
Interventions 
to 

Promote
 School Climate



Module Focus
• Provide a definition of school climate and why 

school climate is important in dropout prevention
• Define and discuss 12 dimensions of school climate
• Provide some individual and team based strategies 

for improving school climate
• Provide additional resources to enhance knowledge 

about and measurement of school climate
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Educators have recognized 
the importance of school 

climate for a hundred years.



An Introduction:
The Importance of School Climate

Over the last two decades, there has been a growing appreciation 
that school climate, the quality, and character of school life, fosters 
– or undermines – children’s development, learning, and 
achievement.  

Research confirms what teachers and parents have claimed for 
decades:
A safe and supportive school environment, in which students have
positive social relationships and are respected, engaged in their 
work, and feel competent, matters.



• School climate refers to the quality and character of school life as it relates to 
norms and values, interpersonal relations and social interactions, and 
organizational processes and structures. 

• School climate sets the tone for all the learning and teaching done in the school 
environment and, as research proves, it is predictive of students’ ability to learn 
and develop in healthy ways.

• Further, research proves that a positive school climate directly impacts 
important indicators of success such as increased teacher retention, lower 
dropout rates, decreased incidences of violence, and higher student 
achievement.

                                    The Center For Social and Emotional Education

What is School Climate and 
Why is it Important?



A Positive School Climate
• Increases the holding power of our classrooms

• Increases the holding power of our hallways

• Increases the holding power of our schools, universally

• Increases the holding power of our communities

• Assists in increasing the school completion rates for students with 
disabilities!
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Background

Educators have recognized the importance of school 
climate for a hundred years1. However, it was not 

until the 1950’s that educators began to systemically 
study school climate. !e development of scienti"cally 
sound school climate assessment tools spurred a research 
tradition that grows to this day. 

School climate refers to the quality and character of school 
life. It is based on patterns of school life experiences and 
re#ects norms, goals, values, interpersonal relationships, 
teaching, learning and leadership practices, and 
organizational structures. A sustainable, positive school 
climate fosters youth development and learning necessary 
for a productive, contributing and satisfying life in a 
democratic society. !is climate includes norms, values 
and expectations that support people feeling socially, 
emotionally and physically safe. People are engaged and 
respected. Students, families and educators work together 
to develop, live and contribute to a shared school vision. 
Educators model and nurture attitudes that emphasize the 
bene"ts and satisfaction gained from learning. Each person 
contributes to the operations of the school and the care 
of the physical environment.1 !e terms “school climate,” 
“school culture” and “learning environment” have been 
used in overlapping but sometimes, quite di$erent ways 
in the educational literature. !is paper does not address 
the history and usage of these terms. As we detail below, 
sustainable, positive school climates powerfully promote 
student achievement and positive youth development. 

When students as well as parents, educators and community 
members walk into a school, they quickly begin to form 
judgments about the experience of living and working in that 
school. Will this school help to motivate my child to do well 
academically and learn to be a “life-long learner”? How safe 
is the school? Is the physical environment (e.g. temperature, 
cleanliness, size) supportive of learning? How respected and 
“connected” do students feel? Are teachers and students 
engaged in interesting and meaningful work? Is there a 
culture of intellectual rigor? To what extent are people in 
the school promoting the social, civic, emotional and ethical 
as well as cognitive skills and dispositions that provide the 
foundation for learning and e$ective participation in a 
democracy? !e ways in which groups of students, parents 
and school personnel answer these questions re#ect group 
norms and values that have a profound impact in creating — 
or undermining — a climate for learning.

Positive school climate needs to be actively created 
and sustained by members of the student, parent and 
school personnel groups in school, and supported by the 
community at large. When the school community works 
together to understand and improve school climate, 
collective action powerfully supports positive youth 
development and learning and promotes the underlying 
21st century skills and dispositions for healthy adult 
relationships, and the capacity to work and participate 
in a democracy.2

Positive school climate also promotes student learning. 
Positive school climate powerfully a$ects student 
motivation to learn.3 For example, activities like 
community service-learning and student councils 
value student engagement and enhance the learning 
environment by providing students with opportunities to 
participate in the learning process and construct their own 
knowledge of social and government systems.4 

Moreover, when such activities are presented in a supportive 
and collaborative learning environment, they encourage 
students to build upon one another’s ideas in productive 
and engaging ways.5 Together, the experience realistically 
represents the social situation that they may "nd themselves 
part of in the greater civil society.6 In an overlapping 
manner, positive school climate promotes cooperative 
learning, group cohesion, respect and mutual trust.7 

Positive school climate 
powerfully affects student 

motivation to learn.



