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ABSTRACT
BACKGROUND: Researchers regularly must decide what information is necessary to understand school climate and how to
include climate in a study. For example, which factors and/or scales should be used, is using just 1 scale for school climate
sufficient, and to what extent does the selection of a single scale influence the research findings?

AIMS: Understanding what factors to consider and which available scales to review will assist those interested in measuring
school climate.

METHODS: This study explores 8 validated scales related to school climate. Data used are from a previous study (Social and
Character Development cooperative agreement funded by IES #R305L030072 and #R305A080253) that looked at Positive Action,
a social emotional and character development program for elementary-, middle-, and high-school students.

RESULTS AND CONCLUSION: Scale correlations and factor analyses show how these scales work together to measure
overall middle school climate.
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he elements that support students’ success in

schools are at the forefront of educational
research. Of increasing interest are the factors
that influence students’ perception of their school
experience—not only attitudes toward the learning
activities themselves, but also the different social and
psychological characteristics of students’ perceptions of
their schools and teachers.!? School climate is a term
used to describe and characterize the environment of
the school. It is defined as “‘the quality and character
of school life. School climate is based on patterns of
people’s experiences of school life and reflects norms,
goals, values, interpersonal relationships, teaching
and learning practices, and organizational structures”
(p. 182).> The Every Child Succeeds Act (ESSA)* now
mandates that states measure at least 1 indicator for
student success, making school climate an area of
focus for research seeking to help schools meet such
accountability standards.

Climate is also an aspect of school life worth
examining thoroughly in the field of educational
research, as extensive prior research has demonstrated
repeated associations between students’ perceptions of
school climate and their achievement. For example,
a review of 78 school climate studies with students
from low socio-economic status households revealed
that factors associated with a positive school climate
contributed to higher student achievement and
decreased the influence of risk factors associated with
this population.” Students from poor families who
perceived a positive school climate were also found to
exhibit similar behaviors as peers coming from more
affluent households, and positive perceptions of school
climate were associated with higher grades and more
positive behaviors overall.® In another study, students
with higher climate perceptions were also found to
report higher GPAs, regardless of their family structure
or background.” Homeless high school students’
perceptions of school climate mitigated typically
high levels of school victimization, suicide, and
depression.® These studies demonstrate the positive
impact of school climate on disadvantaged students’
outcomes.

However, the challenge of studying climate lies in
disentangling the breadth of this large construct, as
it has many diverse and important facets. The way
in which climate is measured and how it has been
defined varies greatly.>°!! Although some researchers
adopt a concrete or a more narrow definition, others
choose a more abstract and theoretical one.'? Con-
sequently, it can be problematic if scholars use the
term ‘“‘climate’”” assuming a common understanding of
the term that may neglect the variety of aspects that
can exist within the latent construct,!> which may
lead to misunderstanding and/or misinterpreting cur-
rent climate conditions. Furthermore, a major issue
in climate research is the widespread occurrence of

70 e Journal of School Health e January 2024, Vol. 94, No. 1

using just a single scale to capture overall climate or
even a single domain of this construct, as such prac-
tices overlook other important aspects of climate that
are also present.!? In their efforts to measure school
climate, many schools and districts also use instru-
ments that are not sound psychometrically'4 —further
confounding climate results and subsequent efforts for
improvement.

Previous research has sought to address these
issues by investigating the breadth of this construct
and what its important key components are. In
a literature review of 327 climate-related sources,
Wang and Degol!? identified main domains of overall
school climate, comprising 4 primary dimensions
relating to aspects of safety, academic, community,
and institutional environment. Similarly, the National
School Climate Center identified climate spheres
with school-based standards for each, to include: (a)
safety and respect, (b) teaching and learning, (c)
relationships, and (d) environment.!> Cohen et al.?
also identified 4 essential dimensions of climate that
include aspects of: safety (ie, physical safety and
social emotional safety), teaching and learning (ie,
quality of instruction; social, emotional, and ethical
learning; teacher professional development, and
school leadership), relationships (respect for diversity,
school community and collaboration, and morale
and connectedness), and environmental-structural
elements (ie, cleanliness, space and materials, and
curricular/extracurricular activities). Although these
climate frameworks differ, there are overlaps between
the key components and how climate is defined
and discussed. Such frameworks also explicate the
key areas of school climate and provide a tool for
discussing and investigating the facets of this broad
construct, helping explain school climate and what
it represents. As school climate is multifaceted but
malleable,!? research investigating this construct and
how it is measured warrants further investigation.

