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It’s hardly a secret: A positive school climate fosters higher 
student achievement. Research suggests students who 
feel they are part of a safe, caring, and connected learning 
environment are more engaged in their studies and more 
likely to succeed, both socially and academically. A growing 
number of K12 school leaders are prioritizing improving the 
culture and climate of their schools—and you should too.

The role of school climate has taken on added significance 
since the passage of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), 
as school leaders search for effective ways to expand the 
lens of school performance beyond the narrow litmus of 
standardized tests.

This special report explains the importance of school climate 
in today’s environment and how to measure it. We’ll reveal 
the five key areas that school leaders should be assessing—
including the kinds of questions to ask. 

How to create a  
positive school climate 

Ready to get started? Let’s go.

“Measuring 
your school 
climate is a way 
to understand 
your current 
realities so 
you know 
what elements 
to change in 
order to move 
forward.” 
PETER DeWITT  
Former teacher,  
principal,  co-author of  
School Climate Change
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THE CASE FOR CLIMATE
We begin where any good education leader 
should—with the latest research.

A meta-study published in the November 2016 
edition of the Review of Educational Research, 
a peer-reviewed journal from the American 
Educational Research Association, asserts that 
positive school climates do indeed contribute 
to academic success. Equally important, they 
can help close achievement gaps among  
low-income students.

The authors analyzed more than 15 years of 
research on schools worldwide and concluded 
that school climate has a significant impact on 
academics. Of the 78 studies they examined, 
84% found that positive school climates led to 
higher achievement.

“Our analysis … shows that schools do matter 
and can do much to improve academic 
outcomes,” says study co-author Ron Avi Astor, 
a professor of social work and education at 
the University of Southern California, in a press 
release about the study. “Our findings suggest 
that by promoting a positive climate, schools 
can allow greater equality in educational 
opportunities, decrease socio-economic 
inequalities, and enable more social mobility.”

The meta-study confirms what many K12 
leaders already know: A safe and supportive 
learning environment is a critical factor in a 
school’s success. This is why ESSA, the nation’s 
new education law, moves to expand the 
lens through which success is measured to 
include school climate in addition to traditional 
measures, such as test scores and graduation 
rates. And it’s a big reason why school climate 
is such a hot topic this year.

www.K12insight.com       @K12insight

Of the 78 studies 
examined by 
researchers,  
84% found that 
positive  
school  
climates  
led to higher 
achievement. 
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5 KEY AREAS TO ASSESS
Broadly speaking, positive school climates are 
marked by a supportive, caring approach from 
teachers; a sense of safety from violence and 
bullying; student connectedness in school; and 
strong parental involvement, Astor and his 
colleagues say.

Other leaders in the field agree. Dr. Stephan 
Knobloch, former director of research for the 
Loudoun County Public Schools in Virginia, 
says it’s important to consider the opinions of 
students, teachers and parents in five core areas. 

1   ACADEMIC SUPPORT

What kind of academic supports are you 
providing for students that will help them 
succeed?

“Expectations are a key factor,” 
says Knobloch. “Are there 
rigorous, high learning standards 
across all subject areas—not just reading, 
writing, and math, but also science, social 
studies, and foreign languages? Are there 
expectations that all students can perform at 
a very high level? Does everybody understand 
what these are? Is the work given by teachers 
reflective of those high standards?”

 

You’ll also want to measure how well teachers 
give feedback that is both timely and helpful, 
enabling students to take their work to the next 
level. “Teachers should not just be teaching 
to the standard, but making connections 
for students throughout the curriculum, 
so students see the value of what they are 
learning,” Knobloch says.

Take a close look at what’s being taught in your 
classrooms, says Peter DeWitt, best-selling 
author, former teacher and principal. “Is it an 
inclusive curriculum? Is it really addressing the 
needs of all of your students—or only a chosen 
few? Are you including minoritized populations, 
or do all of the books that you’re reading focus 
on white kids?”

These critical questions should be embedded 
in every phase of the academic experience, 
from instruction to assessment.

2   STUDENT SUPPORT

What kind of supports are in 
place outside of the classroom 
for students? For instance, can 
students easily get academic 
assistance if they have problems 
or questions? Help doesn’t have to come  
from a classroom teacher, Knobloch says;  
it might be provided by another adult  
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with expertise in that area, such as an 
instructional aide, reading specialist, or math 
coach. Same goes for non-academic support 
from guidance counselors, psychologists,  
and/or social workers. 

A FEW QUESTIONS TO ASK: 

Do all students feel as if they belong in the 
school? Is everyone treated fairly, no matter 
their circumstances or who they are? Do 
students feel as if they have a voice in the 
school? “When you’re walking down the 
hallway,” asks DeWitt, “what is it you’re seeing?”

Are there a variety of activities for students, 
opportunities for them to make connections 
with the school through sports or clubs—as 
well as a variety of courses to engage their 
interests? Are courses differentiated based  
on the needs of students?

