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Abstract The construct of school climate has received attention as a way to enhance student
achievement and reduce problem behaviors. The purpose of this article is to evaluate the
existing literature on school climate and to bring to light the strengths, weakness, and gaps in
the ways researchers have approached the construct. The central information in this article is
organized into five sections. In the first, we describe the theoretical frameworks to support the
multidimensionality of school climate and how school climate impacts student outcomes. In
the second, we provide a breakdown of the four domains that make up school climate,
including academic, community, safety, and institutional environment. In the third, we exam-
ine research on the outcomes of school climate. In the fourth, we outline the measurement and
analytic methods of the construct of school climate. Finally, we summarize the strengths and
limitations of the current work on school climate and make suggestions for future research
directions.

Keywords School climate . School environment . Measurement . Behavioral development .

Socioemotional development . Academic performance

School climate has been recognized as an opportunity to enhance student achievement and
reduce problem behaviors and dropout rates. Climate shapes the quality of the interactions of
all students, teachers, parents, and school personnel, and reflects the norms, values, and goals
that represent the broader educational and social missions of the school (National School
Climate Council 2007). School climate represents virtually every aspect of the school expe-
rience, including the quality of teaching and learning, school community relationships, school
organization, and the institutional and structural features of the school environment. Thus,
school is more than an academic learning context; it is also a place where children learn how to
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form positive social relationships, gain independence, and develop emotionally, behaviorally,
and cognitively (Cohen et al. 2009a; Wilson 2004). The value and insight that the study of
school climate can bring to the education system is clear (Thapa et al. 2013). However, to
better understand the processes through which school climate promotes positive student
development, a systematic review of how researchers are defining, measuring, and studying
the construct is needed.

This article aims to evaluate the existing literature on school climate, highlighting the
strengths, weakness, and gaps in previous approaches to the research. Our goal is not to review
these articles in detail, but rather to suggest how insights gained from them can contribute to
our understanding of what school climate is and how it can be further advanced through
research. The article is organized into five sections. In the first, we describe the theoretical
frameworks that have been used to justify the selection of school climate indicators and the
processes through which school climate impacts student outcomes. In the second, we provide a
breakdown of the four domains that make up school climate. In the third, we examine research
on the outcomes of school climate. In the fourth, we outline the measurement and analytic
methods of the construct of school climate. Finally, we summarize and highlight the strengths
and limitations of the current work on school climate and make suggestions for future research
directions.

Defining School Climate

The importance of school climate was first recognized over 100 years ago when Arthur Perry,
a New York City school principal, published Management of a City School (1908). In his
book, Perry acknowledged the need to provide students with a quality learning environment
and encouraged fellow administrators to make it the Bduty of the school to provide something
more than mere ‘housing’^ (Perry 1908, p. 303). Yet school climate did not enter the realm of
empirical research until the early 1960s when Halpin and Croft (1963) developed the
Organizational Climate Descriptive Questionnaire and began systematically studying the
effects of school organizational climate on student learning and development. Over the last
several decades, researchers and educators have come to realize that the initial conceptualiza-
tion of school climate was overly simplistic, and now recognize it as a multidimensional
construct.

To this day, there is a lack of consensus on the actual definition and parameters within
which to measure school climate, resulting in the term school climate, often being used to
encompass many different aspects of the school environment (Cohen et al. 2009b; Johnson and
Stevens 2006; Zullig et al. 2010; Thapa et al. 2013). As there is no universal definition of
school climate, researchers practice a great deal of discretion in how they characterize and
describe school climate. Some choose to adopt a more concrete and fitted definition, while
others choose a more abstract and theoretical one. For example, many researchers concep-
tualize school climate as the shared beliefs, values, and attitudes that shape interactions
between students and adults and set the parameters of acceptable behavior and norms for
the school (Brookover et al. 1978; Emmons et al. 1996; Esposito 1999; Kuperminc et al.
1997). Freiberg and Stein (1999) used a more abstract definition when they defined
school climate as Bthe heart and soul of the school. It is about that essence of a school
that leads a child, a teacher, and an administrator to love the school and to look forward to
being there each school day^ (Freiberg and Stein 1999, p.11). However broad or narrow
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the definition, the parameters of school climate must be solidified to better understand the
effectiveness of school climate features on student development.

The multidimensionality of school climate is represented in the research literature, which
defines school climate in four ways: academic, community, safety, and institutional environ-
ment (see Fig. 1). These four broad categorizations provide one of the most comprehensive
conceptualizations of the quality of the school climate. Academic climate focuses on the
overall quality of the academic atmosphere, including curricula, instruction, teacher training,
and professional development. Community stresses the quality of interpersonal relationships
within the school. Safety represents the degree of physical and emotional security provided by
the school, as well as the presence of effective, consistent, and fair disciplinary practices.
Finally, institutional environment reflects the organizational or structural features of the school
environment. Collectively, these four dimensions encompass just about every feature of the
school environment that impacts student cognitive, behavioral, and psychological
development.

School climate is malleable and can serve as a target for intervention. A crucial goal
for effective school reform is to identify features of the school environment that can be
altered to improve student outcomes. Currently, many school reform initiatives explicitly
or implicitly focus on improving academic and social climate as a prelude to enhancing
student academic and psychological wellbeing (Borman et al. 2003; Durlak et al. 2011).
For example, the Comer School Development Program, which improves the social climate
of the school by building more cooperative relationships among teachers, parents, and
administrators, exemplifies this approach. The program has resulted in more positive
student perceptions of the academic climate and shown gains in math and reading scores
(Cook et al. 2000).

Characterizing school climate as multidimensional and malleable improves our understand-
ing of the complexity of student experiences in school, and informs the design of targeted and
nuanced interventions. More precise interventions can pinpoint features of climate that have
the most robust connection to student outcomes, establish how altering features of the climate
may enhance others, and identify for which subgroups of students interventions are most
effective. In order to achieve this, we need a better understanding of the theoretical justification
for the selection of specific school climate indicators and their impact on student outcomes.

Theoretical Framework for Studying School Climate and Its Relation
to Student Outcomes

In this section, we include six theories and discuss theoretical support for the inclusion of
multiple domains and dimensions of school climate. We conclude by summarizing the
similarities and differences between these theories, particularly focusing on the dimensions
of school climate and the student outcomes most relevant to each, as well as the developmental
period during which they have the most prominence.

Bio-Ecological Theory

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) bio-ecological framework posits that human development takes place
progressively through more complex reciprocal interactions between an active, bio-
psychological human organism and the persons in its immediate environment. Proximal
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Fig. 1 The conceptualization and categorization of school climate
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processes are the interactions between the individual and the many bio-ecological systems in which
they are rooted (Bronfenbrenner 1979). One of the defining characteristics of school climate
research is the way individual behaviors are shaped by the school environment, and the very
foundation of bio-ecological theory is the multidimensional nature of the environmental contexts in
which each child is embedded (Koth et al. 2008; Kuperminc et al. 1997;Wang 2009). Shifting from
the distal layers of the school context to the more proximal processes, bio-ecological theory asserts
that everything from the conditions and structure of the outside building, to the disciplinary and
curriculum practices of the school, to the interpersonal relationships between students and teachers
will influence student development (Way et al. 2007). For these reasons, bio-ecological theory is
one of the theoretical pillars of school climate research. Its emphasis on multicontextualism,
proximal processes, and growth over time aligns with the notion that multiple domains and features
of the school environment can interact to impact student development across different age periods.

Risk and Resilience Perspective

The risk and resilience model focuses on delineating protective factors in a child’s environment
that foster adaptive adjustment and minimize negative outcomes in the presence of risk (Rutter
2006; Zimmerman and Arunkumar 1994). School is one of the most salient developmental
contexts to consider risk and protective factors (Chang and Le 2010; Hawkins and Catalano
1990; Juvonen et al. 2006). Risk refers to any influence that increases a child’s probability of a
negative outcome, such as growing up in poverty or experiencing discrimination. Resilience
can be thought of as the accumulation of developmental assets (e.g., positive relationships with
teachers, academically challenging instruction) upon which children can draw to buffer the
negative effects of adversity in their lives (Brooks 2006; Fraser et al. 1999). Given the way that
risk and protective factors interact and operate within various ecological settings, positive
student development varies according to the unique combination of a student’s personal
attributes and their school environment (Bowen et al. 2008; Hopson and Lee 2011). Similar
to bio-ecological theory, the risk and resilience model is non-specific to any particular
dimension of school climate or developmental period.

