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Our Project 

What we hope to achieve: 
▷  Noticing not just the ‘big’ things, but the little things 

that taken together make a difference to students’ 
sense of belonging. 

▷  Make available the approaches, practices and 
strategies that foster a climate for belonging. 

 

What we set out to do: 
▷  Investigate what happens in the first few classes of 

subjects to build engagement, inclusion and lay 
down the foundations for belonging. 
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What Is Belonging? 
“ ‘longing to be’...incorporating an emotional dimension 
that is more than be-ing, but also a yearning for 
attachments: feeling part of a larger whole, through 
social, familial, emotional bonds with others and to place.” 
- Probyn (1996) 
 
What we asked students to think about: 
▷  A comfortable, positive feeling. 
▷  Feeling like "this is the place for me".    

  
▷  Feeling "at home" or at ease within classes/course. 
▷  Fitting in OR feeling like you could fit in. 
▷  Feeling a sense of personal connection (to study, peers and/or 

teachers). 
▷  Feeling accepted, supported, engaged, and included. 

 
 



“ 

“It is not an experience but rather all the 
little things different people do to treat 

you like you belong. One instance cannot 
replace many instances.” - 2nd year 

Science student  

▷ Half of students didn’t feel comfortable / that they 
belonged in their first classes. 

 
Key Student Groups: 
▷  Students who had to move to attend 

university. 
▷  Students from a non-English speaking 

background. 
▷  Female students . 
▷  Students gaining entry via pathways 

other than HSC. 



“ 

“11 years ago, I was in the exact same position to where you are…” - Science 
 

“Let’s get going with representative democracy - we’re going to do a mock 
democracy” - FASS 

 

 “This is about helping you become a junior engineer, rather  
than an engineering student”  - Engineering  

 
 

 
  
 
 

▷ Demonstrators / TA’s were a key part of continuing 
this communication. 

 
▷ Academics approached this very differently - no 

one way works for everyone! 
 



“ 
What made a difference to belonging? 

Overarching ideas 
 
▷ Starting from where students are/involving them. 
▷ Communicating care. 
▷ Making connections/ building identity. 
▷ Showing roadmap/ big picture  
○ the what and the why. 
 



1. Before you meet 
▷ First connection i.e. Emails to 

students. 
▷ Welcome page and video. 
▷ Online engagement and online 

introductions. 

2. Beginning the first class 
▷ Introducing yourself; telling stories. 
▷ Explaining what it means “to be” a professional in 

this field - and communicating passion.  
▷ Reassurance (connected with language). 
▷ Opportunities for peer introductions – i.e. Ice 

breakers - but the right ice breakers. 
▷ Road map - how subject will run and why 

3. During class 
▷ Peer engagement and collaboration. 
▷ Inviting their contributions - their 

questions, opinions, ideas, 
experiences 

▷ Return to roadmap 
 

4. Connecting outside the 
classroom 
▷ Connecting on the online space (i.e. 

Facebook).  
▷ Inviting questions - and responding (i.e. 

email / discussion board). 

What made a difference to belonging? 
We identified key stages to assist / facilitate belonging: 



1. Before you meet 
▷ First connection i.e. Emails 

to students. 
▷ Welcome page and video. 
▷ Online engagement and 

online introductions. 
 

2. Beginning the 
first class 
▷ Introducing yourself; telling 

stories. 
▷ Explaining what it means “to 

be” a professional in this field 
- and communicating 
passion. 
▷ Peer introductions  
▷ Reassurance (connected 

with language, expectations). 
▷ Road map - how subject will 

run and why 
 

3. During class 
▷ Inviting their contributions - 

their questions, opinions, 
ideas, experiences 
▷ Peer engagement and 

collaboration. 
▷ Return to roadmap 
 

Overarching ideas 
▷ Starting from where students are. 
▷ Communicating care. 
▷ Involving them. 
▷ Making connections/ building 

identity. 
▷ Showing roadmap/ big picture  
     - the what and the why. 
 