• Feel physically safe
• Feel social and emotional security
• Believe they are supported in their learning and 

goals (both short & long term)
• Believe their social and civic learning and 

activities are imported and supported
• Believe they are respected, trusted, and 

connected to the adults and the learning 
environment

Universally Students Must …



• Feel welcome
• Be disciplined and not punished
• Be encouraged to contribute ideas for resolving 

problems
• Be offered choices
• Be taught replacement behaviors
• Be disciplined and taught how to self manage 

their behavior 
• Taught social skills

Within the Classroom 
 Students Must …
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Positive school climate, by de!nition, is characterized 
by strong collaborative learning communities. Research 
shows that this improves teacher practice as well as student 
learning through dialogue and collaboration around 
engaging classroom instruction.8

In other words, when students, in partnership with 
educators and parents, work to improve school climate 
they promote essential learning skills (e.g. creativity and 
innovation skills, critical thinking and problem solving 
skills, communication and collaborative skills) as well 
as life and career skills (e.g. "exibility and adaptability, 
initiative, social and cross culture skills, productivity and 
accountability, leadership and responsibility) that provide 
the foundation for 21st century learning.9

School climate promotes — or complicates — students’ 
ability to learn and achieve academically. #is is common 
sense. To the extent that students feel safe, cared for, 
appropriately supported and lovingly “pushed” to learn, 
academic achievement should increase. #is is, in fact, 
what a series of studies from the United States and abroad 
has shown. Positive school climate is directly related to 
academic achievement.10 

Over the last three decades, a growing body of research 
attests to the profound impact features of school climate 
have on individual experience. Two aspects of school 
climate (commitment to school and positive feedback 
from teachers) have been shown to a$ect students’ self-
esteem.11 #e social-emotional climate of schools is 
predictive of mother’s reports of their school age children’s 
alcohol use and psychiatric problems.12 Research has also 
revealed a relationship between school climate and student 
self-concept.13 A series of studies have shown a relationship 

between school climate, student absenteeism14 and rate of 
student suspension.15

Research also indicates that positive school climate is 
a critical dimension of e$ective risk prevention, health 
promotion e$orts and learning.16 Recent research 
reviews show e$ective risk prevention and health 
promotion e$orts are correlated with safe, caring, 
participatory and responsive school climates.17 Finally, 
recent studies show the length of school attendance has 
the highest correlation with health even a%er socio-
economic status and other variables are taken out. School 
climate may be a factor in dropout rates and therefore 
related to lifelong health.18

Safe, caring, participatory and responsive school 
climate tends to foster greater attachment belonging 
to school as well as provide the optimal foundation for 
social, emotional and academic learning.19 One of the 
fundamentally important dimensions of school climate 
is relational, i.e., how “connected” people feel to one 
another in school, and how connected the school is to 
the community. In fact, the extent to which students 
feel attached to at least one caring and responsible adult 
at school is an area of increased attention among school 
climate researchers. School connectedness is a powerful 
predictor of adolescent health and academic outcomes20, 
violence prevention21 and as a protective factor in risky 
sexual, violence, and drug-use behaviors.22 

#ese !ndings contributed to the development of the Safe 
and Drug Free Schools network by the U.S. Department 
of Justice (2004) and the U.S. Department of Education. 
A growing number of state departments of education now 
emphasize the importance of safe and caring schools.

School 
connectedness 

is a powerful 
predictor of 

adolescent health 
and academic 

outcomes.



Why measure school climate?

Measuring your school climate is the first step 
toward improving your school climate. 



       Measuring School Climate
 

•Importance of understanding perceptions of school 
experience through the eyes of:

•Students
•Teachers
•Parents

•Issues of safety and social relationships
•Conducive environment for working/learning (often
times a therapeutic milieu) 
•Experiences in the classroom
•Example survey findings in Baltimore

www.baltimorecityschools.org/Student_Performance/Institutional_Research/index.asp

http://www.baltimorecityschools.org/Student_Performance/Institutional_Research/index.asp
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Summary of Recommendations 
for Teacher Educators

Partner with professional teacher education 
organizations to create a committee to evaluate 

knowledge about and experience with school climate 
variables in preservice as well as inservice teacher 
education to:

    Utilize the same, or a similar, committee in 
collaboration with policy leaders to assess the 
scienti!c merits of existing school climate research, 
eliminate inadequate studies and, through logical 
and empirical means, summarize the valid !ndings 
about the e"ects of school climate on outcomes for 
students and teachers. Distribute this information 
to teacher educators throughout the country along 
with guidelines for incorporating the research into a 
teacher education curriculum.

