
Belonging First: 
New Research on How Relationships 
Support Attendance & Behavior
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Statewide, we have 
hit a plateau above 

pre-pandemic levels. 
What worked pre 

pandemic & in the 
years immediately 

following isn’t 
working to the same 

extent.

Attendance progress is reaching a plateau 



For School Mental 
Health Professionals:

Suggests School Mental Health Professionals are carrying more than ever and it is taking a 
toll. Yet their care for students and sense of purpose in this work remains strong…for now.

90%

Behavior Challenges Are a Top Challenge 

61.7%

75% listed student behavior as their top challenge heading into the 2026-27 school year 
(1,000 surveyed teachers & admin)



Our Big Question:
How do we get to the root cause of 
these challenges and try strategies 
that will renew progress?



Adapted from Attendance Works

Understanding Root Causes: Absenteeism



Belonging UnderstandingNeeds

Deepen Relationships 
& Engagement with Students

Build Trust & Belonging at School

Understand & 
Address Needs 
PROACTIVELY

Understanding needs early requires trusting relationships

⅔ of the Challenge Rests on Trust & Belonging



Challenging Student 
Behaviors

Adult Stress & 
Compassion Fatigue

School Culture 
Breakdown

Breaking the Cycle: Behavior

90%
61.7%



Building a Culture of Belonging & Trust

Tier 2
Targeted

Tier 3
Individualized

3-5%

10-15%

80-100%Tier 1
Universal

Culture: 
Focus on Routines 
& Relationships



Building a Culture of Belonging & Trust

Tier 2
Targeted

Tier 3
Individualized

3-5%

10-15%

80-100%Tier 1
Universal

Ensure data-driven pathways 
for proactive support

Culture: 
Focus on Routines 
& Relationships



Belonging Thought Starters

“Do You See Me?”
(NASSP Resource)

Looped Advisories
(AMLE Resource)

Threshold Greetings
(Scholarship Prep Resource)

    First Day Survey
(The Teacher Studio Resource)

Relationship Plan
(Dr. Don Parker Resources)

https://www.nassp.org/2019/02/06/do-you-see-me-the-power-of-student-connections/
https://www.amle.org/looping-making-a-case-for-a-best-practice/
https://learn.scholarshipschools.org/community-meeting/greetings/
https://theteacherstudio.com/kickstart-the-school-year-with-student-interest-surveys/
https://don-parker.mykajabi.com/opt-in-3192121c-37fb-4f27-a605-2ac1492fa8ed


Proactive Needs Identification
Alerts for student 
needs & early 
warnings for 
truancy support

Weekly Student Check-In  
Relationship-Building Routine

Preventative Belonging Support

Check-in is proven to 
build belonging & 
connection to school
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Total weeks of Spring Engagement

Student Reflections 

Added Teacher Response 

20 22

Improved Sense of Belonging

(Summer 2025)

Building Systems for Belonging & Support

Just 5 min 1x per week!



Comparing chronic absenteeism reduction in schools between 2023-24 & 2024-25

-1.2
%pts -2.5

%pts
-3.2

%pts

Funded Schools NOT 
using Sown To Grow

Schools using 
Sown To Grow

Schools using Sown To 
Grow with Strong Practice

2,097 schools

327 schools
105 schools

2-3x Impact on Attendance



-.53
%pts -1.51

%pts

Funded Schools NOT 
using Sown To Grow

Schools using Sown To 
Grow with Strong Practice

2,066 schools

54 schools

Spotlight on Expulsions

of strong practice STG 
schools had zero expulsions 
in 2024-25 (up from 74% in 
2022-23), while peer 
CCSPP schools remained 
relatively flat (~83-84%) 

~91%

Exclusionary discipline reduction in schools between 2022-23 & 2024-25

3x Impact on Exclusionary Discipline



Thank You!
kelsey@sowntogrow.com
Get Slides & Enter Raffle →

Join our session with Scholarship Prep! 

Staff First, Students Always
A Whole-School Approach to Routines, Relationships, 
& Responsive Mental Health Support
Fri 8-9AM in Room: 33A

mailto:kelsey@sowntogrow.com