Attachment Theory

Attachment theory constitutes the psychological connectedness one person has to another,
specifically between infant and mother (Ainsworth 1989; Bowlby 1969). When provided with
consistent emotional support and a safe environment, children are able to become more self-
reliant and feel more comfortable taking risks and exploring the world (Pianta and Hamre
2009). While the first 18 months of life are often the major focus of attachment theory
(Ainsworth 1989), attachment bonds are present in relationships across the lifespan (Hughes
and Akin-Little 2007). However, given attachment theory’s emphasis on early patterns of
attachment predicting later development, the theory may have greater relevance during the
early years of schooling. One of the first opportunities to form attachments outside the family
unit is during the transition to school, when children can bond with peers and teachers (Birch
and Ladd 1997; Hamre and Pianta 2001). Early relationships with peers and teachers pave the
way for later academic and behavioral performance. Because attachment theory focuses on the
importance of building strong social bonds, it is most applicable to the community domain of
school climate, emphasizing how the quality and frequency of relationships within the school
influence child development.
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Social Control Theory

According to social control theorists, delinquency results from weakened social and cultural
constraints. Individuals are prevented from engaging in delinquent acts by four social bonds:
attachment, commitment, involvement, and belief (Agnew 1993; Hirschi 1969). Attachment
refers to the respect and connection an individual has toward significant people in his or her
life. Those with high attachment are less likely to engage in delinquent behavior to avoid
disappointing those they care about. Commitment refers to an individual’s current or future
investment in expected activities. Individuals who have an investment in these expected
activities face a significant emotional loss if they engage in delinquent activities.
Involvement refers to the amount of time spent doing various activities which means less time
available for delinquent acts. Finally, belief refers to how committed an individual is to the
moral value system of their society. Those who believe in the rules of their society will be less
likely to break them (Agnew 1993; Hirschi 1969; Stewart 2003). As applied to school climate
research, social control theory emphasizes the importance of quality academic climates to
inspire greater commitment and involvement in educational activities. It also focuses on the
quality of the safety and community domains to strengthen students’ attachment to the school
and belief in the school’s moral code. Thus, a strong bond with the school community
encourages conformity to conventional norms and decreases the likelihood of deviant
behavior.

Social Cognitive Theory

Social cognitive theory illuminates the generative process of meaning and behavior in relation
to person and environment (Bandura 1986). Social cognitive theory defines motivation as a
goal-directed behavior that is dependent upon context and plays an essential role in behavior
(Bandura 1997; Pintrich and Schunk 2002). Specifically, environmental factors influence how
people think of themselves and their environments and, in this case, how students view
themselves as active learners within the classroom. For this theoretical orientation, school
climate impacts student development through the quality of interactions in the academic,
community, and safety domains, by instilling high academic expectations, facilitating support-
ive teacher-student relationships, and maintaining an environment where students feel emo-
tionally safe and secure in taking academic risks. Social cognitive theory is also frequently
applied to school climate research when examining the achievement goal structure (Meece
et al. 2006; Urdan and Schoenfelder 2006). Goal structure is a prime example of how schools
can model and instill motivational beliefs in their students, thereby influencing their academic
achievement.

Stage-Environment Fit Theory

Stage-environment fit theory suggests that human behavior, emotions, and cognitions are
affected by characteristics of individuals and their environments (Eccles and Midgley 1989;
Eccles et al. 1996). The fit between students’ psychological needs and their school environ-
ment influences their motivation for academic success (Eccles et al. 1993; Roeser and Eccles
1996). Stage-environment fit theory, as a guiding framework for school climate research, is
applicable to any feature of the school climate and is most relevant during major school
transitions. The transition from elementary school to middle school, for example, is one that
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students often struggle with. Research suggests that middle school environments are not
congruent with adolescents’ increased needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness
(Chung et al. 1998; Eccles et al. 1996; Loukas and Murphy 2007; Osterman 2000). This
may contribute to a decline in positive achievement behaviors and motivation. Stage-
environment fit theory, therefore, provides a theoretical foundation of how school climate,
particularly during school transitions, may or may not support the psychological needs of
adolescents, thereby influencing a variety of student outcomes.

Summary

While all six developmental theories stress the importance of developing strong social
bonds between teachers and students, they each offer a unique perspective on which
features of school climate, and which developmental periods, are most crucial for
intervention. Attachment theory, for example, focuses specifically on interpersonal rela-
tionship quality as the main determinant of student development and is most relevant
during the early years of schooling when nascent relationship patterns are forming. Social
control and social cognitive theories emphasize relationship quality as well, but also
include safety and academic indicators as important features of school climate. Social
control and social cognitive theories are also more pertinent in adolescence than in early
childhood. Delinquent behaviors and metacognitive strategies, outcomes of importance
for both of these frameworks, not only tend to increase in adolescence but also become
more susceptible to peer influences as children age. Bio-ecological, risk and resilience,
and stage-environment fit theories are broader, which allow researchers to factor in
multiple dimensions of school climate as important predictors of student outcomes.
These frameworks are also not specific to any particular developmental period, with the
exception of stage-environment fit, which is often used to explain difficulties that arise
when students transition from elementary school to the more rigid structures of secondary
schools. Selection of a theory to justify the focus of the school climate research, therefore,
depends upon the particular research questions of interest, the environmental contexts
assessed, the outcomes of interest, and the sample under consideration.

Domains and Dimensions of School Climate

Building upon the six theoretical frameworks, this review focuses primarily on literature
related to the four domains and 13 dimensions of school climate: (a) academic (i.e., teaching
and learning, leadership, professional development); (b) community (i.e., quality of relation-
ships, connectedness, respect for diversity, partnerships); (c) safety (i.e., social and emotional
safety, physical safety, discipline and order); and (d) institutional environment (i.e., environ-
mental adequacy, structural organization, availability of resources). After extensively
reviewing the literature, the domains, dimensions, and indicators of school climate were first
identified through discussion and consensus among the research team. Initially, 50 of the most
recent and highly cited school climate articles were selected to serve as guidelines for
classification. Three coders read these articles and created a comprehensive list of indicators
pertaining to school climate. The three coders achieved high inter-rater reliability in coding
(i.e., k>0.90). The original coders then categorized indicators into different dimensions and
domains; disagreement over the categorization of certain indicators was resolved by either
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discussion or, if no consensus could be reached, indicators were discarded. The remaining
indicators were categorized by two new coders. If these raters agreed, no further revision was
necessary. If they disagreed, the process was repeated until all indicators were consistently
coded as reflecting the four domains and 13 dimensions.

Experts were brought in to ensure the domains and dimensions corresponded to the current
construct of school climate. Scholars familiar with school climate reviewed the dimensions and
domains on their clarity and construct validity, and identified any important underrepresented
or absent areas (McKenzie et al. 1999). We then conducted a comprehensive search for
empirical, theoretical, and review papers using several databases, including ERIC,
PsycINFO, Academic Search Premier, PsycARTICLES, PsycBOOKS, and Google Scholar.
This search was conducted for (a) school climate in general, (b) each of the four domains of
school climate listed above, and (c) other related fields of school climate. To verify inclusion of
all relevant literature, a follow-up search was run to locate studies published by leading
scholars in the field of school climate. Articles that were both qualitative and quantitative in
nature and utilized descriptive, correlational, and experimental research methods were includ-
ed. We finalized a list of approximately 327 references relevant for this review. Of these
references, approximately 91 % are empirical studies and 9 % are conceptual or theoretical
review papers.

Multidimensionality of School Climate

In the following section, we present the four domains of school climate reflected in the 327
reviewed literature sources, namely, academic, community, safety, and institutional environ-
ment. We then describe how the four domains are defined, vary, and overlap.

Academic Climate

The academic domain of school climate, referring to the ways in which learning and teaching
are promoted in the school, is perhaps one of the most prominent and significant domains of
school climate (Thapa et al. 2013). Academic climate is usually defined using three dimen-
sions: leadership, teaching and learning, and professional development.

Leadership refers to the role that principals and other administrators play in shaping and
executing the school’s vision through communication and guidance (Leithwood and Riehl
2003). Effective leaders articulate the school’s vision to students and staff, inspire
everyone to strive toward common goals, show respect for all members of their staff,
and express concern about individual feelings and needs. They also make every effort to
strengthen the school morale and encourage collaboration and participation from school
staff (Grayson and Alvarez 2008; Leithwood and Jantzi 1999; Leithwood and Riehl
2003). The best school leaders also find ways to facilitate open lines of communication
between teachers, administrators, and students (Kelley et al. 2005; Waters et al. 2004).
Teaching and learning embodies one of the most salient facets of school climate research.
The various methods and instructional practices that teachers employ in their classrooms
can strongly impact students’ learning experiences (Stefanou et al. 2004). These methods
and practices are typically organized as supportive instruction, curriculum, teacher
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expectations, and student evaluation. Instructional practices that promote student academ-
ic motivation are challenging, hands-on activities that have meaningful real-world appli-
cations (Marks 2000; Newmann and Wehlage 1993). Furthermore, effective instructional
practices should be modified and tailored to the unique needs and skill sets of individual
students and also be aligned with curriculum goals and state standards. The learning
process is also influenced by teacher beliefs, expectations, and goal structure (Deemer
2004). Teachers demonstrate their expectations through the academic challenges they
present, their endorsement of high academic rigor and performance, and their emphasis
on student improvement and progress (Hoy et al. 2006; Roeser et al. 1996). The type of
evaluation and feedback provided to students also matters. Using formative assessments,
teachers are able to provide constructive feedback to students and can use the opportunity
to improve their instructional strategies (Boston 2002).
Professional development refers to the opportunities and programs provided to teachers
and staff to cultivate and improve their teaching strategies and curriculum design. High-
quality professional development is characterized by several key features. First, the goals
of professional development programs should be aligned with the goals of the school as
well as state and district standards, so that instructional and evaluative expectations are
clear. Second, professional development should focus on core content and model teaching
strategies to improve delivery of instructional practices. Lastly, professional development
allows for collaboration among teachers, as well as continuous feedback through forma-
tive teacher evaluation (Archibald et al. 2011).

