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WHAT IS BELONGING? 
  

! Students’ (and others’) feeling of connectedness with others and the institution; “the 
extent to which individuals feel personally accepted, respected, included, and supported 
by others in the [school] social environment” (Goodenow, 1993a, p. 80).  

 
WHY DOES IT MATTER? 
 

! Multiple research studies have shown the relationship between belonging and student 
success.  

! A sense of belonging and institutional connectedness positively affects student success 
and student satisfaction (i.e. retention). 

! The single strongest protective factor against youth suicide is one strong relationship 
with one caring adult.  Developing relationships with students is an act of suicide 
prevention! 

 
BELONGING MATTERS MOST FOR VULNERABLE STUDENTS 
 

! While belonging matters for all students, it is especially important for underrepresented 
minority groups, first-generation college students, and low-income students. 

! Nontraditional and commuter students also often experience a lack of belonging and 
connection to the institution. 

 
BELONGING IS RELATIONAL 
 

! Students who experience positive relationships with faculty and staff members and with 
other students are much more likely to feel like they belong.   

! Faculty, staff, and administrators can help foster both kinds of relationships. 
! One theme of our survey is that small acts of welcoming have a big impact on all of us.  

Small acts that matter: Greeting a student, asking about his or her life, using their name, 
recognizing them as individuals with unique and important experiences. 

! Students who do not have relationships on campus often feel lost and alienated from 
the institution and their educational process. 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THE DATA BEHIND CURA PERSONALIS 
 

! Cura Personalis, or care for the whole person, is an integral part of higher education in 
the Jesuit and Mercy traditions.  It entails recognition and respect for each individual’s 
experience, concerns, needs, and gifts.  Cura personalis requires individualized attention to 
each of our students. 

! Research on retention has shown that feeling cared for and supported by faculty 
members and other individuals on campus is strongly correlated with academic success 
and retention. 

! The support and care of faculty members is one of the most important predictors of 
long-term outcomes, including overall well-being, engagement at work, and a strong 
connection to the institution from which students graduated (2014 Gallup-Purdue 
Index). 

 
OFFICE, ELEVATOR, HALLWAY: MEET STUDENTS WHEREVER YOU ARE 
 

! As our survey reveals, relationships are built in formal and informal, “official” and 
unofficial contexts.  Your office, the elevator, the hallway—all of these are spaces where 
we can build relationships with students (and colleagues) and make them feel welcome 
and valued. 

! Put out a welcome mat! 
 

MAKE IT EASY TO ASK FOR HELP 
 

! One theme of our survey is that everyone feels small and belittled when people respond 
to questions with annoyance or act like the answer is obvious.  Recognize that students 
who ask a question are making themselves vulnerable by letting you know what they 
don’t know; honor questions as an act of bravery! 

! Don’t assume students already know the answer: vulnerable students are often the most 
hesitant to ask for help or admit what they don’t know. 

! Anticipate questions students might have; make it easy for students to ask quetions. 
 
CONFRONT IMPOSTER SYNDROME HEAD ON 
 

! Imposter syndrome describes feelings of inadequacy and chronic self-doubt. 
! Many students, particularly first-gen students, experience imposter syndrome. 

! “Am I supposed to be here?” 
! “Am I good enough?” 
! “Do I belong at UDM”? 

! The messages we send can affect these attitudes; how can you let students know that 
they are good enough and that they do belong? 

! Be aware of what messages you send in all forms of communications—in-person, by 
email, in group contexts, and in feedback on student work. 

 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
STUDENT ENGAGEMENT = BELONGING 
 

! Engagement in campus life is one of the most important factors for student belonging 
and makes students more likely to graduate.  Being integrated into campus life leads to 
higher levels of academic achievement, including higher GPAs (Martinez et al., 2009). 

! Students Who Get Involved in Campus Organizations and Groups:                         
1) Integrate into the campus community 
2) Build relationships.                  
3) Develop social and personal support structures on campus. 

! Engagement is particularly important for first-gen, low-income, and minority students. 
! Know about opportunities on campus and encourage students to get involved. 

 
NAMES MATTER 
 

! Our names are key to our identity.  Knowing and using a student’s name sends the 
message that they matter as individuals and that you respect their family and culture. 

! Names are particularly important in contexts where there is a power imbalance, i.e. 
between an instructor and student. 

! If a name is difficult for you to pronounce, ask colleagues for help or simply ask a 
student, with care and humility, for help getting it right.   

! Asking for, and using, preferred names and pronouns can be a significant (and easy) act 
of LGBT inclusion. 

 
CONFRONT MICROAGGRESSIONS, IN AND OUT OF THE CLASSROOM. 
 

! Microaggressions are verbal or nonverbal slights, snubs, or insults, sometimes 
unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative messages based solely 
on individuals’ marginalized group membership.  Microaggressions hamper student 
success and convey that the student does not belong (Strayhorn, 2008).   (See handout). 

 
WHAT CAN ADMINISTRATORS DO? 
 

! Communicate with students and staff/faculty that treating others as if You Belong Here! is 
expected and consistent with our University mission through the Jesuit-Mercy 
traditions.   

! Continue to grow and promote Inclusive Excellence as key to UDM’s strategic plan. 
! Prioritize diversity in hiring and employee retention efforts.  Students who recognize 

people like themselves in positions of authority (i.e. faculty, mentors, and 
administrators) gain a sense of belonging and competence in the university 
environment. 

 
WHAT CAN STAFF DO? 
 

! You are the face of the UDM community.  Kindness, helpfulness, and encouragement 
are critical!  Never underestimate the impact each staff member has on the students they 
encounter. 



 
 
 

 
 

! Be a (re)source of knowledge. 
! If you don’t have an answer try to find it or direct the student to someone who you 

believe can… then follow-up to see if the student received help. 
! Be mindful of what you say; when anxious or nervous, students feel vulnerable. 

Vulnerable students do not feel engaged, doubt they belong, and doubt their ability to 
navigate the college system.  You can be the voice of encouragement and support. 

 
WHAT CAN ADVISORS DO? 
 

! Be willing to discuss home-culture, campus culture, work-life balance, etc. with your 
students.   

! Give your advisees a task:  Get to know a professor, and help that professor know you. 
! Learn about campus groups and recommend to students that they find a group on 

campus to join. 
 
WHAT CAN FACULTY MEMBERS DO? 
 
Develop Relationships—In and Out of the Classroom 
 

! Developing a personal relationship with a faculty member is extremely important to 
feelings of belonging and becoming confident in college.  Relationships with faculty members 
are highly correlated with academic success for first-gen students (Filkins &Doyle, 2002; Smart and 
Umback 2007). 

! Most faculty members agree that office hours are a valuable time to connect one-on-one 
with students, but many students do not feel comfortable taking advantage of this 
resource.  Consider mandatory office-hour meetings or work to promote office hours as 
a safe, non-intimidating space.   

! Use the precious minutes at the beginning and end of class to engage with students and 
communicate your interest in them as individuals. 

 
Communicate Your Disciplinary Commitment to Diversity 
 

! Select examples, authors, and readings that demonstrate that diversity and inclusion are 
valuable to you as a scholar and to your academic discipline. 

 
Help Make Campus a Community 
 

! College can be a difficult space to get to know other students, particularly for 
commuting students.  Harvard Assessment Seminars found that students report the 
most positive experiences with classes that help facilitate conversations between 
students and among groups and make connections between academics and students’ 
personal lives and experiences. 

! Design study groups and class discussions and structure assignments that help diverse 
groups of students engage with, know, and learn from each other.   

! Use class conversation to make connections between students’ coursework and their 
values, experiences, and relationships. 


