework. By focusing on belonging, we can ensure that DASD is not just a place for learning,
but a space where students can thrive socially, emotionally, and academically.

Moreover, promoting belonging within the classroom is particularly important for building
relationships, enhancing engagement, and reducing feelings of isolation or exclusion. When
students feel a sense of connection to their peers, teachers, and the broader school community,
they are more likely to participate in school activities, contribute to discussions, and take pride in
their education. As DASD continues to grow, prioritizing strategies that promote belongingness
will create a school culture where all students can develop a positive identity and experience a
strong sense of community.
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Key Strategies for Promoting Belongingness in the Classroom:

Build positive, supportive relationships with each student, showing genuine care for their
well-being.

Foster collaborative activities where students can work together and develop connections.
Create an environment where students feel safe expressing their unique identities and
perspectives.

Set clear, consistent expectations for behavior that promote respect and fairness.

Provide opportunities for students to voice their opinions and contribute to classroom
decisions.

Acknowledge and celebrate students' individual and collective achievements.

Incorporate diverse perspectives and materials in the curriculum to reflect a wide range of
experiences.

Promote social-emotional learning to help students develop empathy and emotional
regulation skills.

Ensure that classroom routines and procedures are predictable, offering students a sense
of stability.

Create spaces where students feel physically and emotionally safe to engage in learning
Encourage student leadership roles to foster a sense of responsibility and ownership in
the classroom.

Establish mentoring or peer support programs that connect students and promote positive
peer relationships.

How Can I Support a Student Who Feels Like They Don’t Belong?

If a student doesn't feel a sense of belonging, it's important to take proactive steps to address the
underlying issues and create an environment where they can thrive. When students feel
disconnected, it can impact their academic performance, mental health, and overall school
experience. As educators, we must recognize the signs of exclusion or disengagement and
respond with empathy and support. By fostering a culture where every student feels accepted,
respected, and valued, we can help them develop the confidence and motivation needed to
succeed in school. Acting early can help prevent feelings of isolation from escalating and ensure
that all students feel they have a place in the classroom and school community.

To support students who may not feel like they belong, it's essential to approach the situation
with a solution-oriented mindset. This might involve checking in with the student to better
understand their feelings, offering additional support or resources, and adapting teaching
methods to ensure a welcoming and supportive environment. Collaborating with colleagues,
school counselors, and families can also provide valuable insights and strengthen efforts to
address the student's needs. Through consistent and thoughtful interventions, we can work
together to create an environment where all students can feel connected and engaged in their
education.

Have one-on-one conversations with the student to understand their concerns and
feelings.

Offer a safe space for the student to express themselves without fear of judgment.
Implement strategies to increase the student’s involvement in class discussions and
activities.
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» Pair the student with a peer mentor or establish a buddy system for social support.

» Encourage the student’s participation in extracurricular activities or clubs to build
connections.

» Ensure the student feels valued by acknowledging their unique contributions to the class.

» Collaborate with counselors or support staff to address any emotional or social
challenges.

= Adapt teaching strategies to meet the student’s learning needs and ensure they feel
included.

» Ensure the classroom environment reflects diverse perspectives and welcomes all
identities.

= Engage the student in setting personal academic and social goals to foster a sense of
ownership.

* Involve the student’s family in conversations to gather additional insights and create a
holistic support system.

* Review classroom dynamics and make changes to encourage more positive peer
interactions

What are some other ways I can get involved in DASD to help create spaces of
belongingness?

To create spaces of belongingness within your building, intentionally engage with various
initiatives and teams aimed at enhancing the school climate. Start by joining the School Climate
and Student Engagement Team (SCSET), which meets monthly, and ask about the seven
subcommittee groups within the SCSET. Become an active member of your building’s Climate
Team and contribute to Student Relations and School Climate Programs, events, or initiatives.
Additionally, joining the Student Climate Book Study (ask your principal for more information)
is a great way to engage in deeper conversations about student climate. Attending Student
Relations and School Climate training sessions or events will further your understanding and
help you support efforts aimed at improving the overall school environment. Supporting or
advising a student group is another impactful way to make students feel heard and valued.
Lastly, regularly checking your own biases and reflecting on how this work applies to your role
will ensure you're making a positive difference and fostering belonging within your school
community.