Community

Community refers to the quality of interactions between and among members of the school
(Battistich et al. 1995; Gottfredson 2001; Gottfredson and Gottfredson 2002; Solomon et al.
2000; Way and Robinson 2003). The community domain of school climate is defined as
having four dimensions: quality of interpersonal relationships, connectedness, respect for
diversity, and community partnerships.

Quality of interpersonal relationships refers to the consistency, frequency, and nature of
the relationships that take place within the school: student-teacher relationships, relation-
ships among students, and relationships among staff members (Barth 2006; Crosnoe et al.
2003; Hopson and Lee 2011). Positive interpersonal relationships are characterized by
mutual feelings of support, trust, respect, and caring (Birch and Ladd 1997; Pianta 1999;
Wang et al. 2012). Relations among teachers and administrators are important as well. The
extent to which teachers and staff effectively communicate, collaborate, and support each
other is important for establishing positive interactions and interpersonal relationships.
Connectedness is the psychological state of attachment that students experience when
they feel a sense of acceptance, inclusion, and belonging in school. School connectedness
takes many forms, such as students’ collective views of school attachment and bonding,
which reflect the school’s ability to cultivate a sense of identification and affiliation
among its students and teachers (Brookmeyer et al. 2006; Freeman et al. 2009;
MacNeil et al. 2009; Wilson 2004). Connected students consider themselves to be integral
members of the school community (McNeely et al. 2002; Osterman 2000; Whitlock
2006).
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Respect for diversity refers to the presence of cultural awareness, appreciation, and respect
for all (Chang and Le 2010; Esposito 1999; Juvonen et al. 2006). A school that
exemplifies respect for diversity holds all members, regardless of ethnicity, gender, sexual
orientation, or religious affiliation, to the same standards and principles (Mattison and
Aber 2007). Additionally, teachers who cultivate culturally sensitive classrooms are those
who encourage student interests and autonomy, provide students opportunities for deci-
sion-making, and show appreciation for student opinions (Weinstein et al. 2003).
Community partnership refers to the role that parents and other community members play
in the school setting. A strong community partnership is usually characterized by parental
involvement in school, communicating with teachers and other personnel, and attending
events like parent-teacher conferences or school performances (Hill and Taylor 2004). A
strong school-community partnership is inviting to parents and community members and
promotes the development of mentoring programs, business partnerships, and safety
patrols that can have a positive effect on student achievement and behavior (Epstein
et al. 1997; Sheldon and Epstein 2002a, b, 2005).

Safety

School safety refers to the physical and emotional security provided by a school and formed by
its members, along with the degree of order and discipline present (Devine and Cohen 2007;
Morrison et al. 1994; Wilson 2004). The safety domain of school climate is most commonly
defined in three dimensions: physical safety, emotional safety, and order and discipline.

The physical safety of a school refers to the degree to which violence, aggression, and
victimization are present and what measures are taken to ensure the safety of its members
(Booren et al. 2011; Gottfredson et al. 2005; Osher et al. 2010). Strategies to eliminate
physical violence (e.g., fighting, theft, assault) include implementation of positive behav-
ioral supports and active classroom management techniques, use of security guards, and
effective disciplinary practices (Frey et al. 2009; Mehta et al. 2013a; Osher et al. 2010).
Emotional safety is described as the presence of caring and supportive staff, availability of
counseling services for students struggling with depression or other mood disorders, and
an absence of verbal bullying or harassment (Kuperminc et al. 1997, 2001; Swearer et al.
2010). Members of an emotionally safe environment are able to interact and communicate
efficiently with a wide range of people. They can express their feelings and share their
opinions without fear of antagonization. In addition, school-based mental health services
cultivate a school climate characterized by greater psychological health by reducing a
range of behavioral and emotional problems throughout the student population (Bruns
et al. 2004; Rones and Hoagwood 2000).
Order and discipline refers to the degree to which students subscribe to school rules, the
consistency and fairness of discipline practices, and the manner in which acts of incivility
or disorder are handled. Gottfredson and colleagues (2005) characterized disorderly
schools as having a high incidence of delinquent acts committed by students against their
peers and teachers. The degree to which students believe in school rules and whether they
feel these rules are implemented fairly and consistently indicate the degree of order and
discipline present (Rutter et al. 1997; Sugai et al. 1998; Stewart 2003; Way 2011; Welsh
2000). Active classroom management also uses proactive and systematic means to deal
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with student behaviors, rather than using punitive measures such as suspension and
expulsion (Fenning and Rose 2007; Skiba et al. 2002).

Institutional Environment

The tangible, sensory quality of an environment plays a great part in shaping the experiences
people have in that environment. The institutional environment component of school climate
refers to the adequacy of the school setting, the maintenance and infrastructure of the building,
and the accessibility and allocation of educational resources.

Environmental adequacy indicates the physical characteristics of the facility, such as
temperature, lighting, sound, and maintenance. An optimal learning environment requires
appropriate heating and air conditioning, ample forms of lighting, necessary acoustical
control, and upkeep of maintenance (Buckley et al. 2004; Freiberg 1998; Uline and
Tschannen-Moran 2008). The quality of physical features affects teaching effectiveness
and instructional practices (Dawson and Parker 1998), which in turn affect student
achievement.
Structural organization refers to the skeletal or architectural framework of the institution
in which people carry out their work (Leithwood and Riehl 2003). Characteristics of the
structural organization that have been linked to perceptions of school climate include
school size (Bowen et al. 2000; Leithwood and Jantzi 2009), class size (Finn et al. 1999),
the presence of ability tracking (Lee and Smith 1997; Mulkey et al. 2005; Oakes 2008),
school start and end times (Baker et al. 2001; Eccles and Roeser 2011), and student
mobility (Griffith 2000).
Availability of resources indicates the accessibility teachers and students have to the
technology, tools, and resources that augment instruction (Oakes and Saunders 2002).
Although the core of instruction comes from the interaction between teachers and
students, that interaction is frequently facilitated by the equipment, materials, and supplies
of teaching (Johnson 1990). Resource inadequacy is often a reflection of impoverished
communities that are less likely to have materials than more affluent schools. Resource
sharing and allocation are also important. When schools restructure classrooms and
programs to increase availability and access to resources, students experience more
positive academic outcomes, especially among high poverty schools where materials
may be limited (Miles and Darling-Hammond 1998).

Summary

School climate is a complex and multifaceted construct that has been measured and studied
extensively as a catalyst for school improvement. The conceptualization of school climate as a
multidimensional construct has several strengths and limitations. First, scholars agree that
school climate is multidimensional, but there is little clarity or agreement regarding the number
of domains that characterize climate and the boundaries that separate these domains. Current
definitions of school climate incorporate a wide range of constructs that shape student learning
and behavior. This inclusiveness comes at a price. Many of these constructs overlap or are
duplicated across studies. For example, some studies examine the contributions of school
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belongingness and school climate separately, viewing them as distinctly divergent constructs
of the school environment, while other researchers incorporate belongingness into climate.
This overlap adds confusion to literature attempting to summarize the robustness of school
climate as a predictor of student functioning. In addition, various dimensions or indicators of
school climate are marked by duplication of concepts and lack of differentiation in definitions.
For example, discipline and order are often labeled as part of the academic domain or as part of
the safety domain, but no distinction is made between discipline and order aimed merely at
facilitating classroom management and student learning, and discipline and order aimed at
promoting physical and emotional safety at large. Finally, many conceptualizations of school
climate research include only one or two of the four domains. While it is understandable that
such a broad construct would have multiple operational definitions, perhaps the most discon-
certing problem is the lack of theoretical or empirical justification for the inclusion or
exclusion of selected dimensions.

School Climate and Student Outcomes

Children’s experiences within the school environment have long been considered crucial to
their academic and psychosocial development. The following sections will explore how each
dimension of school climate relates to three types of student outcomes: academic, behavioral,
and psychological. While the outcomes explored within each of these domains are not
intended to be all-inclusive, they represent important aspects of developmental functioning.

Academic Outcomes

Academic outcomes have long been examined as a consequence of variation in school climate.
The main academic outcome that will be discussed within this review is academic
achievement.

Academic Climate The quality of an academic environment as an important predictor of
student achievement has been extensively documented in samples of elementary, middle, and
high school students (Lee and Smith 1999; McEvoy and Welker 2000). Higher achieving
schools tend to emphasize the importance of commitment to high academic standards and are
characterized by effective leadership from teachers and principals that believe in their ability to
improve student outcomes. Illustrative of this are schools with greater academic pressure—
ones that maintain higher standards and encourage students to do their best—that have been
shown to experience greater growth in student math and science achievement (Hoy et al. 2006;
Ma and Wilkins 2002). Schools that maintain high academic standards and expectations are
also characterized by lower student disengagement (Pellerin 2005). Likewise, students in
elementary schools where teachers set high but attainable goals, believe in students’ abilities,
and are committed to students’ academic success, have higher standardized test scores
(Goddard et al. 2000). Teacher perceptions of efficacy and effective principal leadership have
also been consistently linked to standardized test scores, GPA, and grades for student popu-
lations spanning from kindergarten through twelfth grade (Lee and Shute 2010).

