Why School Climate Matters and
What Can Be Done to Improve [t

For much of the last two decades, the
narrowed focus on raising test scores
under No Child Left Behind left impor-
tant aspects of education untended. Since
2016, when the Every Student Succeeds
Act (ESSA) enabled a more comprehen-
sive look at accountability, state leaders
have heard growing demands for a
whole-child approach that emphasizes
students’ social and emotional well-
being along with a broader approach to
academic development.’

ESSA renewed attention on the learn-
ing environment itself, which plays a criti-
cal role in children’s ability to learn and
thrive. A positive school climate—where
students feel a sense of safety and belong-
ing and where relational trust prevails—
improves academic achievement, test
scores, grades, and engagement and helps
reduce the negative effects of poverty on
academic achievement.

To bring about such environments,
teachers, paraprofessionals, and school
and district leaders must be prepared to
create the school and classroom struc-
tures that encourage secure relationships.
Preservice preparation programs and
professional development should culti-
vate knowledge, skills, and beliefs that
build educators’ understanding of student
needs and their ability to support learning
and development.

Stable, caring relationships are front
and center in every school building that
exemplifies positive climate. Such rela-
tionships with teachers and other adults
foster students’ brain development and
are linked to better school performance
and engagement, increased emotional
regulation, social competence, and will-
ingness to take on challenges.

School relationships are especially
critical for the 46 million U.S. children
exposed each year to abuse, neglect,
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hunger, homelessness, the death of a
parent, or community violence. Trauma
and adversity can lead to chronic stress,
which damages the chemical and physical
structures of a child’s developing brain
and can lead to problems with attention,
concentration, memory, and creativ-

ity. Even one stable relationship with a
committed adult can help buffer a child
from the effects of serious adversity. Being
in a supportive environment has even
stronger effects on healing.

Principles for Practice

Creating a positive school climate
buoyed by supportive relationships
depends largely on schools providing
time and opportunity for teachers to
get to know their students, identify and
respond to their needs, and develop
greater alignment between school and
home. Designing more personalized
school structures can facilitate the
creation of consistent, secure relation-
ships for every child:

B small learning environments, achieved
through reduced overall school size or
by creating smaller units or teams in
larger schools, which allow educators
and students to know each other more
tully, work more closely together, build
community, and reduce the risk of
students falling through the cracks;

M advisory systems, in which teachers
regularly meet with a small group of
students, advise, advocate, and support
their academic, social, and emotional
development, and build a small commu-
nity of students to support one another;

B block scheduling with fewer, longer
class periods to decrease the number
of students teachers see each day and
allow more time for in-depth teaching
and learning;

Educators’ abilities to
forge strong relationships
with students lie at the
heart of strong schools.
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N interdisciplinary teaming and co-teaching
partnerships with common planning time
for teachers, which lets them create learning
connections within and across subject areas,
develop a collaborative, supportive commu-
nity of practice, and share knowledge about
students to better meet students’ needs;

B looping, in which students stay with the
same teacher for more than one school year
to deepen teacher knowledge of students and
support consistent relationships with children
and families;

B reduced class sizes to lower pupil load and
give teachers greater capacity to know and
understand their students’ academic, social,
and emotional needs;

M Jonger grade span schools (K-8 or 7-12, for
example), which mitigate the difficulties of
school-to-school transitions and help establish
stronger relationships in school and between
school and home; and

B stronger school-family connections by
building in time and supports for teachers and
administrators to engage parents as valued
partners, maintaining regular exchanges
between home and school, planning teacher
time for home visits, positive phone calls
home, school meetings and student-teacher-
parent conferences flexibly scheduled around
parents’ availability.

Several classroom practices can help build
respectful relationships based on trust:

M classroom design and management based
on establishing mutual respect can promote
student voice and agency, as well as develop
interpersonal awareness and skills. When
students are involved in co-development of
classroom rules and norms, for example, they
help create a collaborative environment in
which the responsibility for learning is shared
between teachers and students.