* Join the SCSET (meetings once a month).

» Ask about the seven subcommittee groups within the SCSET.

* Join your building’s Climate Team.

» Help with a Student Relations and School Climate Program, event, or initiative.
» Join the Student Climate Book Study (ask your principal for more information)
= Attend a Student Relations and School Climate training.

= Participate in Student Relations or School Climate events.

= Support or advise a student group.

* Check your biases and reflect on how this work applies to you.
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Let’s Discover More: The Importance of Belonging at DASD

o How can I integrate efforts to promote belongingness into my daily
classroom practices and interactions with students?

o When will I take time to join and contribute to the School Climate and
Student Engagement Team or other related initiatives within my building?

o How will I ensure that I continuously reflect on my role in fostering a sense
of belonging for all students, and what steps will I take to get involved in
upcoming events or programs?
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Other Suggested Resources

Goodenow, C. (1993). The Psychological Sense of School Membership Among
Adolescents. Psychology in the Schools, 30(1), 79-90.
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1993-24210-001

Walton, G. M., & Cohen, G. L. (2011). A question of belonging: Race, social fit, and
achievement. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 99(3), 1045-1067.
https://www.hendrix.edu/uploadedFiles/Academics/Faculty Resources/2016 _FFC/
Walton%20and%20Cohen%20(2007).pdf
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Appendix

20 Strategies for Creating Belongingness in the Classroom from Day One (From DASD
Teachers)

* Learn and Use Students’ Names Quickly
o Make it a priority to learn every student’s name within the first few days and
pronounce them correctly. This simple gesture shows respect and signals to each
student that they matter.
* Greet Students at the Door
o Start each class by welcoming students individually. A warm greeting sets the
tone and builds positive teacher-student relationships.
» Build Relationships Before Rigor
o Invest time in getting to know students—their interests, families, and goals.
Strong connections lead to greater engagement and trust.
» Use Welcoming and Respectful Language
o Be intentional with your words—use language that respects and includes
everyone’s background and lived experiences. Avoid assumptions and encourage
kindness and curiosity in how students speak to and about one another.
» Foster Peer-to-Peer Connections
o Incorporate structured opportunities for students to work together, share stories,
and build friendships through meaningful collaboration and dialogue.
» Celebrate Students’ Cultures and Identities
o Invite students to share aspects of their cultural background, holidays, or
traditions. Display positive books, posters, and student work that reflects student
lived experiences.
* (Co-Create Classroom Agreements
o Develop classroom norms collaboratively. When students contribute to
expectations, they feel ownership and are more likely to follow them.
» Normalize Mistakes as Part of Learning
o Create an environment where mistakes are seen as growth opportunities.
Celebrate effort, not just correctness, and show vulnerability in your own
learning.
* Include a Variety of Perspectives in the Learning Process
o Make sure your lessons highlight contributions and stories from people of
different backgrounds, communities, and experiences. This helps all students feel
represented and builds empathy and understanding of others.
* Be Visible and Approachable
o Position yourself in a way that’s physically and emotionally accessible. Circulate
the room, listen actively, and engage with all students.
» Use Affirming Feedback
o Give specific, encouraging feedback that recognizes students' efforts, resilience,
and contributions to the classroom community.
* Incorporate Student Voice
o Ask students for their opinions on classroom topics, materials, and learning
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experiences. Use that input to adjust your teaching and show that their voices
matter.
* Build in Flexible Seating and Choice
o Provide options when possible—where to sit, how to complete an assignment, or
which topic to explore. Choice builds autonomy and comfort.
* Create Meaningful Class Traditions
o Develop consistent, positive routines like “Good News Mondays” or “Friday
Reflections.” These shared moments help build a sense of connection, comfort,
and belonging for everyone in the classroom.
» Implement Reflective Practices
o Encourage journaling, personal goal setting, or end-of-week check-ins. Help
students reflect on their growth and experiences.
* Model Empathy and Active Listening
o Show students what it looks like to listen with care. Acknowledge their feelings
and perspectives and model thoughtful responses.
» Establish Peer Mentorship or Buddies
o Pair students together for guidance and support, especially during transitions. Peer
mentors help create a more inclusive and connected classroom.
» Display Student Work and Voices
o Cover your walls with projects, quotes, and artwork from your students. Make it
clear that their contributions shape the space.
» Offer Grace and Flexibility When Needed
o Recognize when students are struggling and respond with patience and
understanding. Offer flexible deadlines and support as needed.
» Start Every Day with Positivity
o Use daily affirmations, morning messages, or quick gratitude circles. Begin each
day with a tone of optimism and belongingness.