Studies also show that a school’s achievement goal structure may influence student
achievement directly and indirectly through student motivational beliefs. For example, student
perceptions of school mastery goal structure have been linked to greater academic achievement
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through positive academic self-concept (Roeser et al. 1996; Wang and Eccles 2013). In this
sense, a school’s ability to challenge students to measure their successes based on individual
improvement rather than performance standards will most likely produce students with greater
intrinsic interest in learning and greater academic achievement (Haynes et al. 1997).
Collectively, high academic rigor, organized classroom instruction, effective leadership, and
teachers who believe in themselves and promote mastery learning goals, produce an academic
climate conducive to learning and high student performance.

Community Schools characterized by high-quality interpersonal relationships, communica-
tion, cohesiveness, and belongingness between students and teachers are better able to support
student psychological needs and promote optimal development in academic domains.
Unsurprisingly, secondary schools with higher quality community climate (assessed as
collective focus on goals, communication, cohesiveness, morale, adaptation to stress, and
effective problem-solving) have higher percentages of academically successful students com-
pared to schools with lower quality community climate (Macneil et al. 2009). Positive teacher-
student relationships are also linked to higher standardized test scores (Esposito 1999; Hoy and
Hannum 1997), GPA (Wang and Holcombe 2010) and students’ motivation to learn (Patrick
et al. 2007; Ryan and Patrick 2001), while less teacher respect for students and less student
belongingness are associated (retrospectively) with school dropout (Worrell and Hale 2001).
The benefits of community school climate features extend beyond the parameters of the school
environment itself. Strong parent-community-school partnerships, for example, are essential
for promoting positive student achievement, although some evidence suggests that associa-
tions are stronger for elementary school children than for middle school children (Hill 2009;
Sheldon 2003; Sheldon and Epstein 2005). Finally, student perceptions of cultural awareness,
diversity, and racial equality also affect student achievement. A large sample of high school
students indicates that those who perceive greater racial fairness and experience less racial
discrimination have higher GPAs (Mattison and Aber 2007; Wang and Huguley 2012).

Safety A review of literature on school climate stressed the importance of student safety
within the educational environment (McEvoy and Welker 2000). However, results are incon-
clusive with regard to the associations between safety characteristics and student academic
achievement. Ma and Wilkins’ (2002) work provides evidence that the disciplinary climate,
measured as the prevalence of serious behavioral problems within each school, does not
predict individual standardized test scores after controlling for a number of academic and
community climate factors (e.g., academic pressure, teacher commitment) and institutional
structural characteristics (e.g., size, SES, location). Another study has found that school
discipline and order are not related to academic success and have the weakest relation to
students’ stress coping compared to all other school climate variables (Ruus et al. 2007).
Contrarily, another study’s results reveal that higher quality security factors are associated with
greater math achievement in first grade, but are not predictive of achievement in second grade
(Esposito 1999).

Institutional Environment Institutional features of the school environment (otherwise
known as structural features), such as size, type (private or public), location (urban, suburban,
or rural), and racial and SES composition, have been attributed with creating an educational
atmosphere that promotes or undermines the development of student engagement and learning.
Empirical research, however, has been inconsistent in its conclusions (Finn and Voelkl 1993;
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Stewart 2007, 2008; Weiss et al. 2010). For example, in a review of research on how school
size influences achievement, Cotton (1996) found that some studies demonstrated no differ-
ence between small and large schools while others favored small schools over large ones. In a
more recent study, school type (private vs. public) and school size explained very little
variance in math test scores among elementary and middle school students (Lubienski et al.
2008). Overall, it appears that demographics, academic climate variables, and community
climate variables may explain more variance in student achievement than institutional vari-
ables (Lubienski et al. 2008).

Other studies have examined how the composition of student ability and SES in schools
may impact student achievement. Findings for the composition of poverty or SES at the school
level have been rather consistent, with research generally indicating that students who attend
schools with lower proportions of low SES children demonstrate not only higher levels of
achievement but also greater growth in achievement over time (Aikens and Barbarin 2008;
Fantuzzo et al. 2014; Kieffer 2012; Perry 2012). Research on ability tracking, on the other
hand, has been mixed, with some researchers finding that ability tracking is detrimental to low-
ability students, particularly in the early years of schooling (e.g., Hanushek and Wößmann
2006), has no discernible effects on low ability students (e.g., Betts and Shkolnik 2000), or is
beneficial for low achieving students (e.g., Figlio and Page 2002). The relative difficulties in
identifying what exactly constitutes Bability tracking^ and how parents may select schools
based on whether they separate students based on ability may contribute to the complexities of
studying ability tracking (Figlio and Page 2002).

Additionally, a number of studies have examined how differences in resource allocation
across schools, often conceptualized as teacher education and experience, class size, teacher-
student ratio, facilities, classroom materials, and financial expenditures, are associated with
student achievement. The notion that pouring more money and resources into schools will
enhance student academic performance has been widely debated by economists with differing
conclusions. Other studies, relying on meta-analytic techniques, have found consistent, small
to moderately positive effect sizes relating school resources to student achievement
(Greenwald et al. 1996; Hedges et al. 1994). Regardless, Hanushek (1997) concluded that
resources are not unimportant, but rather that school districts need to learn how to use these
resources more effectively to facilitate greater learning, thereby determining that economic
policies for school expenditures are more complicated than simply increasing the flow of
money. Other research has also confirmed that school resources matter, but that translating
resources to higher student academic performance is dependent on how schools and teachers
are able to use those resources to improve more proximal features in the classroom, such as
instructional quality (Archibald 2006; Cohen et al. 2003).

It is noteworthy that research seems to suggest that structural characteristics in and of
themselves may not directly alter student achievement, but may in fact alter classroom
processes, which in turn impact achievement. Smaller school sizes, for example, may increase
student engagement indirectly by facilitating a greater sense of school community and more
positive interactions between students and teachers (Crosnoe et al. 2004; Finn and Voelkl
1993; Lee and Burkam 2003; Weiss et al. 2010). Benner and her colleagues (Benner et al.
2008) found that school structural characteristics (e.g., school diversity, SES, achievement, and
size) predicted academic engagement through school processes, such as perceptions of the
academic climate. In addition, although relatively understudied, substandard structural features
of school buildings, including building age, heating, air conditioning, crowding, and infesta-
tion have been demonstrated to influence student performance and school attendance by
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impacting the quality of the learning environment (Berner 1993; Durán-Narucki 2008;
Earthman 2002; Simons et al. 2010). These findings support that the structural features of
the school may impact student achievement by shaping the more immediate or proximal
processes that characterize students’ daily experiences.

Summary School climate has been extensively examined in relation to academic outcomes.
The most consistent findings demonstrate the importance of academic and community dimen-
sions in promoting academic achievement. Schools that set high academic standards, stress
commitment to students, exhibit effective leadership, and emphasize mastery goal orientations
have students that demonstrate higher academic achievement. Likewise, community features
such as warm teacher-student relationships, frequent communication between parents and
schools, and appreciation for diversity cultivate an academic environment that is conducive
to learning and promotes optimal achievement and motivation among students. Institutional
and safety factors, on the other hand, seem to be less consistently associated with academic
outcomes, with effects often disappearing when other school climate factors are controlled for.
Greater appreciation for how different dimensions of school climate interact to promote
academic outcomes may shed more light on the role that institutional and safety factors play
in shaping student achievement.

Behavioral Outcomes

School climate has also been extensively researched as a determinant of student behaviors
within the school, including behavioral problems such as bullying, delinquency, and aggres-
sion, and health problems such as substance abuse and psychosomatic symptoms.

Academic Climate Higher quality academic environments have been posited as important
channels for directing antisocial students’ focus and energy toward social skill building and
academic achievement and away from deviant behaviors (McEvoy and Welker 2000). Schools
with greater student perceptions of academic pressure, in conjunction with social support, have
been associated with reduced suspension rates (Gregory et al. 2011). Studies examining school
climate factors and student aggression have also found that student perceptions of school-level
instructional practices that emphasized student understanding over ability were associated with
less youth aggression (Reis et al. 2007) and less disruptive behavior (Kaplan et al. 2002; Wang
2009). Likewise, schools in which teachers provided feedback on homework, assisted students
in achieving their academic goals, and encouraged student commitment to academic success,
experienced lower youth- and teacher-reported behavioral problems (Kasen et al. 1998; Wang
and Dishion 2012). These studies lend support for the conclusion that a high-quality academic
environment not only promotes academic outcomes but also reduces behavioral problems
within the classroom.

The relationship between academic climate and substance abuse is more complex. While
one study found that students who reported receiving a good education were less likely to
report abusing alcohol, marijuana, and cigarettes (Mayberry et al. 2009), another study found
that schools with a strong academic focus and adaptation to individual needs of students did
not predict less violence or substance abuse (Weishew and Peng 1993). These inconsistent
findings could be attributed to substance abuse occurring outside of the parameters of the
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school, while behavioral problems are almost exclusively measured as behaviors within the
classroom.