   In collaboration with school leaders interested in 
incorporating school climate policy into practice, 
create guidelines for inservice professional 
development based on school climate research and 
practice.

   Support the creation of a prototype K-12 social, 
emotional and ethical learning curriculum to be used 
by states and school districts on par with a state or 
district academic curriculum.

   Create preservice and inservice materials to support 
the education of “non-educator” school sta" (e.g. 
mental health professionals, school safety agents and 
support sta" ).

   Support the purpose of education in a democratic 
society and demonstrate how we can use evaluating 
and improving school climate as a springboard to 
develop the skills, knowledge and dispositions that 
provide the foundation for active citizenship and 
school climate improvement.

   Include school climate assessment in practice by 
using the results from school climate assessment in 
the teacher and administrator education curriculum.

Conclusion

In theory, educational research shapes policy, which 
dictates teacher education requirements and school 

improvement practice guidelines. We have detailed a 
glaring gap between school climate research !ndings and 
policy, school improvement practice and teacher educator 
e"orts. Current accountability systems that exclusively 
focus on reading and math scores have reinforced this 
gap. #is gap undermines K-12 students’ ability to learn 
and develop in healthy ways. We have suggested a series 
of speci!c steps that support policymakers, practice and 
teacher education leaders to narrow this gap. And, in 
doing so, we are strengthening the school community 
and students ability to learn the 21st  century skills and 
dispositions that provide the foundation for school — and 
life — success. Measuring school climate and using these 
!ndings to build community and further learning and 
positive youth development will — literally — make a 
di"erence for the future of America: our children.

Measuring school climate and using 

these findings to build community 

and further learning and positive 

youth development will — literally — 

make a difference for the future of 

America: our children.



In an overlapping manner, positive school climate 
promotes cooperative learning, group cohesion, respect, 
and mutual trust. 
Sources:

G. Ghaith, “The relationship between forms of instruction, achievement and
perceptions of classroom climate,” Educational Researcher, vol. 45, no. 1, 2003
pp. 83-93. 

D. Kerr, E. Ireland, J. Lopes, et al., Citizenship Education Longitudinal 
Study: Second Annual Report: First longitudinal Study, England: National 
Foundation for Educational Research, 2004, pp. 1-154. 

C. Finnan, K. Schnepel and L. Anderson, “Powerful learning environments: 
The critical link between school and classroom cultures,” Journal of Education 
for Students Placed at Risk, vol. 8, no. 4, 2003, pp. 391-418.

According to the Research



When students, in partnership with educators and parents, work to 
improve school climate they promote essential learning skills (e.g., 
creativity and innovation skills, critical thinking and problem-
solving skills, communication and collaborative skills) as well as 
life and career skills (e.g., flexibility and adaptability, initiative, 
social and cross-culture skills, productivity and accountability, 
leadership and responsibility) that provide the foundation for 21st 
century learning. 
 (Partnership for 21st Century Skills, Learning for the 21st century:  A report and mile guide for 21st century skills, 2002, www.21stcenturyskills.org, 
accessed November 10, 2007; Partnership for 21st Century Skills, Beyond the Three R’s: Voter Attitudes toward 21st Century Skills, 2007, 
www.21stcenturyskills.org, accessed November 10, 2007.)

According to the Research 

http://www.21stcenturyskills.org
http://www.21stcenturyskills.org
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Summary of Recommendations 
for Policymakers

Policymakers must become more aware of school 
climate research and the importance of positive 

school climate. !ere are compelling reasons why K-12 
schools need to evaluate school climate in scienti"cally 
sound ways and use these "ndings to create a climate for 
learning. Policies are needed to:

   De"ne school climate in ways that are aligned with 
recent research.

   Recommend that schools routinely and 
comprehensively evaluate school climate, 
recognizing student, parent and school personnel 

“voice” as well as all of the major dimensions (e.g. 
safety, relationships, teaching and learning and the 
environment) that shape school climate.

   Create standards for school climate assessment 
procedures and guidelines for selecting a school 
climate measure.

   Use school climate assessment as a measure of 
accountability.

   Ensure credential options maintain high-quality 
school climate related standards for educators and 
school-based mental health professionals in general 
and administrators in particular.

   Encourage teacher preparation programs that give 
teachers and administrators the tools to evaluate 
classroom and school climate and take steps to use 
these "ndings to promote a climate for learning in 
our schools.