Prior research has also determined that positive
perceptions of overall school climate decline during
secondary school'® and that elementary students tend
to have more positive perceptions of school climate
than middle and high school students do.!” Differences
have also been found between elementary and middle
school learning environments and how students
perceive them.!'® Therefore, examining middle school
climate specifically will help fill in the blanks to better
understand what climate is and how it functions at
different levels.

THE CHICAGO TRIAL OF POSITIVE ACTION

The present study is an investigation of school
climate that conducts a secondary data analysis on
the Chicago trial of Positive Action (PA). The PA social-
emotional and character development program was
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implemented in the 2004-2005 through 2009-2010
academic school years, across 14 participating schools
in the Chicago Public School District.!® Approximately
58 total self-reported student scales were administered
to participants to measure program effects across
a variety of areas, including: (1) positive youth
development, (2) emotional health, (3) self-esteem,
(4) health behaviors, (5) problem behaviors, (6)
environmental climate, and (7) academics. Of the
items pertaining to environmental climate, 8 student-
reported climate-related measures were available in
the data set and are being used in the present study.
This study is the first step in investigating the role
of climate on student outcomes and examining how
social emotional learning interventions and school
climate may work together to achieve positive effects
for students.

To explicate the dimensions of climate, this study
utilizes Cohen et al.’s> framework for school climate,
to include the following areas of climate measure-
ment: engagement and disaffection with learning
(teaching and learning/relationships dimensions),
sense of school community (relationships dimension),
student commitment and achievement orienta-
tion/instructional innovation and relevance, (teaching
and learning dimension), victimization (safety dimen-
sion), feelings of safety at school (safety dimension),
school attachment (relationships dimension), and
teacher attachment (relationships dimension). In
line with the measurements of the present study,
across an analysis of diverse climate definitions and
measurements,” discovered reoccurring components
of positive teacher-student relationships, sense of
safety, and student connectedness to and engagement
in school. Although student data on perception of
environmental-structural elements were not available
in the present data set, these other key areas provide a
well-rounded view of school climate and how it might
be measured at the student level.

The available data also rely on student-level
responses. Bronfenbrenner, father of ecological human
development theory (which suggests that human
behavior develops as a function of the interplay
between humans and their perceived environment)
stated that, “One needs to discover empirically how
situations are perceived by the people who participate
in them” (p. 24).2° In this case, to best understand
school climate from the students” point of view, 1
must seek individual student’s perceptions of their
experiences.

Therefore, this study’s objectives include calculating
the reliability of the different school climate scales,
identifying which scales are more reliable than
others, and deciding if the scales contribute similarly
to understanding school climate. Specific research
questions are: (1) Are the 8 school climate scales
reliable, (2) Do the 8 scales each represent an overall

school climate construct or multiple domains of the
construct, and (3) Does a subset of these scales
support a better understanding of school climate rather
than utilizing just 1 or 2 of the scales? Answering
these questions will help explain how these climate
constructs work together (or not), as well as determine
which aspects of climate best represent this construct
and how it functions. Further investigation of the
complexities of climate will inform school leaders’
understanding of this construct, and in doing so,
will also inform decisions that will improve climate
measures across schools - thus, positively impacting
student outcomes.

METHODS

Sample and Design

The schools in this study were recruited from
68 high-poverty, low-performing K-8 schools in the
Chicago Public Schools (CPS) district and assigned
randomly into 7 matched pairs.?! Prior to recruiting
CPS schools, the research team established the criteria
necessary for inclusion in this study. First, each school
had to have 50 to 140 students per grade level. The
student population also had to be considered high risk,
with more than 50% of students from low-income
backgrounds and less than 50% of students passing
state achievement tests.?? Under these criteria, 68
schools in the CPS district qualified for the study.
Invitations were then extended to these schools,
with 36 either attending an information session
about the study or electing to have a research
team member visit them at their school to explain
such things in person. Of these 36 schools, 18
agreed to participate, with the understanding they
would need to be successfully matched with another
school demographically, and each would also need to
accept their random designation.?? Ultimately, only
14 schools were selected due to funding?’—from
which the sample of participants in this study was
drawn.

