
 

 

 
School Climate Research Summary: 

 
Perry was the first educational leader to explicitly write about how school climate affects 
students’ and the process of learning (Perry, 1908). The systematic study of school climate 
grew out of organizational research and studies in school effectiveness (Anderson, 1982; 
Creemers & Reezigt, 1999; Kreft, 1993; Miller & Fredericks, 1990; Purkey & Smith, 1983). 
Although there is not one commonly accepted definition for school climate, the vast 
majority of researchers and scholars suggest that school climate, essentially, reflects 
subjective experience in school (Cohen, 2006).  
 
Over the last two decades, educators and researchers have recognized that there are complex 
sets of elements that make up school climate. There is not one commonly accepted ‘list” of 
the essential dimensions that color and shape school climate. A review of research, 
practitioner and scholarly writings suggests that there are ten essential dimensions that color 
and shape our subjective experience in schools: Environmental; Structural; Safety: Teaching 
and Learning: Relationships: Sense of School Community; Morale; Peer Norms: School-
Home-Community Partnerships: (mutual support and ongoing communication; Learning 
Community (Cohen, 2006; Freiberg, 1999). 
 
Over the last two decades there has been an extraordinary and growing body of research that 
attests to the importance of school climate. School climate – not surprisingly and by 
definition – has a profound impact on individual experience. Two aspects of school climate 
(commitment to school and positive feedback from teachers) have been shown to affect 
students’ self-esteem (Hoge, et. al, 1990). The social emotional climate of schools is 
predictive of mother’s reports of their school age children alcohol use and psychiatric 
problems (Kasen, Johnson & Cohen, 1990). Research has also revealed a relationship 
between school climate and student self-concept (Cairns, 1987; Heal, 1978; Reynolds, et al., 
1980; Rutter, et al, 1979). And, a series of studies have shown a relationship between school 
climate and student absenteeism (deJung & Duckworth, 1986; Purkey & Smith, 1983; Reid, 
1983; Rumberger, 1987; Sommmer, 1985) as well as being predictive of rate of student 
suspension (Wu, Pink, Crain, & Moles, 1982). 
 
A growing body of research indicates that positive school climate is a critical dimension 
linked to effective risk prevention and health promotion efforts as well as teaching and 
learning (Cohen, 2001; Najaka, et. Al., 2002; Rand Corporation, 2004; Wang, et. al., 1993). 
Recent research reviews have shown that effective risk prevention and health promotion 
efforts are correlated with safe, caring, participatory and responsive school climate 
(Berkowitz  & Bier, 2005; Catalano, et. al. 2002; Greenberg, et. al. 2003).  
 
Safe, caring, participatory and responsive school climate tends to foster great attachment to 
school as well as providing the optional foundation for social, emotional and academic 
learning (Blum, et. al., 2002; Osterman, 2000). One of the fundamentally important 
dimensions of school climate is relational and how “connected” people feel to one another 
in school. There is a growing body of research that suggests that connectedness is a powerful 
predictor of adolescent heath and academic outcomes (McNeely, et. al., 2002; Whitlock, 
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2006) and violence prevention (Karcher, 2002a, 2002b) and as a protective factor in risky 
sexual, violence, and drug use behaviors (Catalano, et. al, 2004; Kirby, 2001). In fact, these 
research findings have contributed to the US Department of Justice (2004), the U.S. 
Department of Education's Safe and Drug Free Schools network and a growing number of State 
Departments of Education emphasizing the importance of safe and caring schools. 
 
School climate also has promotes – or complicates – meaningful student learning. 
For example, activities like community service and debates enhance the learning 
environment by providing students opportunities to actively participate in the learning 
process and construct their own knowledge of social and government systems (Torney-
Purta, 2002; Youniss et al., 2002).  Moreover, when such activities are presented in a 
supportive, collaborative environment, they encourage students to build upon one another’s 
ideas on projects (Wentzel & Watkins, 2002).  Together, the experience realistically 
represents the social situation that they may find themselves part of in the greater civil 
society (Bandura, 2001, Torney-Purta et al., 2001). 
   
Considering a positive climate for citizenship education more globally and comprehensively 
also raises questions about how schools can most optimally promote these important 
learning activities even beyond the classroom environment. Encouraging active and 
collaborative learning on authentic projects is most effective in an environment with a civic 
mission and that encourages trusting relationships throughout all members of the school 
community (Carnegie Corporation of New York & Center for Information and Research on 
Civic Learning, 2003; Wentzel, 1997) 
 
School climate promotes – or complicates – students’ ability to learn. On the one hand, this 
is common sense. To the extent that students feel safe, cared for, appropriately supported 
and lovingly “pushed” to learn, academic achievement should increase. And, in fact, this is 
what a series of studies from America and abroad has shown. Positive school climate 
promotes cooperative learning, group cohesion, respect and mutual trust or a climate for 
learning (Ghaith, 2003, Kerr, 2004; Finnan, et. al, 2003). In addition, a series of studies have 
shown that school climate is directly related to academic achievement  (Brookover, et. al, 
1977; Brookover, 1978; Brookover & Lezotte, 1979; Edmonds, 1979; Freiberg, 1999; Good 
& Weinstein, 1986; Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 1989; Griffith, 1995; Madaus, Airasian, & 
Kellaghan, 1980; Rutter, 1983; Rutter, et al 1979; Shipman, 1981).  
 