M jdentity-safe environments are built when
educators confront biases based on race,
ethnicity, language background, gender, or
socioeconomic status that may affect their
students, within or beyond the school. By
affirming and supporting all students’ learning
and development and by creating a psycho-
logically safe learning environment, educators

can mitigate stereotype threats and support
student agency and learning.

B social and emotional learning (SEL), as
stand-alone instruction and integrated into
the core academic curriculum, can cultivate
greater self- and social awareness, improve
relationship building and communication
skills, and promote empathy and mindfulness.
Such learning can reduce misbehavior and
stress, help students develop confidence and
resilience, and engender a growth mind-set
that undergirds academic success.

M restorative discipline practices recognize
students’ behavior as a demonstration of
a developmental need and teach students
problem-solving skills. Restorative practices
replace punitive, coercive, and exclusionary
disciplinary approaches with proactive skill
development in self-regulation and conflict
resolution and help students develop empathy
and understanding of their behavior in a
supportive manner. For example, schools can
engage students in peer mediation to help
prevent conflicts from escalating or in “restor-
ative circles,” which repair peer relationships
after a conflict has occurred.

Preparing Educators

To cultivate learning environments in which
strong adult-student relationships can flourish,
educators must gain the knowledge, skills, and
attitudes to meet their students’ needs. They
need deep knowledge of the individual assets
and experiences of the children in their care, the
social and emotional skills to cultivate empathy
and help students develop those skills, and
both the teaching competencies and beliefs that
enable students to achieve at high levels.

Child Development. Building environments
in which learners feel valued and supported
requires educators to know a great deal about
children’s developmental pathways and progres-
sions in all areas—social, emotional, cognitive,
academic, physical, and psychological—and how
to support development in each domain. It also
means appreciating that children develop in each
area at different rates and in different ways and
holding space in the classroom for these indi-
vidual pathways rather than enforcing standard-
ization or labelling children as “fast” or “slow.”



Within a wide range, the speed at which skills are
acquired does not predict ultimate proficiency.

Trauma and Social Identity Threat.
Educators must also be firmly equipped to
address childhood stress, adversity, and trauma.
By receiving training in a trauma-informed
approach, which shifts the focus from what is
wrong to what is needed, teachers can develop
the tools they need to learn from their students’
experiences and support their ability to build
healthy relationships and disrupt trauma’s harms.

Students can also feel stress in the form
of social identity threat—when they receive
societal- or school-delivered messages that
they are less capable or worthy because of their
race, ethnicity, language, background, gender,
sexual orientation, economic status, disability,
or other status. These messages lead to negative
self-perceptions, which can impair performance.
Social identity threats can come from media,
from adults who communicate low expectations
or negative views of some children, or from peer
ostracism or bullying.

Teachers, paraprofessionals, and school
leaders need to be trained to recognize the
conscious and unconscious biases that can
be expressed in many aspects of school life
and student treatment, ranging from tracking
systems to disciplinary actions to questions
about which students have access to high-status
extracurricular opportunities. Educators who
are aware of social identity threats can affirm
and convey confidence in their students, set high
expectations, and provide the supports to ensure
that they reach them.

Cultural Competence. Training teachers in
culturally responsive pedagogies and developing
culturally competent practices support student
success. Culturally competent educators view
student experiences through an asset-based lens:
elevating students’ voices in the classroom and
providing materials and activities that draw on
diverse cultures enable educators to capitalize on
students’ culturally grounded experiences and
promote equity. Such teachers learn about the
communities where their students come from
and develop strong connections with students’
families and larger social networks. These
ties can be sustained through check-ins and
class meetings, conferencing, journaling, close
observations of students, and consistent, positive
communication with students’ families.
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School and district leaders can also create an
affirming culture by prioritizing the hiring of
teachers and staff of color. Members of a diverse
teaching force can help each other understand
the varied experiences and cultures of their
students. Students of color often achieve at
higher levels, attend school more regularly, feel
more cared for in the classroom, and are less
likely to be suspended when they have teachers
of color, and these teachers are appreciated by
all students.

