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Introduction
Student belonging has emerged as a critical determinant of academic success and mental health outcomes for school-aged children, yet educators often lack practical, evidence-based tools to foster genuinely inclusive classroom environments (Allen et al., 2024; Kapil & Hadwin, 2026; Brown et al., 2025). While ministries across Canada increasingly mandate equity and inclusion initiatives, school personnel report insufficient resources to enact these priorities effectively (MacCormack et al., 2021; Voutier, 2025). Experiences of marginalization, microaggressions, and cultural invalidation in educational settings demonstrably affect student trust, engagement, and psychological health (Gyan et al., 2024).
Objectives
This paper presents findings from a participatory action research project that inverts traditional program development by positioning educators as co-designers of inclusion strategies, rather than passive recipients of externally developed curricula. The study aims to identify practical design principles for inclusive classroom tools and to model a collaborative approach to resource development that can be adopted across diverse school contexts. A secondary goal is to explore how school counsellors might contribute to building school cultures where every learner experiences a genuine sense of belonging.
Theoretical Basis
The study is grounded in constructivist participatory action research (Adams, 2006; Cunliffe, 2008) and draws on inclusive and critical pedagogy frameworks (Liasidou, 2012; Cibukcu, 2025). Participants are treated as co-researchers who actively shape both the inquiry and its practical applications. This approach responds to evidence that resistance to diversity initiatives often stems from implementation approaches rather than underlying values, suggesting that educator-generated strategies may achieve greater adoption and sustainability than top-down mandates.
Methodology
Through a partnership between Royal Roads University and the WITS Foundation (Walk Away, Ignore, Talk it out, Seek Help), design conversations were conducted with over fifty educators and administrators across urban, rural, and remote settings in British Columbia, Ontario, and Alberta. These sessions were structured to centre participant expertise, inviting educators to co-define what effective, feasible inclusion tools look like in their specific contexts.
Results
Seven design principles for inclusive classroom tools emerged from the design conversations: prioritizing customization and flexibility; ensuring ease of use and time efficiency; providing comprehensive and diverse formats; integrating research-backed and curricularly aligned content; fostering student independence and engagement; promoting peer learning with exemplars; and leveraging existing resources and community partnerships. Preliminary findings suggest that effective inclusion tools must balance research validity with practical accessibility, acknowledging the time constraints educators face while addressing the complex skills required to honour intersectional identities.
Conclusions
This research offers school counsellors two contributions. First, it provides design principles for classroom-level supports that educators themselves identify as most needed and feasible. Second, it models a collaborative approach to resource development that counsellors might adapt when working alongside teaching colleagues to address well-being holistically across school communities. Next phases of the project will involve student and community co-design. We invite discussion of how counselling professionals might contribute to building school cultures where every learner matters equally.
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