4. Connecting outside 
the classroom 
▷ Connecting on the online space 

(i.e. Facebook).  
▷ Availability - inviting questions - 

and responding (i.e. discussion 
board). 

What made a difference to belonging? 
We identified key stages to assist / facilitate belonging: 



How do we integrate this into 
the classroom?  
Practical resources for staff: 
 
▷ Creation of a “Belonging” PowerPoint template - 

for use in the first face-to-face classes. 
 
▷ “Bits of Belonging” cards - you are about to have 

our prototypes in your hands (lots more to 
come). 

 
▷ Other resources set to come (video resource?)! 



How do we integrate this into 
the classroom? 

Introduce Yourself (and to the discipline) 

From our study: 
While often we want the content or the subject topic to “do the talking”; students have 
said that they like to know that their teachers and lecturers are real people, just like 
them! They like to know what kind of person you are, what your interests and 
passions are, and anything that allows them to relate to you! 

Students say:  

"During the science orientation (a lecturer) talked about how great it was that we 
cared about our field  and wanted to make a change in the world, and that made me 

feel great about my decision.” 

"I can see how passionate (an academic was), and how much they loved their job, 
and I could see myself being like that. (They) presented it a way that it left me 

thinking “this is what I signed up for”.” 

"(Lecturers) letting their personality shine through is really important. It makes them 
more relatable to us." 

Students and 
Academics 
Suggest: 

At the start of the first face-to-face class: Introduce yourself to your students. You 
can tell them about  your research, your industry experience and how this relates to 
what they are learning, and fits in with their degree (and future careers). You could 
say what you are passionate about and share something about yourself they might 
connect with - maybe something that’s currently in the media, what TV series you’re 
into, or what you liked to study in high school. Use humour if you’re comfortable with 
that too. 
 Given that your TA’s or demonstrators spend a lot of time with your students, it’s  a 
good idea to get your TA’s or demonstrators to briefly introduce themselves at the 
start of the first lab/tutorial as well. 
 



How do we integrate this into 
the classroom? 

Opportunities for peer introductions 

From our study: 
Students have a love-hate relationship with ice breaking activities. While they 
express that they want opportunities to meet their peers, some activities can be 
awkward and even isolating. It's important to remember that ice breakers are not just 
for tutorials - making opportunities for these in lectures and labs are equally as 
important! 

Students say:  

"Ice breakers to help us be put at ease. Also going through the syllabus and what is 
expected of us." 

"Give suggestions of bonding outside class or assigning group members for each lab 
practical.” 

""Ice breakers, although awkward at first, can actually be very helpful in forming 
connections with peers and teachers, so I encourage them." 

Students and 
Academics 
Suggest: 

Interactive icebreakers: (1) Share 3 facts about yourself. (2) Get in order of height or 
DOB. (3) Go to different areas of the classroom to represent where in Sydney you 
live. (4) Get students to write a fact about themselves on a piece of paper, and throw 
it into a pile. Get everyone to pick up a fact, and match it to someone in the class.  
Contextual icebreakers: (1) Ask students a question (i.e. perhaps related to the 
discipline) and get them talk about it to the person next to them. (2) Create a class 
poll and ask students to respond to foster conversation and connection (i.e. What is 
your favourite on-campus food?). 
Make a point of helping them to connect outside of class (as appropriate)  "get your 
partner’s email / Facebook details / phone number". Provide an opportunity for 
students to do this - rather than them bringing it up themselves. 
 



Room Poll: 
Who in this room is can speak more than one 

language? 



Belonging: The take home 
message 

▷ Lots of little things that matter. 
 

▷ Different for all - don’t need to “speak student”. 
 

▷ Building connections and involving students. 
 

▷ Sharing who you are. 
 

▷ Engage all teaching staff . 
 

▷ Resources with practical ways to engage . 
 



Thanks! 
Would love to hear your ideas about great 
strategies, and any thoughts what sort of 
resource you would find useful. 

Please email: 
▷ Alex Thomson: 

alexandra.thomson@uts.edu.au 
 