Social and Emotional Learning. Creating
nurturing learning environments also requires
teachers to support the development and inte-
gration of SEL into academic learning. Teachers
must be able to teach and model critical social
skills such as cooperation and communica-
tion and emotional skills including empathy,
emotional recognition, and self-regulation.
Practicing empathy specifically helps teachers
view student behavior through the lens of child
development. This approach leads teachers to
identify problematic behavior as a symptom of
unmet needs or negative experiences that can be
addressed through targeted supports rather than
as a sign of willful defiance or disrespect.

Wellness. It is important to focus on teachers’
mental health and wellness as well. Higher levels
of teacher stress and burnout, coupled with the
inadequate skills to manage stress, are associated
with poorer student academic and behavioral
outcomes. Further, they contribute to teacher
attrition and shortages.

Helping educators learn stress management
and supporting their social and emotional
health is key to their effectiveness in the class-
room and translates into greater job satisfaction
and decreased burnout and turnover. One tool is
training in mindfulness, which develops a calm
attentiveness and awareness of experiences. In
a classroom environment where there are many
competing demands, the ability to recognize
what is happening in the moment and respond
skillfully is a critical skill and one that, with
practice, can decrease adult and student stress.
The physical and mental benefits of mindfulness
practice include reduced emotional distress;
improved emotional regulation; a greater sense
of social-emotional competence, efficacy, and
well-being; improved instruction; and better
emotional support for students.

Within a wide range,
the speed at which
skills are acquired does
not predict ultimate
proficiency.
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Fostering teachers’
self-efficacy—the
heliefs they hold about
their ability to succeed
with students—is key
to shaping the learning
environment.

Self-Efficacy. Fostering teachers’ self-effi-
cacy—the beliefs they hold about their ability
to succeed with students—is key to shaping
the learning environment and is molded both
by preservice preparation and ongoing profes-
sional development. It is associated with more
positive student-teacher relationships, as well
as increased student motivation and achieve-
ment. Teachers’ efficacy affects their level of
effort, enthusiasm, and commitment to the
profession. Teachers with preparation in child
psychology and learning theory, selection and
use of materials, and extensive clinical practice
involving classroom observations, opportunities
to practice, and constructive feedback on their
performance are much more likely to remain in
the classroom than beginning teachers without
this preparation. Once in the classroom, teach-
ers are more likely to feel a sense of efficacy
when they experience a sense of belonging, are
able to exercise leadership, and have a strong
professional learning community—all of which
in turn strengthens their knowledge and skills
for teaching.

Considerations for Policymakers

The ways in which states design accountabil-
ity and improvement systems, offer guidance,
and provide funding can guide schools and
educators as they seek to build positive climates.
State education agencies and boards can do
the following:

Support the development and use of valid
measures of school climate, social-emotional
supports, chronic absenteeism, and school
exclusions in school reporting and account-
ability systems so that schools focus their atten-
tion on them and the data are regularly available
to guide continuous improvement. For example,
Maryland is using school climate surveys of
students and educators as an accountability indi-
cator in all grades. Student and educator surveys
alike include items on relationships, safety,
engagement, and environment. These domains
include attention to cultural and linguistic
competence, relationships, school participa-
tion, emotional safety, physical safety, bullying,
substance abuse, instructional environment,
physical and mental health, and discipline. To
respond to the data provided by school climate
surveys and other indicators, the Maryland

Department of Education is developing and
implementing a multitiered system of support
that includes partnerships between schools and
community members to further sustain conflict
resolution programs, reduce and eliminate
disproportionality in discipline, provide a Youth
Mental Health First Aid curriculum for staff,
and implement wraparound services.