   Increase research on the evaluation and improvement 
of school climate.

Summary of Recommendations 
for Practice Leaders

Practice leaders — building and district leaders — must 
become aware of scienti"cally sound ways they can 

measure and improve school climate. Although the majority 
of educational leaders appreciate the importance of school 
climate, they o#en use “home grown” school climate surveys 
that have not been developed in scienti"cally sound ways. 
And, this data is not used systemically to build community 
and improve school climate. Practice leaders need to:

   Learn about the range of comprehensive school 
climate assessment tools that have been developed 
in scienti"cally sound ways,  encourage and support 
their use.

   Learn about the range of ways these evaluation 
"ndings can be used to build community in 
general, promote student, parent and community 
participation in particular, and create evidence-based 
instructional and systemic action plans.

   Create a network of schools and communities 
committed to evaluating and improving school 
climate to develop “centers of excellence” others can 
learn from.

   Consider joining learning forums where they 
can be teachers and learners together regarding 
common barriers and solutions to school climate 
improvement e$orts.

   Contribute to ongoing action research that will 
support continuing e$orts in the "eld to learn about 
best practices.

   Contribute to the development of case studies 
that illustrate the complexity of school climate 
improvement e$orts.

Practice leaders  — 
building and district 
leaders — must 
become aware of 
scientifically sound ways 
they can measure and 
improve school climate.



Conceptualizing School Climate:
 Organization and Composition
 Effects on Student Learning

School Climate



School Climate:
Organization and Composition
• Values
• Norms
• Beliefs
• Sentiments
• Practices
• Social Interactions



• Atmosphere
• Culture
• Environment
• Morale
• School Morale
• School Ethos

School Climate:
Organization and Composition



• Community
• Democracy
• Ethic of Caring
• Students’ attachment to school and 

their academic and behavioral/social 
achievement are contingent on first 
satisfying teachers’ and students’ social
and personal needs

School Climate:
Organization and Composition



• Adults must believe, act, and set high expectations 
for all students based on their abilities and not their 
disabilities

• Students ask that adults act upon these beliefs and 
follow through

• Make certain students feel supported and are aware 
that you believe in them

Organized Schools Should Share a 
Common Mission …



• Staff and students interact outside the classroom
• Teachers see themselves as responsible for students’ total

development and success [in partnership with families], 
not just for the transmission of lessons

• Teachers share responsibility for students’ academic 
success, often exchanging information and coordinating 
efforts between classrooms and across grades

Organized Schools Should Share a 
Common Mission … 



Effects of School Climate on 
Engagement and Learning

• Shared value system that pervades the school and 
derives from a shared history

• Common agenda for school members involving 
coursework, activities, rituals, and traditions that 
function as a unifying factor

• Ethic of caring that permeates relations among 
students and staff and between staff and students



What are the essential dimensions of 
school climate?

• Extensive research outlines 12 dimensions that 
most comprehensively color and shape our 
perception of school climate 
• These dimensions are divided into four major 

categories of safety, teaching and learning, 
interpersonal relationships and the institutional 
environment



Rules and Norms: Clearly communicated rules about physical violence 
and verbal abuse and clear, consistent enforcement
Physical Safety: Sense that students and adults feel safe from physical 
harm in the school
Social and emotional security: Sense that students feel safe from verbal 
abuse, teasing, and exclusion

Support for learning: Supportive teaching practices such as constructive 
feedback and encouragement for positive risk taking, academic challenge, 
individual attention, and opportunities to demonstrate knowledge and skills 
in a variety of ways
Social and civic learning: Support for the development of social and 
civic knowledge and skills, including effective listening, conflict resolution, 
reflection and responsibility, and ethical decision making
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Dimensions of School Climate



Respect for diversity: Mutual respect for individual differences at
all levels of the school – student-student, adult-students, and adult-
adult
Social support – adults: Collaborative and trusting relationships 
among adults and adult support for students in terms of high 
expectations for success, willingness to listen, and personal 
concern
Social support – students: Network of peer relationships for 
academic and personal support
School connectedness/engagement: Positive identification with 
the school, a sense of belonging, and norms for broad participation
in school life for students and families
Physical surroundings: Cleanliness, order, and appeal of facilities
and adequate resources and materialsTe
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Dimensions of School Climate



Targeted Group, Classroom, or Individual Student

• Model positive, engaging, and rewarding relationships with 
their peers

• Facilitate positive interactions with other staff members

• Communicate that every day of attendance counts!  You want 
to see their face; acknowledge their presence