Community There has been a great deal of support for the connection between the quality of
interpersonal relationships within the school environment and experiences of bullying, aggres-
sion, and delinquency. Student perceptions of higher school cohesion and connectedness are
associated with less serious risk of bullying victimization (Zaykowski and Gunter 2012) and
less violent behavior (Brookmeyer et al. 2006). In addition, school connectedness has been
found to buffer the negative effects of poor school attitudes and discipline practices on student
aggression (Brookmeyer et al. 2006; Wilson 2004) and to mediate the association between
student perceptions of three indicators of school climate (student cohesion, student friction,
and class satisfaction) and youth conduct problems (Loukas et al. 2006). Likewise, students are
more willing to intervene or report a peer’s risky activities when they perceive that the school
environment has a strong sense of solidarity and belonging (Syvertsen et al. 2009). These
studies indicate the complex relationship between school belongingness and behavioral
outcomes by demonstrating direct and interactive developmental pathways.

Individuals’ relationships within the school are also highly relevant to community climate
features that shape the incidence of disruptive problem behaviors (Reinke and Herman 2002).
Positive relationships among teachers, students, and administrators are consistently associated
with decreased behavioral problems for adolescents (Eliot et al. 2010; Fletcher et al. 2008;
LaRusso et al. 2008; Wang et al. 2010; Way et al. 2007). Similarly, higher quality relationships
with peers have been associated with reduced aggression, victimization, and behavioral
problems (Elsaesser et al. 2013; Meyer-Adams and Conner 2008). Students attending schools
in which their peers are kind, helpful, accepting, and enjoy spending time together experienced
more positive adjustment to school. This positive adjustment, likewise, predicted greater health
and fewer psychosomatic symptoms (Ravens-Sieberer et al. 2009). Naturally, these studies
suggest that students are more likely to respect and conform to the classroom rules when
teachers, students, and administrators value and support one another and have warm and caring
relationships.

Safety The general safety of the school environment is an important determinant of student
experiences with aggression and bullying. These measures of school safety, examined in
connection with behavioral adjustment, are often conceptualized as student perceptions of
safety, teacher effectiveness to handle disciplinary infractions and bullying behaviors, and
school attitudes toward bullying and violent behavior. Students who perceived greater issues of
school safety were more likely to engage in relational aggression and to be victimized
(Elsaesser et al. 2013), while students attending schools with greater consistency in discipline
and social support experienced less bullying, victimization, and school referrals (Gottfredson
et al. 2005; Shirley and Cornell 2012). In the same vein, when staff and students perceived
bullies as generally disliked among the school population, they tended to report greater
feelings of safety, belonging, and fewer incidents of bullying (Goldstein et al. 2008). Similar
findings on youth and teacher reports of discipline and bullying norms were detected (Gregory
et al. 2010; Waasdorp et al. 2011), lending support for the importance of norms and attitudes
regarding acceptable levels of aggression within the school. In line with research on perceived
school norms of aggression, students who perceived their school climate as characterized by
more peaceful, less aggressive resolutions to peer conflict also engaged in less risky behaviors
(LaRusso and Selman 2011). These findings indicate that norms and values shared by the

Educ Psychol Rev



school may shape student attitudes and beliefs regarding acceptable versus unacceptable
behaviors in school. Teacher attitudes may be shaped by these norms as well, impacting their
efficacy at preventing behavioral incidents and the importance they ascribe to promoting a
bully-free zone.

Institutional Environment Studies examining the potential impact of school institutional
features on behavioral adjustment have predominantly focused on the extent to which struc-
tural features affect bullying behaviors. For example, a large-scale study of public elementary
and middle school students found that student-teacher ratios, poverty concentration, suspen-
sion rates, student mobility, and school location predicted bullying attitudes and experiences
(Bradshaw et al. 2009). Another study indicated that structural variables (e.g., poverty, racial
composition, size, and urbanicity) accounted for a large proportion of the variance in teacher
and student victimization, after controlling for psychosocial and safety climate and discipline
management (Gottfredson et al. 2005). Further analyses supported a mediated pathway
between these structural variables, and delinquency and victimization, via psychosocial
climate and discipline management (Benner et al. 2008). Institutional variables, therefore,
seem to indirectly influence opportunities for bullying behaviors to occur on the school
grounds, by shaping how effectively the school environment is organized, monitored, and
supervised.

Summary The accumulated research supports the importance of school climate in reducing
problem behaviors among students. Most of this research has focused on community and
safety features. High-quality learning environments and institutional features have also been
linked to behavioral problems, but these associations may be more interactive or indirect. More
research, therefore, is needed to determine how the quality of the academic and institutional
climate relates to student behavior, particularly in conjunction with community and safety
features.

Psychological and Social Outcomes

The final subset of student outcomes examined in this review will focus on how school climate
is related to psychological and socio-emotional functioning, including positive adjustment
(e.g., high self-esteem, adaptive coping strategies, and high life satisfaction), and psychopa-
thology, such as depression and anxiety.

Academic Climate There has been limited work on how academic climate promotes
psychological well-being. One study relying upon a multidimensional perspective of school
climate found that four dimensions (academic support, student-teacher relationships, school
connectedness, and order and discipline), each contributed unique variance in school satisfac-
tion, with academic support the strongest predictor (Zullig et al. 2011). Similarly, there has
been little work linking academic climate to psychopathology, although recent studies provide
encouraging findings for the importance of academic climate in reducing psychological
distress. For example, one study found that schools with a stronger focus on academic learning
and student autonomy predicted decreased symptoms for specific clusters of personality
disorders (Kasen et al. 2009). School endorsement of a mastery goal structure was found to
be related to lower levels of depression and behavioral deviancy, while school endorsement of
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a performance goal structure was associated with higher levels of both outcomes (Wang 2009).
This study also identifies social competence as a mediator between adolescents’ perceptions of
academic climate and their psychological adjustment.

Community The importance of community factors in promoting positive psychosocial
adjustment is well-established. Specifically, community features that emphasize school
belonging, respect for student opinions, and supportive relationships are key determinants
of psychological functioning. For example, in a large cross-national sample of Western
nations, adolescents in schools characterized by poorer social climate (e.g., students did
not feel that they belonged in the school) reported worse emotional health compared to
adolescents in schools characterized by higher quality social climate (Freeman et al.
2009). Likewise, a greater sense of school solidarity and belonging mediated the associ-
ation between a school’s democratic environment (e.g., allowing students the opportunity
to exchange ideas, teachers maintaining mutual respect in the classroom), and social trust
among students (Flanagan and Stout 2010). Furthermore, positive interpersonal relation-
ships have been consistently linked to more positive adjustment and less prevalence of
psychopathology (Loukas and Robinson 2004; Reddy et al. 2003; Way et al. 2007; Way
and Robinson 2003). Indeed, more positive interpersonal relationships both between
students and between students and teachers, as well as greater parental involvement in
school, have been associated with higher life satisfaction (Suldo et al. 2013), better coping
strategies, and optimistic attitudes toward school (Ruus et al. 2007). These findings, in
conjunction with previous research on community features and student outcomes, dem-
onstrate that the quality of interpersonal relationships within the school is one of the most
robust predictors of psychological adjustment.

Safety There is some empirical support for the importance of school safety in promoting
emotional well-being. A recent meta-analysis of social and emotional learning interventions
aimed at improving school safety and reducing problem behaviors, found enhancements in
social and emotional skills, attitudes toward self and school, and positive social behaviors
(Durlak et al. 2011). Decreases in conduct problems and emotional distress were also detected
when compared to controls, lending support for the importance of improved school safety in
promoting psychological adjustment. In the same vein, student perceptions of the fairness of
classroom rules, discipline, and general school safety are negatively associated with psycho-
logical distress, including loneliness, anxiety, and depression (Graham et al. 2006; Ozer and
Weinstein 2004). In addition, schools with less homophobic teasing, and more positive
feelings and attitudes about school, have buffered the association between sexual minority
status and depression (Birkett et al. 2009; Espelage et al. 2008). High amounts of school
conflict, disorder, and friction among students, on the other hand, have been linked to greater
student and teacher reports of behavioral problems and depression (Kasen et al. 1990; Loukas
and Murphy 2007).

Institutional Environment In our review of literature on school climate and psychological
or social outcomes, we did not come across any studies that connected institutional character-
istics with psychosocial functioning. It seems that researchers are predominantly concerned
with the effects of structural characteristics on measures of learning, given that these charac-
teristics, such as teacher qualifications, class sizes, facility maintenance, and financial expen-
ditures are closely tied to state-mandated educational policies and budgeting.
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Summary There has been uneven research to demonstrate the importance of school climate
on psychological and social aspects of student functioning. The bulk of empirical support
comes from community and safety dimensions, in which school belonging, interpersonal
relationships, and safety prove key determinants to emotional well-being. These findings are
straightforward; measures taken to enhance school safety and improve interpersonal relation-
ships should better meet fundamental needs of safety, autonomy, and belongingness, which
facilitate healthy psychological functioning. Much less is known, however, about the impact of
academic climate on emotional well-being, and even far less is known about the impact of
institutional features. We need more studies to determine the unique contribution of each
dimension, as well as the interplay between dimensions on psychological outcomes.

Research Methodology in the Study of School Climate

School climate is a broad, overarching construct consisting of multiple dimensions and is, as a
result, measured in multiple ways. In the following sections, we describe how school climate
has been measured in past research, and summarize the advantages and potential measurement
and analytic issues associated with each method. Among 297 empirical studies we reviewed,
most studies were descriptive or correlational while a small portion was experimental or quasi-
experimental. Approximately 48 % of studies used a correlational design to relate school
climate to other variables. For studies that used an experimental (5 %) or quasi-experimental
design (4 %), school climate was often an evaluation of an intervention’s impact. About 15 %
of studies focused solely on validating and developing measures of school climate (Bear et al.
2011; Brand et al. 2003). Approximately 28 % of studies used qualitative research methods to
study school climate.

