
Sense of belonging refers to the extent to which students feel personally accepted, included, and 
supported at school1 and includes school-based relationships and experiences, student-teacher 
relationships, and students’ overall feelings about school.2

Exclusionary discipline refers to disciplinary actions that remove students from the classroom, 
including suspensions, expulsions, removals, and permanent exclusions (permanent removal from the 
Ohio public school system).3 

To achieve this goal, the Making Equitable Schools Audit (MESA) partnership will develop, test, and refine an 
approach for using data to collaboratively examine sense of belonging, climate and culture, the use of exclusionary 
discipline, and student outcomes at the high school level. Using this approach, school and community leaders will 
identify and implement changes to existing policies, programs, and practices to ensure that all members of the school 
community—including students, teachers, and staff—experience a safe and supportive school environment.
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Students learn best when they feel physically and emotionally safe, connected to school, challenged 
academically, and respected by adults. However, many students—especially students of color and students 
who receive special education services—report they do not feel safe and supported at school.4 

Student experiences with discipline can affect their perceptions of safety and support in school.5 
Research shows that discipline is often not a neutral process and may be influenced by implicit bias.6 Schools 
must intentionally reconsider their policies and practices to reduce inequitable rates of school discipline and 
support all students.

Black
students

White
students

Black students in Ohio public schools are 
6 times more likely to be disciplined than
White students.7

Students with disabilities are 16 percent
of Ohio’s public school population but account 
for 32 percent of suspensions.8
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Regional Educational Laboratory (REL) Midwest is partnering with school, 
district, and community leaders in Ohio to improve high school students’ 
sense of belonging and perceptions of safety and support in school. 

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/region/midwest


The MESA partnership is working with Akron Public Schools to develop, implement, test, and refine an approach 
designed to address inequities in school discipline. This approach will bring together school community members 
over the course of one semester to examine data, openly discuss equity gaps, explore solutions, and develop a 
plan to promote equitable discipline.9 Ongoing leadership coaching will support the implementation of the plan. 
In addition, the partnership will conduct studies to better understand and improve the usability, feasibility, and 
acceptability of the MESA approach and to examine its impact on students and schools. 

Visit our website and follow us on Twitter to learn more as the work unfolds.

Planned partnership activities
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REL Midwest is part of a network of 10 regional 
educational laboratories funded by the Institute of 
Education Sciences at the U.S. Department of Education. 
REL Midwest works in partnership with practitioners in 
seven midwestern states to support the use of research 
and data to improve student outcomes, with a focus on 
students who are farthest from opportunity. 
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