DASD’s Belongingness Toolkit sequences a model that aligns with the elementary and middles
school Second Step scope.
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20 Strategies for Creating Belongingness in the Classroom from Day One (From DASD
Students)

e Say Hi First
o Even aquick “Hey” or “Good morning” can make someone feel noticed. You
never know who needs that extra bit of kindness.
* Invite Someone In
o Whether it’s at lunch, in a group project, or just walking to class—look around. Is
someone sitting alone? Invite them in.
» Learn Names and Use Them
o Names matter. Try to remember people’s names and say them with care—it
shows respect and that you’re paying attention.
» Compliment Without Expecting Anything Back
o Ifyou like someone’s idea, fit, or presentation—say it! Giving genuine
compliments can brighten someone’s whole day.
= Be Open to Different People
o Make us talk to people outside our usual group. Being curious (not judgmental)
about others helps build understanding and friendships.
* Don’t Let Anyone Be Left Out
o In gym class, group work, or clubs—make sure no one gets left behind. Say,
“Hey, want to join us?”
* Respect People’s Stories
o If someone shares something personal, honor that. Don’t gossip or judge, just
listen and respect their trust.
» Celebrate Wins Together
o Ifaclassmate does well on a test or gets a part in the play, cheer them on. Support
builds unity.
e Check on People Quietly
o If someone seems off, ask “You good?” or “Need anything?” It doesn’t have to be
a big thing—it just shows you care. Nothing big or obvious.
» Speak Up (Even When It’s Awkward)
o If someone is being teased or excluded, speak up. You don’t have to be loud—just
letting someone know you’ve got their back means everything.
» Use Social Media Positively
o Don’t subtweet, exclude, or post things to embarrass others. Instead, hype each
other up and build people up online.
* Notice Who’s Missing
o If someone hasn’t been at school or in the group chat, check in or say “We missed
you.” It helps people feel seen.
* Share What You’re Into
o Talk about your hobbies, music, or culture—it opens the door for others to do the
same and helps people connect.
* Make Room at the Table
o Literally and figuratively. If there’s space next to you, offer it. Small actions make
a big difference.

* Include, Even If It’s Just Once
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o Youdon’t have to be best friends with everyone, but one moment of kindness
might be the highlight of someone’s week.
Laugh With, Not At
o Be careful with jokes. If everyone’s laughing together, cool. If someone looks
uncomfortable, it’s time to switch it up.
Admit When You Mess Up
o Ifyou said something wrong or hurt someone, just say sorry. Owning up builds
trust and respect.
Don’t Assume—Ask
o Ifyou don’t understand something about someone’s background or preferences—
ask respectfully, don’t assume.
Be Real, Be Kind
o Youdon’t have to be perfect, just real. Kindness doesn’t mean being fake—it
means choosing to treat people well.
Lead by Example
o Be the person who shows up with good energy. When you act with kindness and
respect, it inspires others to do the same.
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