Measurement and Analytic Methods

Surveys Collecting survey data is the most common method used to measure school climates.
Approximately 92 % of empirical studies assess school climate through self-report surveys.
The surveys ask participants to reflect on their school experiences by selecting a value on
Likert-type scales or by selecting yes or no responses. School climate surveys are advanta-
geous as they cover a wide range of climate dimensions, from the quality of relationships to
available resources (Bandyopadhyay et al. 2009; Uline and Tschannen-Moran 2008). In
addition, surveys are relatively cheap and easy to administer, allowing researchers to collect
information from large numbers of participants in multiple areas to assess variations in climate
across schools. Academic, safety, and community domains of school climate are measured
most often in survey studies, although the labels and definitions of those school climate
dimensions vary among studies (Brand et al. 2003).

Interviews and Focus Groups Conducting interviews or focus groups to assess school
climate is relatively uncommon in the literature. Approximately 8 % of empirical studies use
interview or focus group data (Bryant et al. 2013; Gittelsohn et al. 2003; Griffith 1999;
McGuire et al. 2010). Interviews or focus groups are advantageous in that they give insight
into participants’ perceptions of school climate and the factors they perceive as contributing to
school climate. Unlike survey data, which provides a gross estimation of the degree of
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agreement or disagreement to item questions and overlooks the why and how of participants’
responses, interviews allow researchers to delve deeper into participants’ ideas and perceptions
of school climate through the use of more interpretive methods. Compared to surveys,
interview protocols have more freedom to discuss participants’ beliefs about what influences
the development of school climate, as well as participants’ views about how school climate can
be improved. Moreover, interviews can capture the nuances of school climate that are neither
definitively positive nor negative, a process that can be overlooked through survey analysis.
Pairing survey data with interviews can be extremely effective in attaining a more complete
picture of school climate. Interviews can be used as an exploratory tool to analyze participants’
views of school climate for survey development. Surveys can then be administered on a larger
scale to test theoretical frameworks. However, analyzing interviews is a time-intensive process.
Sample sizes are generally smaller for interview methods than survey methods, and therefore,
interviews may be limited in their generalizability and applicability in large-scale school
reform. The scope of school climate discussed through interviews also tends to be smaller
than the range captured in surveys.

Observational Ratings or Reports Observer reports allow an outside or inside observer to
assess and compare school climate across schools. We only found a handful of studies that rely
on school-level observational assessments to measure school structural safety and
organization. For example, Tanner (2000) visited elementary schools to rate school design
patterns, ranging from outside spaces to the condition of the bathrooms. In general, observa-
tional reports seem to work best with the physical or tangible aspects of the school, such as
school resources, organizational structure, or maintenance (Fisk 2000; Rashid and Zimring
2008). In addition, observers may see patterns within schools that contribute to school climate
which may go unnoticed by teachers and staff. For example, an observer may note that high
incidence of bullying is mainly due to large amounts of unsupervised time between classes or
large numbers of unsupervised locations in the school. Without knowledge of these prevent-
able circumstances in school organization, survey ratings may overlook or undererestimate the
effects of institutional and safety domains on bullying behaviors. This scenario provides an
example of how observations may provide supplemental benefits to self-reports from students,
teachers, and administrators, who are directly involved in school processes, and therefore, may
overlook larger patterns that contribute to the quality of the climate.

Observational methods also have limitations. The MET (Measures of Effective Teaching)
study, for example, is a large collaborative national research project in which students across
several school districts were randomly assigned to classrooms to determine which indicators of
teacher effectiveness (past gains on state achievement tests, student surveys, and observational
reports) best predicted student achievement. The study found that a combination of past gains on
state achievement tests, student surveys, and observational reports were better predictors of
student achievement than any single indicator, but predictability was lower when students’
perceptions of the classroom were weighted lower than observational reports. In addition, there
may be other observer report biases. TheMETstudy found that observers rarely gave scores in the
very high or very low range, with most of the scores hovering around the middle. Such reduced
variability in ratings can lead to statistical analysis issues, such as reduction of power to detect
significant differences between teachers, and misinterpreting small statistically significant effects
as meaningful or practically significant. Reliability of observations also depends on the number of
observations conducted, the length of these observations, and the number of observers. Having
more than three or four raters increases the reliability of observational ratings, but unfortunately,
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multiple raters are often impractical due to the greater costs of keeping multiple raters on staff and
the increased time it takes to train them effectively (Cantrell and Kane 2013). Observer training is
crucial to obtaining inter-rater reliability, which must be repeatedly checked to verify if alterations
in protocol are necessary or if retraining should be done.

Use of Different Reporters

Approximately 50 % of research focuses mainly on student perspectives of school climate,
particularly students from middle school and high school (Gregory et al. 2012; LaRusso et al.
2008; Loukas and Murphy 2007; McCoy et al. 2013; Way et al. 2007). About 23 % of studies
have surveyed teachers or school adults to gather information that may not be apparent to
students, like principal leadership, teacher job satisfaction, or teacher efficacy (Deemer 2004;
Johnson et al. 2007; Raudenbush et al. 1991). In elementary schools, teachers typically report
on school climate (Bodovski et al. 2013; Bruns et al. 2004; Goddard et al. 2000; Johnson and
Stevens 2006; Mehta et al. 2013b; Waasdorp et al. 2012). Due to age and reliability issues,
very few studies include self-reports from elementary school students (Bear et al. 2011;
Griffith 1999).

We only found a small number of empirical studies (17 %) that combined multiple
perspectives (e.g., students, teachers, and parents) to measure school climate (Brand et al.
2005; Booren et al. 2011; Snyder et al. 2012). Goldkind and Farmer (2013) consider parents an
important factor in school climate, yet parents’ perspectives are rarely combined with students’
or teachers’ perspectives. By using teacher, student, and parent perspectives in measuring
school climate, Snyder et al. (2012) showed that an intervention focusing on social-emotional
and character development yielded more improvement on multiple levels than a control
program.

School processes are relational and dynamic, and they involve ongoing interaction and
communication between students, teachers, school staff, and parents. Collecting information
from multiple groups provides unique and various perspectives on school climate. Using
multi-informants to study different aspects of school climate will help researchers examine to
what extent different groups’ perceptions of school climate converge or diverge.
Unfortunately, surveying or interviewing multiple groups can become expensive.
Furthermore, if the perspectives of two or more groups diverge, the question arises of which
view is more reliable, since different reporters represent different levels of influence. Teacher
reports often provide insights into the socialization context in which the student is developing.
In contrast, student reports often represent personal views of the socialization context. Thus,
there is a controversy in educational psychology regarding whose reports or perceptions are
most appropriate for studying the association between school experiences and human devel-
opment (Cooper and Good 1983; Wang and Eccles 2014). In actuality, these two reports
represent different but equally valid aspects of experience. Multiple perspectives may be useful
to triangulate data; however, differing perspectives offer interesting points of divergence that
can be further explored.

Issue of Clustering Nature of Survey Data

The nature of quantifying school climate creates a complex structure of student and teacher
data nested within larger school units. Since students within a school share many of the same

Educ Psychol Rev



school features (e.g., size, safety and disciplinary procedures), neglecting this shared variance
can violate the assumption of data independence across subjects (Bryk and Raudenbush 1992;
Marsh et al. 2012). This problem is pronounced when unequal numbers of students are
sampled from each school; larger schools will be over-weighted and overrepresented in the
findings. Thus, researchers suggest that multilevel modeling is the preferred method over
ordinary least-square (OLS) methods for school climate research (Bryk and Raudenbush
1992). Unfortunately, many studies of school climate have failed to account for the nested
nature of the data by relying solely upon individual reports of climate to predict individual
outcomes. Subsequently, many studies have focused on creating aggregates of school climate
(averaging individual reports of climate for each school) and using these aggregates in a
multiple regression analysis to predict individual outcomes or aggregated outcomes within
schools. Using individual level reports to predict individual outcomes is erroneous due to the
violation of the assumption of data independence. Similarly, using school level reports to
predict individual level outcomes does not allow for heterogeneity within schools or for the
fact that individual perceptions and aggregated composites of school climate may differentially
predict individual outcomes. School climate may be different for each participant in the school
based on personal characteristics, individual interactions, and perceptions of the organization.
Therefore, depending on the research questions of interest, it might be inappropriate to
aggregate student perceptions to construct an average school climate score for assessing school
effects.

Issue of Shared Method Variance

Shared method variance is a concerning issue for much of the school climate research,
particularly in regard to the research on student behavioral and psychosocial out-
comes. The majority of the school climate studies reviewed relied upon student
perceptions of school climate to predict student reports of behaviors and psychological
well-being. The use of only one source to provide information on both the indepen-
dent and dependent variables may bias analyses toward detection of significant
findings. However, there is an upside to using student perceptions of school climate
to link to student outcomes. If student perceptions of climate are more closely linked
to psychological functioning and behavior than other source ratings of school climate
(e.g., observer, teacher, administrator), then student perceptions are important consid-
erations for school climate reform. If student perceptions are tightly linked to out-
comes, then climate reform will only truly be effective if student perceptions of the
environment are altered as well. However, greater validation for these associations can
be derived from having additional source reporters of climate, particularly for out-
comes that can only be assessed by students themselves (e.g., depression) and having
multiple source informants for outcomes when possible (e.g., school records for
referrals, teacher ratings of behavior problems).