Demographically, these students were 53 % female,
48% African American, 27 % Hispanic, 7% White, and
12% other (eg, Asian, Native American, and other
ethnicities).!” Data from students in grades 6, 7, and 8
were used for this study and similar demographically
of student population in the school districts. Parent
consent and student assent were obtained prior to
participation when students were in third grade, with
79% parents providing consent at baseline and a range
of 65% to 78% for later waves, with joiners consenting
when they entered the study.?!

Data Collection Procedures
Research staff administered the student surveys in
students’ classrooms, during class time.
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Instrumentation

These data contained responses from 225 students
with some responding in multiple waves (ie, 145 in
wave 6, 153 in wave 7, and 150 in wave 8). Items were
drawn from the following measures, with all responses
adapted to a 4-point scale for age appropriateness.

Engagement or disaffection with learning. The
engagement versus Disaffection with Learning Scale??
seeks to measure individual student’s perceptions
of their effort, attention, and persistence when
completing learning activities. Ten items from this
were included in the present study. Example items
representing engagement with learning included, I
try hard to do well in school,” ““In class, I work as hard
asIcan,” and ‘I pay attention in class.” Example items
representing disengagement with learning included, “‘I
don’t try very hard at school,” “When I'm in class,
I pretend like I'm working,” and “In class, I only
work as much as I have to so that I don’t get in
trouble.”

Sense of school community. The Sense of School
Community Scale items seek to measure students’
perception of the quality of social relationships among
school members.?* Fourteen items from this scale
were included, with 10 pertaining to positive school
orientation (eg, “When I'm having a problem, some
other student will help me,” and ‘“Students at this
school really care about each other’’) and 4 pertaining
to negative school orientation (eg, ““Students in this
school don’t seem to like each other very well” and
“Students in this school are just looking out for
themselves”’).

Student commitment and achievement/instructional
innovation and relevance. Nine items from the Inven-
tory of School Climate Scale (ISC-S)?° were also
included to measure students’ perceptions of their
school’s environment for learning. Studies have
demonstrated that ISC-S can reliably and validly mea-
sure secondary students’ perception of school climate?®
across its 50-item questionnaire. Within this instru-
ment, 2 key areas were extracted for this study: student
commitment/achievement orientation and instruc-
tional innovation/relevance. Student commitment and
achievement orientation is comprised of 5 statements
pertaining to general student efforts within their school
learning environment (eg, “‘Students work hard for
good grades in class,” ““Students work hard to com-
plete their assignments,” and ‘‘Students put a lot of
energy into what they do here’’). Instructional Innova-
tion/Relevance taps into students’ feelings about the
innovation within their actual learning content (eg,
““New ideas are tried out here,” “Teachers like stu-
dents to try unusual projects,” and ““In classes, we are
given assignments to help us find out about things
outside of school”).
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Victimization. Six items from the Victimization
Scale?” were included to measure individual student
feelings of victimization. Example items included: “A
kid from school teased me,”” ““A kid from school called
me a bad name,” and ““Other kids left me out on
purpose.”

Feelings of safety at school. Five items were
included to measure student feelings of safety at
school, developed by IES for the Social and Character
Development multiprogram evaluation.?® Example
items include: ‘““Students feel safe at this school,”
““Students feel that someone will tease them at school,”
and ““Other students are afraid someone will hurt them
at school.”

School and teacher attachment. These measures
were developed in the previously funded PA study,
drawing items from 3 existing measures developed
by Cook, Greenberg, and Kusche,?? and Murray and
Greenberg (2001), adapted and selected based on
appropriateness for students. Five items pertaining to
school attachment were included (eg, ‘I feel like I
belong to this school,” I care about my school,” and
“T wish I were in a different school”’) and 4 pertaining
to teacher attachment were also included (eg, “I like
my teachers,” ““I get along with my teachers,” and
““Most of my teachers treat me fairly”’).

