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Successfully improving a school requires members of the school community to be intensely focused on 
student learning, work together to shift the school’s culture to incorporate higher academic expectations 
for all students, and make significant and concerted efforts to fulfill these expectations (Center on School 
Turnaround, 2017, 2018; Herman et al., 2008; Louis et al., 2010). The entire school must embrace these high 
expectations, which in turn contribute to creating a positive school climate that embraces improvement and 
academic success (Center on School Turnaround 2017, 2018). School climate reform is increasingly being 
viewed as a worthwhile and valuable data-driven school improvement strategy that promotes safer and more 
supportive schools (Thapa, Cohen, Guffey, & Higgins-D’Alessandro, 2013). The school community must im-
plement research-based strategies and practices to improve the school’s culture and climate so that children 
develop and learn in a positive, culturally relevant, and safe learning-focused environment that helps them 
identify and pursue their educational goals. 

Thapa et al. (2013) cite the National School Climate Council’s description of positive school climate:
A sustainable, positive school climate fosters youth development and learning necessary for a pro-
ductive, contributive, and satisfying life in a democratic society. This climate includes norms, values, 
and expectations that support people feeling socially, emotionally, and physically safe. People are 
engaged and respected. Students, families and educators work together to develop, live, and contrib-
ute to a shared school vision. Educators model and nurture an attitude that emphasizes the benefits 
of, and satisfaction from, learning. Each person contributes to the operations of the school as well as 
the care of the physical environment. (p. 358)

Research shows that school climate is important to address within school improvement (Marzano, 2003; 
Tschannen-Moran, Parish, & Dipaola, 2006), and “positive school and classroom climates mitigate the 
negative effect of poor SES background on academic achievement” (Berkowitz, Moore, Astor, & Benben-
ishty, 2016, p. 453). Sustained positive climate is associated with effective youth risk prevention and health 
promotion efforts, youth development and social and emotional learning (Devaney & Berg, 2016), positive 
academic achievement (Tschannen-Moran et al., 2006) student behavior (Espelage, Polanin, & Low, 2014), 
increased graduation rates, and better rates of teacher retention (Thapa et al., 2013). 

Leadership within the school community is paramount for creating a positive school climate that can en-
hance the likelihood of substantial school improvement (Bryk, 2010), and assessing school climate regularly 
is a key task for leadership teams (Redding et al., 2011; Wang & Degol, 2015). 
The Center on School Turnaround suggests three key practices to shift a school’s culture and climate:

1. Build a strong community focused intensely on student learning: School leaders must “embody,
model, and overtly talk about the values driving the enterprise…and keep everyone focused on
the pivotal urgency of improving student learning” (p.3). Each person with the school community
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(including parents and students) must come together to discuss and reflect on how they can, whatever their role, 
contribute to a school culture where students are empowered to focus on their learning. 
2. Solicit and act upon stakeholder input: School teams will want to assess school climate to gain understanding 
of strengths and challenges that will guide improvement efforts. School leadership teams will want to look for 
climate surveys that have been proven to reliably and validly measure school climate from the perspectives of all 
stakeholders. Climate surveys should be used in conjunction with other indicators such as discipline incidence 
reports to get a comprehensive picture of the school’s climate and determine appropriate interventions, as well as 
focus groups or interviews to follow up on areas on concern identified by the survey (e.g., bully, discipline data, 
etc.; NCSSLE, 2016). 
3. Engage students and families in pursuing education goals: Schools must promote an atmosphere of hope and 
high expectations that encourages all stakeholders. Aspirational school cultures give students “opportunities to set 
goals, apply learning strategies, and track their own progress towards mastery [to] become confident, indepen-
dent learners” (p. 5). Teachers create trusting and respectful relationships with their students and their families 
and connect students’ goals to what they are learning.
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