Issue of Causal Inference

The large volume of research that relies on correlational designs poses potential issues in
establishing cause and effect relationships between school climate and student outcomes.
While true experimental research using random assignment of students to schools is virtually
impossible to achieve, there are methods through which causal inference can be strengthened
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in correlational research. For example, using longitudinal data, implementing autoregressive or
cross-lagged designs, controlling for confounding variables, and replicating research findings
across various samples and settings can strengthen the inference that enhancing school climate
can lead to improvements in student behavior (Marley and Levin 2011; Martin 2011). These
strategies do not prove that a cause and effect relationship exists between school climate and
student outcomes, but their adoption can strengthen the assumption that changes in climate
may lead to changes in student outcomes, informing quasi-experimental studies that can better
test for causal inference. Researchers need to adopt more rigorous research models and
analytic techniques within the constraints of their chosen design (correlational or quasi-
experimental) and exercise appropriate caution in how they present and interpret their findings.

Issue of Time in the Measurement of School Climate

School processes are dynamic and change continually. A smattering of studies have found that
school climate perceptions decline during middle and high school (Way et al. 2007; Wang and
Dishion 2011). These studies suggest that school climate perceptions can evolve, and there-
fore, measuring school climate at one point in time may not be sufficient to explain patterns of
student academic and developmental outcomes. However, most studies rely primarily on
cross-sectional data and rarely address the developmental complexity of impermanent percep-
tions of school climate (Wang et al. 2010). Indeed, only 30 % of studies examine aspects of
school climate at two or more time points. Moreover, extant research typically treats students’
perceptions of school climate as static, baseline predictors of student outcome variables rather
than as dynamic processes that change over time (Way et al. 2007).

Shifts in any dimension of school climate, such as teacher support or peer support, are
likely to have implications for student adjustment. Examining school climate longitudi-
nally elucidates how school climate affects student outcomes over the course of schooling,
and how school climate changes as a result of new program or system implementation.
Planned and unexpected events and interruptions occur on a regular basis. It is, therefore,
unlikely that school climate perceptions will remain stable after a single measurement.
Thus, longitudinal studies are needed to conceptualize school climate as a dynamic rather
than a static construct.

Summary

Studies rely heavily on survey data for assessing school climate. While quantitative
methods are useful in collecting information from a large sample, qualitative methods
can reveal more in-depth information, including the processes, influences, and nuances
of school climate. School climate consists of the collective perspective of all individ-
uals related to the school, but studies often present school climate based exclusively
on the perspectives of students. In addition, although school climate is a dynamic
construct, relatively few studies examine school climate at multiple time points across
school years. Finally, despite researchers endeavoring to validate and create reliable
school climate measures, very few existing school climate survey measures include
strong psychometric properties (Zullig et al. 2010). A recent review of school climate
measures by the American Institutes for Research (AIR) (Clifford et al. 2012) found
only 13 publicly accessible school climate surveys with solid reliability and validity.
The extent of psychometric support for most school climate measures is limited; a
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problematic finding considering school climate is often measured as an indicator of
Bschool health^ that supports student learning and development.

Future Research Directions

Although extensive research has been conducted on school climate in the past several decades,
there are still a number of issues that need greater attention. In the following section, we
highlight areas in need of further elaboration and clarification.

School Climate as a Multidimensional Construct

Although studies appear to support the multidimensional conceptualization of school
climate and its differential impact on student outcomes, there are numerous limitations
and areas of further inquiry to consider. First, many studies focus only on one or two
domains (or few dimensions under each domain) of school climate in their research,
making it difficult to determine which domains, dimensions, or combinations of
dimensions have the most influence on different types of student outcomes. Should
we view domains of school climate as developmental, such that positive features in
one domain set the stage for positive features in another? Should they be viewed as
reciprocal, focusing on a continuous feedback loop among all domains of school
climate? Are the domains interactive, such that one buffers the negative effects of
another? Given the multifaceted nature of school climate, researchers need to clearly
articulate their selected definitions and operationalizations of school climate used in
their studies (including the specific domain, dimension, and indicator) and how their
conceptualization of climate aligns with or builds upon existing theory. Failure to
account for how interwoven and complex these processes are in the design, measure-
ment, and analysis of school climate research not only oversimplifies these relations
but also precludes the literature from further refinement.

Furthermore, most studies to date have relied upon variable-centered approaches
instead of person-centered approaches to study school climate. Variable-centered
approaches assume that the effect of a variable is consistent or universal across all
populations (Bergman and Andersson 2010). For example, using a variable-centered
approach to regress achievement onto academic climate would assume that the link
between academic climate and student achievement is the same across all populations
and situations. A person-centered approach, on the other hand, assumes that relations
among variables differ across subpopulations (Bergman 2001). Therefore, the effect of
school climate depends upon characteristics of the student and the surrounding
environment. Given the lack of person-centered approaches in school climate research,
the examination of heterogeneity and varying configurations among domains of school
climate has been vastly overlooked. One solution to this problem could be to
incorporate clustering techniques that identify subgroups of students who perceive
varying combinations of dimensions of school climate (e.g., high academic and low
community, high community and low academic), and then examine how these groups
differ across various student outcomes. Such approaches take into consideration the
interplay between domains of climate and how they jointly factor into student
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functioning. Although variable-centered approaches still have their merit in scientific
research, person-centered approaches may be more informative in designing targeted
interventions for different groups of students.

Clarification of Definitions and Measures

The multidimensional measurement and characterization of school climate must be strength-
ened. This is readily apparent when reviewing how climate is actually measured throughout
the literature. One important issue is the common practice of using a single scale, or the
combined averages from different scales, to measure school climate. Relying solely upon one
scale to capture school climate in general, or a single domain of climate, limits responses to the
constraints of the scale, which often contains only a few items and overlooks other relevant
features of school climate. Dependence on combined averages to measure school climate also
presents a challenge to understanding how the breakdown of individual features of climate
uniquely contribute, interact, or combine to influence student outcomes. Often, scant justifi-
cation is provided to support the methods used to create school climate composites, and how
selections of these measurement methods are preferable to other conceptualizations and
measurements. A second caveat is that greater appreciation should be given to the wording
of items used to measure climate. Aggregating items that are worded to reflect individual
perceptions of the school as a whole (e.g., BI feel that I fit in at this school^) versus aggregating
items that are worded to reflect how the student body perceives the school as a whole (e.g.,
BStudents feel that they fit in at this school^) lead to differential points of reference, which can
ultimately lead to differential findings. Another rarely addressed topic is that of individual
reference; to wit, students’ ratings of school climate may widely vary from student to student.
Are students relying upon their classmates, peer groups, or closest friends as their frame of
reference? Do these frames of reference remain consistent across multiple waves of data
collection? Given that individual student perceptions of climate are expected to vary, it is
worth exploring how individuals may differentially rate student body perceptions and expe-
riences based upon the characteristics of their peer group affiliations.

Temporal Issues

A number of temporal issues warrant further attention. The most pressing of which concerns
researchers’ limited understanding of how school climate shapes student outcomes over time.
For instance, school climate has been examined across the elementary, middle, and high school
years, but studies of outcomes have not been spread equally over the three age periods. Most
research is concentrated within the secondary school years, covering a number of student
outcomes including achievement, problem behaviors, and mental health. Limited existing
research on the elementary school has focused largely on achievement, behavioral problems,
and social skills, while much less work has centered on psychological and emotional adjust-
ment. Furthermore, most elementary school studies largely examine classroom climate in
relation to outcomes, possibly due to the fact that younger children spend most of their time
in one classroom with one teacher. Younger children may also be less reliable reporters of their
perceptions of school climate. This leads to the question of whether classroom climate is
actually a better predictor of developmental outcomes for younger children, while school
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climate may be a better predictor of developmental outcomes for older children, who change
classes and teachers throughout the day. However, it is still worth investigating how school and
classroom climate may differentially impact the development of young children across a wide
range of outcomes.

Another limitation to this work is the lack of research examining the development of
multiple domains of long-term changes in school climate. The majority of studies are cross-
sectional, and even when longitudinal data is available on student outcomes, school climate is
almost exclusively assessed at a single time point. Therefore, we are uncertain if different
domains or dimensions of school climate change and evolve over time. Additionally, among
the limited longitudinal studies on school climate, few follow children across important
developmental stages such as school transitions. Therefore, it is difficult to determine which
domains or dimensions of school climate may be more salient to specific student outcomes at
certain ages. For example, as nonparent relationships become more prevalent during the
adolescent years, these relationships, such as student-teacher and peer relationships, may be
more strongly linked to achievement and well-being for adolescents than for elementary school
children. More extensive longitudinal research is needed to capture how school climate
changes over time, how this change relates to student functioning, and how certain aspects
of climate may have increased salience during specific stages of development.