Human Subjects Approval Statement

An application for the use of these data in our
research was submitted to the Office of Research
Compliance at Boise State University. Application was
approved on June 8, 2018 (#101-SB18-133).

Data Analysis

To answer the research questions, this study used
waves 6, 7, and 8 of the Chicago Trial of PA. First,
alpha scores were reviewed for each of the 8 scales
at each of the 3 waves. Next, using Excel 2016, the
scale score data were cleaned and examined for invalid
values, missingness, and entry errors, followed by the
construction of the respondent scale scores for the
3 individual data sets (ie, 1 for each wave from the
study). Within each data set, records that offered no
information (ie, records containing no scale scores)
were deleted. Using SPSS 25, descriptive information
(eg, average, distribution) was reviewed across the
3 waves of data to compare similarities/differences
while moving from 1 wave to another. Following
the descriptive analysis, SPSS 25’s Factor Analysis
(FA) routine was used to conduct an exploration
of latent constructs on each of the 3 data sets.
Recognizing that the 8 scales are related to school
climate, conducting a factor analysis using scale scores
will provide information about the loading of each
on a single school climate construct. The idea is to
analyze a larger model with responses for all the scale
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items. However, the required sample size was not
available, so the alternative was to use scale scores
rather than individual items. For consistency, a similar
FA approach for dimension reduction was used on
each wave of data (ie, selecting Principal Axis Factoring
as the extraction method, Promax for rotation, and a
review of the Structure Matrix) to select which scales
together provided best model fit, comparing number of
factors, eigenvalues, and amount of variance explained
among the waves.

RESULTS

Alpha scores showed high internal consistency for
7 of the 8 scales with Disaffection with Learning
Scale with lowest scores (see Table 1). Descriptive
analysis showed a range of average scores within waves
and minimal variation across waves within the same
scale. Table 2 presents mean and standard deviation
values for the 8 scales across the 3 waves of data.
Expectedly, mean values from 1 wave to the next
were relatively consistent. However, upon a closer
look at trends for mean and standard deviation values,
scale scores trended differently (see Figure 1). Three
of the 8 scales—Feelings of Safety at School, Sense of
School as a Community Scale, and Disaffection with
Learning—show upward mean value trends while the
others trended down or varied. Also, Figure 1 shows
trends for standard deviation values that differ both
across waves and a bit more among the 8 scales.

Table 3 presents Pearson correlation values using
scale scores for the 3 waves of data. The bolded
numbers indicate a shift (pairwise comparison, eg,
wave 6 to 7 or wave 7 to 8) greater than 0.1, either
positively or negatively. The shift cutoff of >0.1 was
selected after examining the range of shift values
in Table 3. Among 56 wave-shift comparisons, 17
(30.3%) were greater than 0.1. This high number of
shifts indicates that correlations between scale scores
(ie, relationship between scales) may not be consistent
among all the scales. Three of the 8 have 3 or fewer

Table 1. Cronbach’s Alpha Scores for 8 Scales During Waves 6,
7,and 8

Scale Wave6 Wave7 Waves8
Student achievement 0852 0877 0829
orientation/instructional innovation
(14 items)
Engagement with learing (5 items) 0851 0.795 0829
Teacher attachment (4 items) 0.869 0870 0836
School attachment (4 items) 0.802 0817 0.791
Feelings of safety at school (5 items) 0.767 0.789 0.805
Sense of school as a community (9 items) 0.746 0.866 0874
Disaffection with learning (5 items) 0628 0619 0670
Victimization (6 items) 0862 0.864 0842

shifts—Disaffection with Learning, Sense of School as
a Community, and Teacher Attachment.

A further review of the information presented in
Tables 1 and 2 and in Figure 1 suggest that scale scores
are marginally to minimally correlated, indicating that
no 2 of the 8 scales are overtly overlapping in the
construct they measure within the concept of school
climate. Fifty of the 84 bivariate correlations are
smaller in absolute value than 0.3 (representing a
modest to minimal relationship) and only 8 of the 84
are at or above 0.5. These descriptive findings provide
the initial understanding of how the scales measure
the aspects of climate as a collective prior to factor
analyzing scale scores.