One of the most powerful statements on the connection between school climate and issues 
affecting teacher education is The National Commission on Teaching and America’s 
Future’s Induction into Learning Communities.  This monograph defines school climate in 
terms of a learning community, and correctly argues that induction, to be effective, must be 
induction into a healthy school climate.  The connection between this conception of 
induction and retention is made.  Teacher education programs are sometimes criticized 
because of the high attrition of beginning teachers.  The implications of preparing school 
leaders who understand the critical role of a school climate that promotes collaboration and 
learning communities and teachers who understand the importance of such a climate has 
implications for teacher education (Chauncey, 2005; Fulton and Lee, 2005). 
 
School climate – by definition – reflects students, school personnel and parents social, 
emotional and ethical as well as academic experiences of school life. Over the last decade, 
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research studies from a range of historically somewhat desperate fields (e.g., risk prevention, 
health promotion, character education, mental health, and social-emotional learning) have 
identified research-based school improvement guidelines that predictably create safe, caring, 
responsive and participatory schools (American Psychological Association, 2003; Benninga, 
Berkowitz, Kuehn,  & Smith, 2003; Berkowitz & Bier, 2005; Greenberg et al., 2003; Durlak 
& Weissberg, 2005). 
 
    =============== 
 If you are interested in a recent review that describes the troubling gap between school climate 
research on the one hand and State Department of Education school climate policy and school 
improvement practice as well as teacher education guidelines, see Cohen, J,. McCabe, L, Mitchelli, N.M  
& Pickeral, T.  (2009). School Climate: Research, Policy, Teacher Education and Practice. 
Teachers College Record, Volume 111:  Issue 1: (January). 
(Available on:  http://www.tcrecord.org/Content.asp?ContentId=15220) 
 
 
[Please note: If you are aware of additional research about school climate, please do let us 
know (jonathancohen@cseee.net). We are invested in this school climate research summary 
being comprehensive and also, learning from you! Thank you.] 
 
 

References  
American Psychological Association (2003). Presidential task force on prevention,  
promoting strength, resilience, and health in young people, American Psychologist, 58,  
(6-7) pg 425-490. 
 
Anderson, C. (1982). The search for school climate: a review of the research. Review of 
Educational Research, 52(3), 368-420.  
 
Bandura, A. (2001).  Social cognitive theory: an agentic perspective.  Annual Review of 
Psychology, 52: 1-26. 
 
Blum, R.W., McNeely, C.A., & Rinehart, P.M. (2002). Improving the odds: The untapped power of 
schools to improve the health of teens. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, Center for 
Adolescent Health and Development. 
 
Benninga, J. S., Berkowitz, M. W., Kuehn, P., & Smith, K. (2003). The relationship of  
character education implementation and academic achievement in elementary schools.  
Journal of Research in Character Education, 1(1), 19-31. 
 
Berkowitz, M. W. & Bier, M. C. (2005).  What works in character education: A report  
for policy makers and opinion leaders. (Character Education Partnership).  Retrieved 
  September 10, 2005. Retrieved January 20th 2005, from  
http://www.character.org/atf/cf/{77B36AC3-5057-4795-8A8F- 
9B2FCB86F3EB}/practitioners_518.pdf 
 

http://www.tcrecord.org/Content.asp?ContentId=15220


4 

Brookover, W., Beady, C., Flood, P., Schweitzer, J. & Wisenbaker, J. (1977). Schools can make 
a difference. Washington, DC: National Institute of Education. (ERIC Document 
Reproduction Service No ED 145 034) 
 
Brookover, W. (1978). Elementary school social climate and school achievement. American 
Educational Research Journal, 15, 301-318. 
 
Brookover, W.B., & Lezotte, L.W. (1979). Changes in school characteristics coincident with changes in 
student achievement (Occasional Paper No 17). East Lansing: Michigan State University, East 
Lansing Institute for Research in Teaching. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No ED 
181 005) 
 
Cairns, L.G. (1987). Behavior problems. In M.J. Dunkin (Ed.), International encyclopedia of 
teaching and teacher education (pp. 446-452). New York: Pergamon. 
 
