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5 Ideas for Cultivating a Sense of Belonging in Your Classes from the Start 
 
Research indicates that students who feel connected and respected, and who have a sense of 
belonging are more motivated, more engaged, more persistent and achieve higher academic success 
(National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2017). A sense of belonging is a 
fundamental human need – within college classrooms it impacts how well students learn. When 
students feel that they are part of a supportive community, they can cope better with challenges and it 
boosts their confidence to succeed.  
 
Faculty have a critical role in nurturing students’ sense of belonging. The first weeks of the semester 
offer important opportunities for instructors to cultivate an inclusive learning environment in which 
students can develop a sense of belonging. And, yes, you can do this even in large courses. Here are 5 
easy-to-implement ideas: 
 

1. Get to know your students. Ask your students to complete a brief survey – online or on 
paper in which you ask them course-related, knowledge-related and some fun questions. Or, 
ask them to create a brief 30-second “This is me” video that they post to the course site.  

2. Provide opportunities for your students to interact and get to know each other. 
Use brief icebreaker activities that allow students to introduce themselves and to connect. 
Make it fun! How about asking them to share something about themselves that others can’t 
tell by simply looking at them? In smaller classes, go around the room; in larger classes ask 
your students to turn to those around them.  

3. Be personable! Students love to learn who you are as an individual and a real person. Let 
your students know what you are passionate about and love to do! How about a slide in your 
first class PowerPoint presentation with photos about your research, what areas of the 
discipline excite you, or your personal life? 

4. Learn and use your students’ name and chosen pronouns. Name tents that your 
students create during the first class are a great way to make this easier. Students can even 
include a phonetic spelling of their name. This practice also promotes that students learn each 
other’s names and pronouns. If you ask your students to drop off their name tents on your 
desk at the end of each class and to pick them up at the beginning of each class, you can easily 
take attendance! 

5. Establish classroom participation agreements with your students. Some folks call 
these classroom norms, guidelines or a social contract. Communicate to your students how 
you envision the classroom. Ask them what they need to be able to fully participate in class. 
Consider making this a collaborative activity to promote buy-in and community building. 
Periodically ask your students to reflect on how the class is doing with these agreements. If 
problems arise later in the semester, you can always go back to the agreements.  
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