Student Strategies



• Consider environmental, instructional, and behavioral systems 
within classrooms

• Both universally and within the classroom, students are more 
likely to feel welcomed and engaged when there is a sense of 
order 
• Strategy:  Schools draft a clear statement of purpose that 

focuses on both academic and social outcomes for all 
students and include staff’s roles   

Student Strategies



• School teams develop a clearly defined set of expectations 
(expected behaviors)

• School teams develop procedures for teaching expected 
behavior; educators subsequently receive training on a variety 
of strategies to teach social skills

• School teams develop procedures for encouraging expected and
school-appropriate behavior 

Team Strategies



Team Strategies cont.
• School teams develop procedures for discouraging problem 

behavior 
• Specifically, teams should review current discipline policies 

to (a) provide clear definitions of infractions; (b) determine 
which behaviors should be managed in the classroom and 
which should be sent to the office; and (c) develop data 
decision rules to ensure appropriate strategies are used with 
repeat offenders

• School teams develop procedures for record keeping and 
decision making 
• In addition to developing formative and summative data-

collective systems, school teams should be taught to make 
informed decisions based on data patterns



School Climate In Review

• Characteristics at the school level that are not drawn from 
student performance 

• Daily experience indicates that the environment in which one
operates influences an individual’s ability and willingness to 
engage, perform, and succeed
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School climate has a profound bearing on teacher 
education and retention. One of the most powerful 
statements on the connection between school climate 
and issues a!ecting teacher education is "e National 
Commission on Teaching and America’s Future’s 
Induction into Learning Communities. "is monograph 
de#nes school climate in terms of a learning community 
and correctly argues that induction, to be e!ective, must 
be induction into a healthy school climate. Teacher 
education programs are sometimes criticized because 
of the high attrition rate among beginning teachers. 
"e common placement of new teachers in the most 
challenging settings with little support predictably propels 
high attrition. Preparing school leaders, who understand 
the critical role of a school climate that promotes 
collaboration and learning communities, and teachers 
who understand the importance of such a climate, has 
implications for teacher education.23

We are still learning why positive school climate leads to 
academic achievement and positive youth development. In 
broad strokes, it seems that positive school climate leads to 
a greater focus on and attunement to what students need 
to learn and teachers need to teach.24 However, there are 
complex sets of forces that shape the quality and character 
of each school and we have much to learn about the 
speci#c needs of di!erent types of schools. What is clear is 
that school climate matters.

In sum, there is a compelling body of research that 
underscores the importance of school climate. Positive 
school climate promotes student learning, academic 
achievement, school success and healthy development, 
as well as e!ective risk prevention, positive youth 
development and increased teacher retention. However, 
these research #ndings are not consistently re$ected in 
current educational policy, practice and teacher education 
e!orts.25 It is to these topics that we now turn.

State departments of education have not yet adequately 
responded to these important #ndings. In fact, a 
recent state department of education school policy 
scan reveals signi#cant shortcomings in how climate 
is de#ned, measured and incorporated into policies.26 
"is is especially problematic as state policy has become 
increasingly in$uential in guiding school reform e!orts. 
"e National School Climate Center at CSEE and the 
National Center for Learning and Citizenship at ECS 

completed this scan, which is available at  
www.csee.net/climate/pdf/policyscan_link.pdf.

"is critical gap in research and policy in terms of school 
climate is a result of several problems:27 

   "e #rst major problem is inconsistency and 
inaccuracy in terms of school climate de#nition. 

   Second, while there are superior options, state 
policymakers have made poor choices in terms of 
school climate measurement at the state level.

   "e third problem is a lack of de#ned climate-related 
leadership at the state level. 

   Fourth, many states continue to isolate school 
climate policy in health, special education and 
school safety arenas, without integrating it into 
school accountability policies, or the beliefs of the 
community at large. 

   Finally, many states have not yet created quality or 
improvement standards, which can easily link data to 
improvement plans and technical assistance.

...too often, school climate 
improvement efforts are 

fragmented and short-lived...



For Additional Information:

Contact

Shelly Stalnaker
shestaln@k12.wv.us 

Pat Homberg Executive Director
phomberg@k12.wv.us  

Susan Beck Assistant Director
sbeck@k12.wv.us 

Debra L. Harless Coordinator
dlharless@k12.wv.us 

Information taken from the National Dropout Prevention Center
for Students with Disabilities @ www.ndpc-sd.org
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