Catalano, RF, Berglund, ML, Ryan, JAM, Lonczak, HS, & Hawkins, JD. 2002. Positive youth 
development in the United States:  Research findings on evaluations of positive youth 
development programs. Prevention & Treatment, Vol. 5, 15, posted June 24, 2004. [Online]. 
Available URL: http://journals.apa.org/prevention/volume5/pre0050015a.html. Accessed 1 
August 2002. 
 
Catalano, RF, Haggerty, K. P., Oesterie, S., Fleming, C.B. & Hawkins, JD. (2004). The 
importance of bonding to schools for healthy development: Findings from the social 
development research group. The Journal of School Health, 74 (7), 252-262. 
 
Carnegie Corporation of New York and Center for Information and Research on Civic 
Learning and Education. (2003). The civic mission of schools. New York: Carnegie Corporation 
of New York. 
 
Chauncey, C. (2005). Recruiting, Retaining, And Supporting Highly Qualified Teachers. Harvard 
Educational Press 
 
Cohen, J. (2001). Social and emotional education: Core principles and practices.  In J. Cohen 
(ed.). Caring classrooms/intelligent schools: The social emotional education of young children.  New York: 
Teachers College Press.  [Online]. Available URL: www.csee.net/resources/selbook/. 
 
Cohen, J. (2006). Social, emotional, ethical and academic education: Creating a climate for 
learning, participation in democracy and well-being. Harvard Educational Review,  Vol. 76, No. 
2, Summer, pg 201-237. 
 
Creemers, B.P.M. & Reezigt, G.J. (1999). The role of school and classroom climate in 
elementary school learning environments. In Freiberg, H. J. (Ed.). School climate: Measuring, 
improving and sustaining healthy learning environments. Philadelphia, PA: Falmer Press. 
 
deJung, J. & Duckworth, K. (1986). High school teachers and their students’ attendance: Final Report. 
Eugene: University of Oregon Center for Education Policy and Management, College of 
Education. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. ED 266 557) 
 



5 

Durlak, J. A., & Weissberg, R. P.  (2005, August). A major meta-analysis of positive  
youth development programs. Invited  presentation at the Annual Meeting of the  
American Psychological Association. Washington, DC. 
 
Edmonds, R. (1979). Effective schools for the urban poor. Educational Leadership, 15-23. 
 
Finnan, C., Schnepel, K. & Anderson, L. (2003). Powerful learning environments: the critical 
link between school and classroom cultures. Journal of Education for Students Placed At Risk, 8 
(4), 391-418. 
 
Freiberg, H. J. (Ed.). (1999). School climate: Measuring, improving and sustaining healthy learning 
environments. Philadelphia, PA: Falmer Press. 
 
Fulton, IK, Yoon, I and Lee, C. (2005).  Induction into Learning Communities.  Washington:  
National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future. 
 
Good, T.L. & Weinstein, R.S. (1986). Schools make a difference. American Psychologist, 41, 
1090-1097. 
 
Ghaith, G. (2003). The relationship between forms of instruction, achievement and 
perceptions of classroom climate. Educational Researcher, 45 (1), 83-93. 
 
Greenberg, MT, Weissberg, RP, O’Brien, MU, Zins, JE, Fredericks, L, Resnik, H & Elias, 
MJ.  (2003).  Enhancing school-based prevention and youth development through 
coordinated social, emotional, and academic learning.  American Psychologist, 58(6/7), 466-474. 
 
Griffith, J. (1995). An empirical examination of a model of social climate in elementary 
schools. Basic and Applied Social Psychology, 17 (1-2), 97-117. 
 
Gottfredson, G.D., & Gottfredson, D.C. (1989). School climate, academic performance, attendance, 
and dropout. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No ED 308 225) 
 
Heal, K.H. (1978). Misbehavior among school children: the role of the school in strategies 
for prevention. Policy and Politics, 6, 321-333. 
 
Hoge, D.R., Smit, E.K., & Hanson, S.L. ((1990). School experiences predicting changes in 
self-esteem of sixth and seventh-grade students. Journal of Educational Psychology, 82, 117-127. 
 
Karcher, M.J. (2002a) Connectedness and school violence: A framework for developmental 
interventions. In E. Gerler (Ed.), Handbook of school violence (pp. 7-40). Binghamton, NY: 
Haworth. 
 
Karcher, M.J.  (2002b). The cycle of violence and disconnection among rural middle school 
students: Teacher disconnectedness as a consequence of violence. Journal of School Violence, 1 
(1), 35-51. 
 
Kasen, S.N.,  Johnson, P.N., & Cohen, P.N. (1990). The impact of social emotional climate 
on student psychopathology. Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, Vol. 18 (2), 165-177. 



6 

  
Kerr, D., Ireland, E., Lopes, J., Craig, R. & Cleaver, E. (2004). Citizenship Education 
Longitudinal  Study: Second Annual Report: First Longitudinal Study. National Foundation for 
Educational Research, 1-154. 
 