For wave 6, a well-fitting dimension reduction
model initially included Engagement with Learning,
Sense of School Community, School Attachment,
Teacher Attachment, and Student Achievement Orien-
tation and Instructional Innovation resulting in only
1 factor (ie, latent construct) explaining 50.4% of
the variance. For wave 7 a reasonably fitting 2-factor
model was achieved by removing Inventory of School
Climate and Teacher Attachment scales. However, fac-
tor analyzing the third data set (ie, wave 8) resulted
in a well-fitting model by including Sense of School
Community Scale, Inventory of School Climate Scale,
School Attachment Scale, and Teacher Attachment
Scale, explaining 61.4% of the cumulative variance.
Revisiting the selection of these 4 scales on waves 6
and 7 also showed well-fitting models with variance
explained levels of 59.9% and 59.7%, respectively.
The scree plot for wave 6 with these 4 scales shows
a well-defined elbow at factor 2 well below the 1.0
threshold, giving additional support for a single factor
model (Figure 2) and how these 4 scales work together
to explore school climate.

The scree plots for the other 2 waves of data
provided similar support for a single factor model using
the 4 scales.

Table 2. Mean and Standard Deviation Scale Scores for Waves
6,7,and 8

Wave 6 Wave 7 Wave 8
Scale Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Student achievement 3721 0610 3521 0766 3624 0672

orientation and
instructional innovation
Engagement withlearning 3395 0494 3346 0539 3271 0641

Teacher attachment 3143 0687 3062 0765 3093 0643

School attachment 2837 0766 2628 0840 2795 0683

Feelings of safety at school 2661 0645 2659 0747 2773 06%

Sense of school as a 2409 0540 2445 0585 2534 0515
community

Disaffection with learning 2140 0633 2216 0612 2261 0640

Victimization 0823 0779 0835 0818 0754 0699
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Figure 1. Trends for Mean and Standard Deviation Scale Scores for Waves 6, 7, and 8
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Attempting to examine the theoretical support for
the factor analysis findings, a closer look at the factor
structure for Wave 7 shows that 1 factor included the
2 scales: Engagement with Learning and Disaffection
with Learning scales. Theoretically, these 2 scales on
their own do not necessarily represent parts of a
whole-school climate construct but offer support for
1 related to learning. A similar conclusion is drawn
when looking at the other 2 scales that were removed
from the factor analysis: Feelings of Safety at School
Scale and Victimization Scale for constructs more
related to safety. Arguably, scales measuring safety are
related to climate, but as the conducted factor analyses
suggest, safety and learning are constructs not close
enough to be included. Therefore, findings from factor
analyses using the 4 remaining scales on all 3 waves of
data have theoretical support as well as psychometric
support.

DISCUSSION

School climate is a broad construct and how
it has been defined and measured across research
varies, making it challenging for school leaders to
understand which aspects to measure and focus their
school improvement efforts upon. This study’s overall
objective is to explore 8 scales related to measuring
school climate, which scales are more reliable than
others, and investigate how these scales contribute to
understanding school climate. The present study seeks
to address this by recognizing the multi-faceted nature
of this construct and the need to better understand
what climate is and how it functions for different
groups of students.

Of the 8 climate-related scales available in the
data set, these 4 scales have been found to hold
together as a single factor that attempts to measure
a complex construct of middle school climate: student
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commitment to achievement and perception of
instructional innovation, sense of school community,
and school and teacher attachment.

Student commitment to achievement and percep-
tion of instructional innovation fall within the climate
dimension of teaching and learning and measure indi-
vidual perceptions of the collective student body’s
dedication to doing well in their studies, as well as the
perception of innovative teaching practices that will
likely engage students in school. The Sense of School
Community contains items measuring the individ-
ual’s perception of the collective environment, while
Teacher and School Attachment measures each stu-
dent’s individual attachments. These measures also
fall within the climate dimension of relationships,
and in a review of 12 school climate measurements,
researchers discovered that ‘“relationships” was the
only dimension covered across all measures,*° reveal-
ing its importance when measuring school climate.
While we recognize that school and teacher attach-
ment may vary from student to student, results indi-
cated that these scales held together with the other 2 to
create a single factor representative of school climate.
This suggests that measures specific to each individ-
ual’s relationships and those revealing the individual’s
perception of the collective environment might work
together to explain students’ perception of overall
school climate.