Time can also introduce a number of confounding complexities in understanding how
deliberate alterations of school climate can impact student outcomes (Selig et al. 2013). For
example, as each school year has a definitive beginning, middle, and end with predictable
patterns throughout the year, the impact of an intervention on student outcomes may vary
based on when the intervention was administered and when the student outcomes were
assessed. Students may receive the most benefit from an intervention implemented at the
beginning of the year rather than at the end of the year, due to differences in the length of
exposure over time to the intervention, and subsequently to differences in the length of time
allotted to track changes in targeted student behaviors. An additional, though not final,
consideration of how time can impact intervention findings is the question of whether climate
can be reliably measured in the same fashion over time. For example, is a measure of
autonomy supportive practices in an elementary school identical to a measure of autonomy
supportive practices in secondary school? Can they be compared? The complex and multi-
faceted role that time plays in school climate research is an important consideration for
researchers when designing studies and interpreting findings.

Intervention Studies

Although the majority of work on school climate has been correlational, a number of
researchers have developed interventions aimed at improving school atmosphere. Many of
these programs target the social and emotional learning environments (Durlak et al. 2011),
such as the Fast Track PATHS program, while others, including Direct Instruction, the Comer
School Development Program, and Success for All, demonstrate significant improvements in
academic outcomes by improving the academic and community climates (Borman et al. 2003).
While much of this intervention work has shed light on the capability for reforms in school
climate to produce meaningful change in student outcomes, there are still lingering questions:
How does changing one feature of school climate potentially affect other features or domains?
How do these features interact to shape development? How long do the effects of an
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intervention last? In addition to individual change (student), how does school intervention
target and achieve setting-level change (whole school)? We may become more adept at
answering these questions as researchers continue to explore the validity of interventions.

Interactions of School Climate with Other Developmental Contexts

Another aspect of school climate research that has gone largely unexamined is the relative
interplay between school climate and other developmental contexts such as the family,
neighborhood, and community (Ainsworth 2002). Most studies on school climate focus
completely on the impact of the school context on student outcomes, but neglect to factor
the influence of these additional developmental contexts on student development. Research in
risk and resilience has demonstrated that accumulation of protective factors or developmental
assets increases the chances of optimal development in the face of risk or adversity. This
research champions the ability of these factors to buffer the negative effects of risk and produce
positive outcomes. Additionally, bio-ecological theory emphasizes the importance of positive
supports across multiple environmental domains, given the emphasis on the interplay of
human development with multiple embedded contexts. In other words, school climate factors
do not exist in isolation from other environmental contexts (e.g., family, neighborhood), and
should therefore be examined in relation to them. An area of interest for researchers with a bio-
ecological perspective may be whether or not a good school buffers the detrimental effects of a
neglectful or uninvolved parent or a high crime and poverty-stricken neighborhood. Are family
or home environment more relevant and salient in the early years, while school environment
becomes increasingly important as children age? The power of schools to positively impact
development in the face of pronounced adversity can provide a greater incentive for
policymakers to invest in reforming low performing schools, particularly since low performing
schools are often comprised of students whose families face great economic hardships.

Use of Multi-Informant and Multi-Method to Assess School Climate

The increased use of multi-informant (e.g., teacher, student) and multi-method (e.g., surveys,
observations) strategies to assess climate is important to the advancement of school climate
research. There is an ongoing debate regarding the most relevant methods for measuring
climate. Each method has its benefits and weaknesses. For instance, student perceptions are
often considered better at capturing students’ individual experiences and the psychological
processes operating within the school environment (Kasen et al. 2009; Wang 2009), while
observer reports are thought to be more objective and less biased by mood or prior experiences
(Brophy and Good 1986; Pianta and Hamre 2009). However, recent work details that the use
of multiple informants and multiple methods provides more accurate and reliable assessments
of school climate, than relying upon one source alone (Cantrell and Kane 2013). For example,
different sources (e.g., students, teachers, observers) occupy different niches within the school
organization, and therefore, offer unique and only partially overlapping viewpoints of the
atmosphere of the school. Employing multiple informants and methods to examine school
climate can boost the explanatory power of school climate, while also providing information
on which sources and methods are more strongly correlated with specific student outcomes.
Although logistical and resource constraints do not always allow researchers to assess school

Educ Psychol Rev



climate using multiple respondents with multiple methods, they should be aware of the
implications of the choice of respondents and methods in the results of the analysis.

In addition to survey and observation methods, network data, which so far has been
primarily used in teacher network analysis, can bring a new perspective to school climate
research. Network theory emphasizes the relationships or ties between individuals in a
network. These ties can represent spatial location, membership to a group, a shared attribute,
interactions, or flow of resources (Borgatti and Ofem 2010). While network analysis has been
particularly critical in understanding teacher networks (Coburn et al. 2010; Atteberry and Bryk
2010) or administrator-teacher networks (Penuel et al. 2006) that shape academic and instruc-
tional climate, it also has the potential to be useful when assessing social processes within
school, such as teacher community or student peer networks (Gest and Rodkin 2011). Network
analysis is unique, as it uses surveys as a main medium to collect data, which is then entered
into network analysis software to investigate the structure, density, and other properties of a
network. The properties of a network can be used in interpretive or quantitative analysis to
determine whether certain network structures are associated with or can predict individual-
level or school-level outcomes. Thus, network data and analysis is advantageous, especially
for studies relating to organizational climate, as it retains the individual as the unit of analysis
while simultaneously generating second-level or school-level data.

Beyond Student Outcomes

There is a need for more research on the impact of school climate on teacher and administrator
outcomes. All of the research presented has focused on the associations between school
climate and students’ academic, behavioral, and psychological adjustment. However, teachers,
principals, and administrators are shaped by the school climate as well, and their patterns of
behavior, coping abilities, and emotional well-being may add unique contributions to student
outcomes above and beyond those of school climate features. To understand the impact of
school climate on student outcomes, we must examine the complex bidirectional interrelations
between climate and the interactions between individuals within that climate.

School Climate Measured as Individual Level or School (Setting) Level

Although researchers agree that a multilevel modeling approach is appropriate for handling the
nested nature of school climate data, some researchers find that standard multilevel modeling
techniques are not sufficient to capture the variance in student outcomes (Marsh et al. 2009,
2012; Muthen 1994). These researchers advocate for the use of doubly latent models, which
combine confirmatory factor analysis, structural equation modeling, and multilevel modeling
to reflect a more accurate measure of school features. Arguing that the standard use of a single
scale to represent an aspect of climate does not adequately control for measurement error, they
emphasize the need for building models with latent constructs that represent climate at both the
individual and setting levels. Latent constructs are unobserved (unmeasured) constructs that
comprise multiple observed (measured) indicators of climate, and are responsible for the
covariance among these indicators. Similar to confirmatory factor analysis, these several
measured indicators of climate load onto an overall climate factor (the latent factor) that
reduces measurement error at different levels and strengthens the validity of the research
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findings. Although Marsh and colleagues (2012) focused their doubly latent model on
classroom climate, their techniques can be readily applied to school climate research as well.
Greater attention should be paid to how data on climate is collected, worded, and analyzed to
justify a greater push for the use of multilevel modeling procedures and doubly latent models.

Conclusion

School climate research has permeated literature in education and psychology and offered
a number of insights into the capacity of schools to shape student learning, decrease
delinquent behaviors, and improve psychological well-being. There are several character-
istics that can be gleaned from an extensive review of the literature. First, school climate
is multidimensional. The inclusion of multiple domains enriches the characterization of
school climate research and increases the likelihood of creating meaningful change
through school reform initiatives that focus on multiple pathways to student success.
Second, school climate could be a potentially promising target for intervention. A
growing number of empirical research on school-wide interventions provides support that
altering social processes of school climate across multiple domains will produce better
outcomes for students. Third, school climate is predictive of student academic, behavioral,
and psychological outcomes. Extensive empirical research has demonstrated a link be-
tween positive features of school climate and optimal student outcomes across academic,
behavioral, and psychosocial domains. Fourth, school climate is inclusive; each domain of
school climate combines constructs that are usually studied separately. School climate
research, therefore, unites divergent disciplines throughout the educational and psycholog-
ical literature by including both structural and process factors that are known to shape the
overall climate and impact the well-being of all persons within the school. Although not
necessarily an exhaustive list, these four principles represent the key points that demarcate
a collective review of school climate research, which has demonstrated great potential
from an applied and policy-relevant perspective as a target and catalyst for successful
program implementation.

Although school climate research has progressed over the years, it is not lacking in
complexities, limitations, and need for advancement. There is no universally accepted defini-
tion for climate nor is there consensus on the specific domains, features, or indicators that
comprise it. We know little about how school climate changes over time, how domains or
features interact to shape student outcomes, and how different source reporters may differen-
tially impact outcomes of interest. However, some prominent findings have surfaced; we know
that it is a malleable, multidimensional conceptualization that can shape student outcomes. All
of these factors stress the important role that school climate plays in intervention work. Its
ability to bring about meaningful change in student well-being demonstrates the importance of
school climate as a target and catalyst for reform efforts. Given the number of institutions that
are failing to provide students with the educational tools and skills that are necessary to
succeed in life, greater attention must be given to improving our nation’s schools. Although the
effects of adverse conditions in one’s home life or neighborhood may not be fully ameliorated,
schools should be able to buffer these effects by providing students with a safe and healthy
place to learn, socialize, discover, and explore. A high-quality school that meets the psycho-
logical, physical, and cognitive needs of its students is a school that will produce better
educated citizens to take on the problems of tomorrow.
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