Kirby, D. (2001). Understanding what works and what doesn’t in reducing adolescent risk-
taking. Family Planning Perspectives, 33 (6), 276-281. 
 
Kreft, L.G.G. (1993). Using multilevel analyses to assess school effectiveness: A study of 
Dutch secondary schools. Sociology of Education, 66, 104-129. 
 
Madaus, G.F., Airasian, P.W.,  & Kellaghan, T. (1980). School effectiveness: A reassessment of the 
evidence. New York: McGraw-Hill.  
 
McNeely, C.A., Nonnemaker, J.M., & Blum, R.W. (2002). Promoting student connectedness 
to school: Evidence from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health. Journal of 
School Health, 72,138-146. 
 
Miller, S.I. & Fredericks, J. (1990). The false ontology of school climate effects. Educational 
Theory, 40 (3), 333-342. 
 
Najaka, S.S., Gottfredson, D.C., & Wilson, D.B. (2002).  A meta-analytic inquiry into the 
relationship between selected risk factors and problem behavior.  Prevention Science, 2, 257-
271. 
 
Osterman, K.F. (2000). Students’ need for belonging in the school community. Review of 
Educational Research, 70,323-367. 
 
Perry, A. (1908). The management of a city school. New York: Macmillan. 
 
Purkey, S., and Smith, M. (1983). Effective schools: a review. The Elementary School Journal, 
83(4), 427-452.  
 
Rand Corporation (2004). Focus on the wonder years: Challenges facing the American Middle School. A 
report prepared for the Edna McConnell Clark Foundation (J. Juvonen, V-N Le, T. 
Kaganoff, C. Augustine, & L. Constant). Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation (Retrieved 
on January 6, 2005: www.rand.org) 
 
Reid, K. (1982). Retrospection and persistent school absenteeism. Educational Research, 25, 
110-115. 
 
Reynolds, D., Jones, D., St. Leger, S. & Murgatroyd, S. (1980). School factors and truancy. In 
L. Hersove & I. Berg (Eds.), Out of school: Modern perspectives in truancy and school refusal. 
Chichester, England: Wiley.  
 
Rumberger, R. (1987). High school dropouts: A review of issues and evidence. Review of 
Education Research, 57, 1-29. 
 



7 

Rutter, M. (1983). School effects on pupil progress: Research findings and policy 
implications. Child Development, 54, 1-29. 
 
Rutter, M., Maughan, B., Mortimore, P., & Ouston, J. (1979). Fifteen thousand hours: Secondary 
schools and their effects on children. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
 
Shipman, C.V. (1981). Schools can and do make a difference: Finding from the ETS longitudinal study 
of young children and their first school experience. Princeton, NJ: Educational Testing Service, 
Office for Minority Education. . (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No ED 243 984) 
 
Sommmer, B. (1985). What’s different about truants? A comparison study of eighth graders. 
Journal of Youth and adolescence, 14, 411-422. 
 
Torney-Purta, J. (2002). The school's role in developing civic engagement: A study of 
adolescents in twenty-eight countries." Applied Developmental Science, 6(4), 203-212. 
 
Torney-Purta, J., Lehmann, R., Oswald, H., & Schulz, W. (2001). Citizenship and education in 
twenty-eight countries. Amsterdam: International Association for the Evaluation of Education 
Achievement. [available: http://www.wam.umd.edu/~iea.] 

Wang, M.C., Haertel, G.D., & Walberg, H.J. (1993).  Toward a knowledge base for school 
learning.  Review of Educational Research, 63, 249-294. 
 
Wentzel, K. (1997). Student motivation in middle school: The role of perceived pedagogical 
caring. Journal of Educational Psychology. 89(3), 411-419. 
 
Wentzel, K. R., & Watkins, D. E. (2002).  Peer relationships and collaborative learning as 
contexts for academic enablers.  School Psychology Review, 31(3), 366-367. 
 
Whitlock, J. L. (2006). Youth perceptions of life in school: Contextual correlates of school 
connectedness in adolescence. Applied Developmental Science, Vol. 10, 1, 13-29. 
 
Wu, S., Pink, W., Crain, R. & Moles, O. (1982). Student suspension: A critical reappraisal. 
The Urban Review, Vol. 14 (4), 245-303. 
 
U.S. Department of Justice (2004). Toward Safe and Orderly Schools—The National Study of 
Delinquency Prevention in Schools. Office of Justice programs, National Institute of Justice, 
report # 205005 (www.ojp.usdoj.gov/nij) 
 
Youniss, J., Bales, S., Christmas-Best, V., Diversi, M., McLaughlin, M., & Silbereisen, R. 
(2002).  Youth civic engagement in the twenty-first century.  Journal of Research on Adolescence, 
12(1), 121-148. 
 
 
       


	http://www.tcrecord.org/Content.asp?ContentId=15220