These 4 scales also fall within a wider construct of
school climate, referred to as school connectedness
and bonding. This is described as being 2-fold,
to include: /(1) attachment, characterized by close
affective relationships with those at school; and (2)
commitment, characterized by an investment in school
and doing well in school”.?! As findings from the
present study suggest that such factors relating to
school connectedness and bonding best explain climate
for this group of middle school students, school
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Figure 2. Scree Plot and Factor Matrix for Wave 6 with 4-Scale Scores

Scree Plot

Eigenvalue

Factor Number

Factor Matrix*
Factor
1

Sense of School 754
Community
Student Achievement/ 735
Instructional Innovation
School Attachment .661
Teacher Attachment 577
Extraction Method: Principal Axis Factoring.
1 factor extracted. 7 iterations required.

leaders seeking to understand the climate of their
schools might therefore select measures relating to
this construct.

A separation of engagement and disaffection with
learning and safety (ie, Feelings of Safety at School
and Victimization scales) was also recognized in this
study’s findings, suggesting that these exist as separate
constructs from the other climate areas. Lopez et al.>?
discovered that peer victimization was the highest
contributing factor to students’ overall feelings of
safety, followed by neighborhood safety—rather than
school-related contextual variables, as the researchers
had initially hypothesized. Such feelings of safety in
school may therefore stem from factors existing outside
of the school environment, helping to explain the
separation of safety in this study’s model. Victimization
may also vary on a student-by-student basis, as items
from the Victimization Scale pertain to the individual
student’s experience with victimizing experiences in
their school.

Not selecting the Engagement and Disaffection with
Learning Scales also makes theoretical sense, as these
are related to individual feelings of their own learning.
Similarly, Koth et al.>*> examined individual, school,
and classroom level perceptions of climate, discovering
that achievement motivation like this had the lowest
amount of school-level variance at 5%, but the highest
amount of individual-level variance at 85%. This
suggests that within schools, there is greater variability
in students’ willingness to learn and such measures
may be more representative of individual student’s
own motivation.>®> Findings suggest that in climate
discussions, it is important to differentiate between
climate factors that may be indicative of a shared
perception of the school environment versus those
reflective of individual differences, as well as the factors
existing outside of the school environment that schools
may not be able to control for but that may ultimately
be influencing their climates.

76 o Journal of School Health e January 2024, Vol. 94, No. 1

Although we acknowledge that students’ per-
ceived safety and learning engagement are extremely
important indicators of a healthy school climate,
these areas may also become products of a positive
climate—helping to explain the separation found in
the results of this study. Previous research has found
that an increase of teacher support increased students’
perception of safety at school*?’ —relating back to the
relational aspect of school climate and suggesting that
this can work to impact students’ feelings of safety.
Alternatively, negative school perceptions and expe-
riences have been found to have a strong association
with the probability of student involvement in nega-
tive behaviors that will adversely impact the overall
school climate,>* thus contributing to students’ over-
all perception of safety in the environment of their
school. Although negative behaviors may become a
product of a negative school climate, high frequency
of such behaviors (eg, bullying and academic disen-
gagement) may contribute to an environment where
students feel unsafe and hold unfavorable percep-
tions of their school’s climate, as a result. Student
perceptions of their school environment have also
been found to influence their academic motivation,
which in turn influenced their behavioral, emotional,
and cognitive engagement®®> —demonstrating that stu-
dent engagement can also become a product of a
perceived positive school environment. Indeed, con-
nectedness has been associated with students having
academic and creative engagement,>® and therefore,
levels of engagement in school may also be indicative
of how connected students are to their schools and
teachers.