Finally, is there a connection between what 
students see in their future and the planning 
for that? College and career readiness 
planning “traditionally has fallen to guidance 
counselors, but more and more it’s becoming 
the responsibility of all adults,” Knobloch says, 
“so kids see a path for themselves as they go 
through school, and they don’t get to their 
junior or senior year and say, now what?”

3   SCHOOL LEADERSHIP

School leaders play a critical role 
in fostering a positive climate. 
They must be perceived as  
having the best interests of 
students at heart, and that has to 
be manifested in their words and the decisions 
they ultimately make.

“Are the decisions being made for the kids, and 
not for the adults?” Knobloch asks.

At its core, this requires an across-the-board 
understanding of the vision and goals of the 
school or district. When you talk to teachers 
and parents and others across the school 
system, is there clear communication and 
singleness of purpose? Or is there confusion 
and misunderstanding?

If there are concerns about programs or 
decisions, are those concerns being fairly and 
adequately addressed? Is there a sense that 
the school or district is responsive to these 
issues? This is necessary on the academic side 
of the house and in other areas, such as social 
and emotional learning, and college and career 
preparedness, and school safety.

“When you’re walking down the 
hallway, what is it you’re seeing?” 
— PETER DeWITT, author, former teacher and principal
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4   FAMILY INVOLVEMENT

What kinds of opportunities 
does your school provide for 
parents or other family members 
to connect and engage? Are 
there opportunities for parents 
to attend events that are meaningful to them—
and are parents welcomed to those events? 
Are they able to freely participate?

Convenience and accessibility are huge factors.

Are parent-teacher conferences held during 
the day, in the evening, or both? Is there an 
option for parents to come in on the weekend 
instead? Do you provide translation services 
for parents who aren’t English speakers, so they 
understand what is needed to support their 
child’s success?

Do families have an opportunity to provide 
information about their child, and is this 
information incorporated into instruction? 
Does your school or district make a concerted 
effort to understand the individual needs of 
each child, their goals, or interests, as perceived 
by their parents?

Family involvement “isn’t just volunteering 
in the classroom,” Knobloch points out. “It’s 
about paying attention to what parents have 

to say about their child and incorporating that 
into the classroom and student services.”

5   SAFETY AND BEHAVIOR

When K12 school leaders 
evaluate safety and behavior, 
they often focus on the 
outputs, such as the number of 
disciplinary actions, the extent 
of drug use, and so on. But that that kind of 
approach doesn’t provide the full picture. “You 
need to focus on the inputs,” says Knobloch.

In other words, how aware are students and 
staff of what is required to have a safe learning 
environment? Do they know and understand 
security protocols and procedures? Do they 
see their school as a safe place? What about 
disciplinary actions? Are they perceived as 
fair or biased? Do staff treat each other with 
respect?  

Student codes of conduct and school board 
policies are central to this evaluation, DeWitt 
says, noting: “These are your bible. When you 
get pushback on discipline, you can refer to 
these. They have to be very specific in saying 
that students are safeguarded regardless 
of race, gender, sexual orientation, or other 
differences.”
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K12 leaders often view safety as a physical 
issue. But students must feel safe emotionally 
and academically, Knobloch says. “Can I be a 
bright person without being ridiculed? Can I 
be someone who has special needs and not be 
ridiculed? That’s what school climate is—and 
that’s fostered by the adults in the building 
making sure that every person in that school 
environment is a ‘valued person.’”

MAKING CLIMATE MATTER
Measuring school climate is a multidimensional 
process. To be successful, K12 leaders must 
take several factors into consideration. What’s 
more, it’s vital to ensure that all voices are 
heard—including staff, students, and parents.

“Make sure that you listen to all three 
constituencies,” Knobloch says. “You can’t 
just look at what the staff believes because 
research shows they have a heightened 
sense of favorable ratings about the work 
environment they create,” he says. “When 
looking at their reflection, most people think 
they look good.”

When designing school climate surveys, make 
sure the language is jargon-free and easy to 
understand. “Students, parents, and staff all 
understand each question the same way,” says 
Knobloch. “Frame each question. Make sure 
it answers one simple statement, rather than 

a statement that is convoluted or contains 
multiple areas.”

Finally, make sure you balance outputs with 
inputs. “Look at what affects outputs, like 
graduation rates or AP scores. Once a student 
has graduated or taken that AP test, it’s too 
late. So, take that energy and put it into the 
front of the process, rather than on the 
backend where you report it.”

Want to create a  
positive climate in your 
school or district?
K12 Insight has conducted thousands  
of surveys for hundreds of school 
systems nationwide to help school 
district leaders turn information into 
action.

          Visit www.K12insight.com 
          or give us a call at  
          703-542-9600.  

“You can’t just look at what the staff believes ... research  
will show they have a heightened sense of favorable  
ratings about the work environment they create.”

  

— DR. STEPHAN KNOBLOCH, former director of research, Loudoun County Public Schools
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JOIN THE MORE THAN  30,000 SCHOOL LEADERS  

WHO TRUST K12 INSIGHT TO HELP THEM BUILD STRONGER 

RELATIONSHIPS WITH PARENTS, TEACHERS, STUDENTS AND STAFF.
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