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A safe, positive, and predictable school environment that promotes a sense of belonging is critical for students, teachers and family members. We will discuss the importance of building and maintaining an effective and integrated school-wide system to ensure equitable access and outcomes for all. Specific examples of strategies to promote belonging, improve school climate, integrate behavior and academics, and enhance family engagement will be presented. 
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Agenda
• Importance of Belonging + Learning
• PBIS as a framework for organizing our work 

– Establishing equitable outcomes 
– Practices to promote belonging and learning for all 
– Developing systems to support those practices 
– Using data to drive implementation 

• Review and wrap up 



• Each person

DEFINITION: Everyone

Race/EthnicityGender

Disability

Socio-economic 
Status

Sexual Orientation

ReligionCulture

Age

CitizenshipFamily Structure

Political Party 
Affiliation

Students

Teachers

Other School Staff

Family Members

Community 
Members

Volunteers
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DEFINITION: Belong
• Be a member or part of (a particular group, 

organization, or class).
• Fit in a specified place or environment.
• Have the right personal or social qualities to be 

a member of a particular group.

synonyms: have a rightful place, have a home;



Belonging        Fitting In



Why is Belonging Important? 

• Social cooperation is our key for survival and 
learning

• We are social beings, gossips, and story 
tellers

• When we find ourselves in an environment in 
which we feel like an outsider, we use our 
mental energy to monitor for threats, leaving 
fewer resources for higher cognitive 
processes. 



Students who are underrepresented in a school setting or 
who are part of a group that is subject to negative 

stereotypes may respond differently to failure or criticism 
from a teacher



Students who feel like they belong
• Misbehave less
• Achieve higher academic standards
• Graduate at higher rates
• Persist through difficulty 

Teachers who feel like they belong
• Report higher job satisfaction
• Teach for longer
• Persist through difficulty 



How do you know you belong? 
Someone knows 

your name?

Shared 
rules/routines?

Contributions are 
acknowledged?

Shared vocabulary/ 
language/accent?

They look like you? 

Shared goals?

Shared learning 
histories?

Familiar physical 
environment?

Safe

Predictable

Positive



Belonging is essential but not sufficient

• That requires that they can read, do math, synthesize 
and evaluate new information, collaborate with peers

Our job is to prepare ALL students for 
full participation in our communities

• Promotes learning and risk taking
• Makes it easier to teach and easier for kids to learn 



We are preparing some students 
better than others

• Minority students are more 
likely to experience

– lower academic 
achievement

– higher rates of reactive 
and exclusionary 
disciplinary 
consequences

– higher special education 
placement rates

– higher dropout rates
– more bullying
– higher suicide and self-

harm rates
• These outcomes are NOT 

explained by poverty alone



“the challenge is not a small 
number of twisted white 
supremacists but something 
infinitely more subtle and 
complex: People who believe in 
equality but who act in ways that 
perpetuate bias and inequality.”
-Nicholas Kristof, The New York Times

Bias and Inequality





Do we have what it takes to ensure 
ALL kids succeed?



Where do we start?

High Expectations + Effective Support 
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PBIS is
Framework for enhancing 
adoption & implementation of 

Continuum of evidence-based 
interventions to achieve

Academically & behaviorally 
important outcomes for

All students



PRACTICES

OUTCOMES

Vincent, Randall, 
Cartledge, Tobin, & 
Swain-Bradway 2011; 
Sugai, O’Keeffe, & 
Fallon, 2012ab

Culturally Equitable Academic & 
Social Behavior Expectations

Culturally Relevant & 
Effective Instruction

Culturally Valid 
Information for 
Decisions

Culturally 
Knowledgeable 
Staff and Staff 
Supports



Continuum Logic

SECONDARY PREVENTION (Tier 2)
•
•
•
•
•

TERTIARY PREVENTION (Tier 3)
•
•
•
•
•

PRIMARY PREVENTION (Tier 1)
•
•
•
•
•
•

• Most individualized

• Most differentiated

• Most specialized

• Group implemented

• More differentiated

• More specialized

• All students

• All staff

• All settings



Universal

Targeted

Intensive
Continuum of 

Supports

Reading

Science

Math

Soc skills

Horses

Spanish



A New Start

Belonging and 
a sense of 
purpose



PRACTICES

OUTCOMES

PBIS Culturally Equitable Academic & 
Social Behavior Expectations

Culturally Relevant & 
Effective Instruction

Culturally Valid 
Information for 

DecisionsCulturally 
Knowledgeable 
Staff and Staff 
Supports



Outcomes to promote belonging 
and learning for ALL

– Establish high, challenging, achievable expectations for all 
students that are considerate of contextual and cultural learning 
histories.