The different climate factors in the present study are
interconnected, such that certain factors may become
products of others, but as results from this study
suggest, those relating to connectedness and bonding
best explain how this particular group of students
perceived their school environment.
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IMPLICATIONS FOR SCHOOL HEALTH POLICY, PRACTICE, AND
EQUITY

Finding a school climate scale is relatively easy.
However, deciding which scale(s) to use has huge
implications with regards to establishing school policy,
understanding levels of student emotional health and
well-being, and educational equity among various stu-
dent groups. Without a thorough examination of scale
options, the use of a scale could misrepresent a school
environment, obtaining findings that do not reflect the
true dynamics taking place within the school, thereby
leaving teachers and other decisions makes without a
solid understanding to build policy or identify needed
interventions related to student engagement and
health. Our findings show that not only is this domain
(ie, school climate) key to understanding student
perception of school climate, efforts focused on further
developing understanding of school climate will yield
positive results for students and schools. An example
of this in practice is the Comer School Development
Program that focuses on building positive relationships
among teachers, parents, and administrators. Students
in this program showed more positive student percep-
tions of the academic climate, as well as increases in
math and reading scores overtime.?’” Eighth graders’
levels of social and school connectedness have also
been found to be associated with their likelihood of
completing school.?¥3° Other studies have demon-
strated that students with higher quality teacher-child
relationships experienced greater levels of achieve-
ment compared to peers with lower quality relation-
ships.?® The higher achievement is because students
who feel connected to school, like they belong, and
that their teachers are supportive and treat them fairly,
do better overall.!> Students with high attachment are
also less likely to engage in negative behaviors that will
disappoint those they are attached to (eg, teachers and
peers)'? and instead, demonstrate positive behaviors
that will contribute to a more positive overall climate.

When seeking the ways to accurately measure
school climate, schools might then focus on the factors
relating to connectedness and bonding, as in the
present study, student commitment to achievement
and perception of instructional innovation, sense of
school community, and school and teacher attachment
best represent students’ perception of their overall
school environment. Meanwhile, other important
climate-related factors such as feelings of safety,
victimization, and engagement and disengagement
with learning might be measured separately, according
to the goals of the organization and what they seek
to improve. While all of the climate dimensions
are important, understanding which aspects most
accurately represent student climate perception is key
to improving the environment of schools. Findings
from this study suggest that measures relating to

student connectedness and bonding within their
school are an answer to accomplishing this.

Limitations

One limitation of this study is that the data are based
on student self-reports of their school’s climate. Theo-
retically, the measures available in the data set repre-
sented only 3 of the 4 of Cohen et al.’s” climate dimen-
sions, as environmental-structural data were not avail-
able. In a review of middle school climate measures,*!
researchers discovered that across the breadth of
climate measures, environmental-structural elements
were in fact included the least.?? Having measures for
each domain would provide a more holistic view of the
climate of the school, as perceived by students—as this
is indicative of students” perception of the emotional
and physical space in which they learn. Another lim-
itation in this study is the sample size that data were
drawn from, as a larger sample size would increase
the reliability of findings and allow researchers to ana-
lyze individual items from each measure rather than
relying on scale scores. Also, some students responded
in multiple waves, which may have affected analytic
values when comparing across waves. Lastly, data
were collected over 10years ago, which suggests an
opportunity to explore if factors such as feelings of
safety and victimization (among the other findings
from this study) are still suggested to be measured
separately.

Conclusion

Findings from the present study will generalize
to populations that also serve racially diverse, low-
income middle school students and are seeking to
better understand how such populations perceive
the climate of their schools. The next step in our
research is to include in the model students’ individual
Social Emotional and Character Development (SECD)
outcomes, as measured by the Social and Character
Development Scale.*? This will be done to see how
a student behavioral outcome like SECD may relate
to these climate scales, helping explain how climate
works in conjunction with targeted Social Emotional
and Character Development programs.

Future studies to measure school climate effectively
are needed to further validate the findings in this
study. Until then, our findings demonstrate that school
climate is a very complex construct that requires
multiple scales to obtain a better understanding
of students’ perceptions of it and the effects that
climate has on other student outcomes. Despite these
complexities, this study discovered that measurements
relating to the construct of school connectedness and
bonding might best represent students’ perceptions of
their learning environments.
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