Establish standards for social, emotional,
and cognitive learning that clarify the compe-
tencies students should be helped to develop
and supporting practices. At least 14 states have
articulated SEL competencies/standards for
grades preK-12 and state-specific guidance/tools
to support the implementation of SEL.*> States
have used these standards to inform teacher
practice, provide guidance to school and district
administrators on developing systems that fully
embed SEL, and empower parents and families
to support SEL at home.

Replace zero-tolerance school discipline
policies with policies focused on explicit
teaching of social-emotional strategies and
restorative discipline practices that support
young people in learning key skills and devel-
oping responsibility for themselves and their
community. Rhode Island, for example, has
effectively eliminated its zero tolerance policies
and has incorporated student suspension rates
as part of the school quality and student success
indicator in its ESSA plan. The state reports out
student suspensions annually for all student
subgroups at the state and school level in a state-
wide repository that allows users to compare
schools on multiple measures, including the
types of infractions that resulted in suspensions,
the type of disciplinary response, and rates of
suspensions by student race. The Rhode Island
Department of Education provides resources
to help schools reduce the need for disciplinary
actions, including suspension. It uses ESSA Title
IV, Part A funds for school-based mental health
services, mentoring and school counseling, posi-
tive behavioral interventions and supports, and
programs to reduce exclusionary discipline. The
department supports a community of practice
which hosts an open forum three times a year
for educators and mental health practitioners.

Invest in recruitment and retention strat-
egies that support a well-prepared and
diverse educator workforce. A strong, stable,
diverse, well-prepared teaching and leadership



workforce is perhaps the most important
ingredient. As teacher shortages have become
widespread, many states have learned that hiring
individuals without preparation for teaching
undermines school climate and student support,
as they often struggle in the classroom; lack
strategies to create safe, productive classrooms;
and leave at high rates, creating significant
churn that further undermines a positive school
climate and student achievement.® States that
are addressing shortages by building a stronger
profession are adopting forgivable loans and
service scholarships that support strong prepa-
ration, high-retention pathways such as teacher
residencies, high-quality mentoring, and colle-
gial environments for practice.

Support institutions of higher education
in designing high-quality, research-based
preservice preparation for teachers and
administrators. Supervised clinical experiences
in schools should model how to create—and
for administrators, design and foster—a posi-
tive, developmentally supportive climate for all
students. These prep programs should provide a
strong foundation in all the elements highlight-
ed in the preceding section. The EdPrepLab, a
network of preparation programs that offer these
kinds of learning opportunities for teachers and
leaders, documents strong preparation practices
and shares them with the field. It also works
with state policymakers, including state board
members, to develop policies that can leverage
and support such opportunities.®

Incorporate educator competencies for
supporting social, emotional, and cognitive
development into licensing and accreditation
requirements for teachers, administrators,
and counseling staff and provide funding to
support these reforms. For example, California
has increased a focus on all of these competen-
cies in its revised teacher and administrator
performance expectations, which guide licens-
ing and program accreditation. Educators are
expected to “apply knowledge of students,
including their prior experiences, interests,
and social-emotional learning needs”s as they
develop psychologically safe classrooms and
schools and use restorative practices. A survey
of California administrators found that recently
trained principals felt significantly better
prepared to support social-emotional learn-
ing, to create a positive climate, and to meet the
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needs of diverse learners than principals who
entered the profession before these reforms.”

Make in-service professional development
widely available. These opportunities should
help educators continually build on and refine
student-centered practices; learn to use data
about school climate and a wide range of student
outcomes; problem solve around the needs of
individual children; and engage with teams and
professional learning communities on schoolwide
initiatives. In addition, states and districts can
provide mentoring and other programs that can
improve efficacy and reduce stress, mindfulness
and stress management training, social-emotional
learning programs that benefit both adults and
children, and supportive administration.

As the emerging science of learning and
development reveals, a whole-child approach to
education—which begins with a positive school
climate that affirms and supports all students—is
fundamental to supporting academic achieve-
ment as well as healthy development. The chal-
lenge is to take this understanding into educa-
tion practice and policy to ensure that every
young person receives the benefits of a safe,
supportive learning environment. H
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