– Identify expectations and behaviors that have similar meaning, 
understanding, and acceptability across all individuals

(Sugai, O'Keeffe, & Fallon, 2012)

Safety and equity for ALL should be an explicitly 
stated priority at the classroom, school, and 

district level



Equality Matters: Every student in our school is someone’s entire world. 
By ensuring equity in opportunity and equity in outcomes, we live by our 
words when we say that all students are capable of achieving excellence.



Hyperlinked resources

http://www.transequality.org/sites/default/files/GLSEN%20Trans%20Model%20Policy%202016.pdf
https://www.glsen.org/sites/default/files/GLSEN%20model%20district%20policy.pdf
https://www.pbis.org/Common/Cms/files/pbisresources/PBIS%20Disproportionality%20Policy%20Guidebook_R.pdf
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/letters/colleague-201612-racedisc-special-education.pdf
https://www2.ed.gov/policy/gen/guid/school-discipline/files/dcl-on-pbis-in-ieps--08-01-2016.pdf
http://dignityinschools.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Model_Code_2013-1.pdf


PRACTICES

OUTCOMES

PBIS Culturally Equitable Academic & 
Social Behavior Expectations

Culturally Relevant & 
Effective Instruction

Culturally Valid 
Information for 

DecisionsCulturally 
Knowledgeable 
Staff and Staff 
Supports



Using Data to Promote Belonging 
and Equity

• Ensure screening takes place for all 
students enrolled in a school

• Examine fidelity data to ensure equal 
access to effective practices and 
programs

• Examine disaggregated outcome data 
to ensure adequate progress for all 
individuals and groups

• If data show an overrepresentation of 
subpopulations, examine practices and 
systems in relation to those 
subpopulations.

Hyperlinked resources

https://www.pbis.org/Common/Cms/files/pbisresources/PBIS_Disproportionality_Data_Guidebook.pdf
https://www.pbis.org/Common/Cms/files/pbisresources/PCBS%20Data%20Brief%2012.18.17.pdf


Multiple data sources 
tell more of the story



• Elementary Survey (grades 3-5)
– 11 items
– school connectedness, school safety, school orderliness, and peer and adult 

relations

• Middle/High School Survey (grades 6-12)
– 9 items
– teaching and learning, relationships, and safety

PBIS Apps School Climate Survey



PBIS Apps School Climate Survey



PBIS Apps School Climate Survey



Does the survey measure school climate 
reliably for LGB youth and youth with 

disabilities?

What do LGB youth and youth with 
disabilities report about their school 

climates?



Results
Does the survey measure 

school climate reliably 
for LGB youth and for 

youth with disabilities?

What do LGB youth and 
youth with disabilities 

report about their school 
climates?

Yes!

Both groups of 
students report lower 
perceptions of school 

climate than their 
peers 



PRACTICES

OUTCOMES

PBIS Culturally Equitable Academic & 
Social Behavior Expectations

Culturally Relevant & 
Effective Instruction

Culturally Valid 
Information for 

DecisionsCulturally 
Knowledgeable 
Staff and Staff 
Supports



9 practices to promote belonging 
and learning for ALL



• Names carry cultural and family significance
• Hearing our names:

– Promotes a feeling of belonging
– Increases on-task behavior
– Promotes empathy

• Mis-pronouncing or not using names signals a lack of respect and caring
– This is true for all kids but kids of color are more likely to experience this as 

a pattern
• Trans-kids who could use their chosen name at work, school, home and with 

friends experienced 
– 71 percent less symptoms of severe depression, 
– 34 percent less reported thoughts of suicide, and a 
– 65-percent reduction in suicidal attempts
– There was a 29-percent decrease in suicidal thoughts for kids who could 

use their chosen name even in one those places 

Allay & Pakurar, 2007; Kohili & Solorano, 2012; Russell, Pollitt, Li, & Grossman, 2018

1)  Know (and use) names
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• Organized and reflective of 
student cultures and interests

• Student work and photos posted
• Safe space symbols 

– Establishing an Allies-Safe Zone 
program

• Use inclusive language on 
school forms and in school 
communications

2) Create a familiar and safe 
physical environment 

https://www.glsen.org/safespace
https://www.hrc.org/resources/establishing-an-allies-safe-zone-program


• Define and teach shared rules, routines, vocabulary 
– Effective classroom management

• Schoolwide check-list (HRC)
– Create a classroom culture by teaching shared routines, jobs/ 

responsibilities, jokes
• AmbassaDOOR, Executive Director, Zamboni sweep

– Teach behaviors that are essential for learning- not just 
compliance

3) Define and teach shared rules, 
routines, vocabulary 

https://www.pbis.org/common/cms/files/pbisresources/Supporting%20and%20Responding%20to%20Behavior.pdf
https://assets2.hrc.org/welcoming-schools/documents/WS_Checklist_for_a_Welcoming_School_Environment.pdf


• Teach an inclusive curriculum
– Diversity promotes learning, 

creativity, and counters 
stereotypes

– Be purposeful about 
counteracting and talking about 
stereotypes

• Teaching tolerance 
• Inclusive Curricular (GLSEN)

– Lesson plans (HRC)

Phillips, Northcraft, Neale, 2006

4) Teach an inclusive curriculum

https://www.tolerance.org/
https://www.glsen.org/educate/resources/curriculum
http://www.welcomingschools.org/resources/lesson-plans/


• Notice both achievement AND 
when kids take risks!

• The use of rewards systems 
are linked to reducing 
disproportionality 

• Be intentional about 
acknowledging the kids least 
likely to receive it.

5) Acknowledge student 
contributions

Barclay, 2017; Tobin & Vincent, 2011



• Select practices that are 
aligned to need

• Be willing to hold kids to 
high standards equally! 

6) Use data to align practice to 
need and keep standards high



Hyperlinked resources

• Comprehensive anti-bullying
(GLSEN,PBIS.org)

• Be ready to speak up

7) Teach students and staff how to 
respond to bullying

http://www.pbis.org/common/cms/files/pbisresources/bullyprevention_ES.pdf
http://www.pbis.org/common/cms/files/pbisresources/2013_02_18_FINAL_COVR_MANUAL_123x.pdf
https://www.glsen.org/educate/resources/lesson-plans


• Listening conference
• Home school connections
• Parent engagement (GSA)

8) Engage Families

Hyperlinked resource

https://gsanetwork.org/files/aboutus/Family%20Engagement%20LGBTQ%20Youth%20FINAL_0.pdf
https://www.pbis.org/family/family-engagement


• African American and Latino 
Scholars Program, 

• Peer Leadership program 
(Anti-defamation league) 

• Gender-sexuality alliance 
(GSA), 

9) Create support systems for 
under-represented students or 

staff

http://bhs.brookline.k12.ma.us/aalsp-about-us.html
https://www.adl.org/who-we-are/our-mission
https://gsanetwork.org/


PRACTICES

OUTCOMES

PBIS Culturally Equitable Academic & 
Social Behavior Expectations

Culturally Relevant & 
Effective Instruction

Culturally Valid 
Information for 

DecisionsCulturally 
Knowledgeable 
Staff and Staff 
Supports



• Teachers and administrators are well intentioned but that 
doesn’t mean they all have the skills or data they need
– Professional development + supportive coaching

• Professional Development Tool Kits(GLSEN)
• Webinars(GLSEN)
• Workshops (GLSEN)
• Answering challenging questions (HRC)
• School guidance and resources (HRC)

– Teach a school or class-wide neutralizing routine
– Align initiatives at the district or school level 

Systems to promote belonging and 
learning for ALL

https://www.glsen.org/educate/professional-development/toolkits
https://www.glsen.org/educate/professional-development/media-webinars
https://www.glsen.org/educate/professional-development/workshops
http://www.welcomingschools.org/resources/challenging-questions/
http://www.welcomingschools.org/resources/school-tips/
https://www.pbis.org/Common/Cms/files/pbisresources/A%205-Point%20Intervention%20Approach%20for%20Enhancing%20Equity%20in%20School%20Discipline.pdf


PRACTICES

OUTCOMES

PBIS Culturally Equitable Academic & 
Social Behavior Expectations

Culturally Relevant & 
Effective Instruction

Culturally 
Knowledgeable 
Staff and Staff 
Supports

Culturally Valid 
Information for 

Decisions



Practices to promote belonging and 
learning for ALL 

• Know and use names
• Create familiar, safe and inclusive physical environments
• Define and teach shared routines and vocabulary
• Teach an inclusive curriculum
• Acknowledge student accomplishments and contributions
• Use data to align practices to need and hold high standards for all
• Teach an effective response to bully behavior
• Engage families meaningfully
• Create pro-active support systems for under-represented students 

and staff



PBIS provides supports 
so all kids can belong 
right from the start

Align practices to need 
and maintain high 
standards for all!

Multiple data sources 
show more of the 

picture
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Thank You
Jennifer.freeman@uconn.edu
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