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1. What is school climate and school culture?

2. What are characteristics of a positive school climate?

3. What are the impacts of school climate on students & 
staff?

4. Why should we care about school climate?

Lucy A. Vezzuto, Ph.D.

The “What” & “Why” of School Climate
Webinar One



Functions of a Strong 
Positive School Climate 
 Fostering effort and productivity

 Improving collegiality & collaboration to promote better 
communication and problem solving

 Supporting successful change and improvement efforts

 Amplifying energy and motivation of staff and students

 Building commitment & helping students & teacher identify with the 
school 

 Focusing attention & daily behavior on what is important and valued

Deal and Peterson



• Why should school climate be measured?
• How can we make the case for a comprehensive 

school climate survey?
• What are some criteria for selecting and 

administering a school climate survey?
• What is the school climate improvement process?
• How do we make sense of the data?

Lucy A. Vezzuto, Ph.D.

Measuring School Climate 
& Using the Data

Webinar 2



Local Control Accountability Plans: 
Climate Relevant to Other Priorities



LCAP Measures 
School Climate Student Engagement

 Pupil suspension rates

 Expulsion rates

 Other local measures-
surveys of pupils, parents 
and all staff

Rates of :

 Attendance 

 Chronic absenteeism

 Middle school dropout

 HS dropout

 HS graduation

Academic
Social &

Emotional

School Climate Measure Is
Needed to Tell the Whole Story



School Safety Plans and 
Positive School Climate

Effective prevention & intervention programs and 
strategies are being used consistently to create a 
safe and drug-free learning environment and to 
address school safety and violence prevention.

Calif. Dept. of Education 



Making the Case to the School Board

 Better climate & conditions for learning      improved academic 
achievement, higher grad rates, more satisfied teachers, less 
dropout, lower turnover rates, improved school safety

 Better climate is cost-effective and cost beneficial

 Measuring school climate is necessary because data serves as 
leading indicators and can:

 Identify needs and inform future interventions

 Document improvements and successes

 Identify subgroups who experience school climate as poor

 Identify areas where students, staff, and parents view climate 
differently

 Serve as ongoing response to parent involvement LCAP priority

Osher 2010



Making the Case to 
Administrators & Teachers

 Administrators & teachers can play active role in improving 
school climate

 Better climate      improved discipline, learning, reduced stress, 
better test scores

 Measuring school climate is necessary because:

What gets measured gets done

 Identifies issues, improves learning  & teaching conditions

Creates opportunities to talk about climate

 Existing measures are incomplete

 Supports turnaround efforts: sustains, builds capacity, allows for 
monitoring and scaling up

Osher 2010



Making the Case to Families
 Better climate      safe school, improved learning, improved 

health, less risky behavior, better social-emotional skills—in 
other words, a better, safer school and a better, happier safe 
child.

 Families can play active role in improving climate; school 
climate is linked to home environment and families can 
advocate for improved school climate

 Family surveys provide a way for parents to give feedback on 
school climate and areas of needed improvement 

 Responding to parent involvement LCAP priority in an 
ongoing way

Osher 2010



Measuring School Climate
 To improve school climate we must 

measure it
 School climate is multi-faceted–

incident count, suspensions, 
attendance rates and the CA Healthy 
Kids Survey,  a youth risk behavior 
survey, DON’T TELL THE WHOLE 
STORY

 Many surveys only measure some 
facets of climate

 It is not just about safety
 Can be used as a needs assessment and 

as a pre-post measure of change over 
time.

Osher, 2010; Cohen, 2012;  WestEd, 2013



OCDE 2013

• Physical, cognitive, 
social, emotional & 
behavioral symptoms

Stress-
Anxiety

• Physical, cognitive, 
emotional & behavioral 
symptoms

Depression

Mental Health Domains

School Climate is Multi-faceted



Students

ParentsStaff

All Stakeholders’ Perceptions Are 
Relevant & Important



Criteria for Selecting 
a School Climate Measure

 Encompass multiple aspects of school climate

 Processed quickly enough to share data before end of year

 Have good psychometrics; be reliable and valid

 Collect data from all stakeholders

 Collect data of subgroups

 Use multiple measures: incident data, attendance data, youth 
risk behavior survey,  school climate survey

 Include measures that have direct impact on academics

 Be actionable and practical to administer

WestEd 2013



Example of Actionable Framework: Engagement

• Measure: Ask students and teachers whether their 
relationships with students and teachers are caring 

• Action: Ensure teachers know students names and 
interests; each student is connected with caring 
adult.

Relationships

• Measure: Ask parents if they feel school welcomes 
families like them; ask students if they experience 
disrespect from adults due to race, ethnicity, or 
culture.

• Action: identify and address discipline disparities; 
address ways to welcome all families 

Respect for 
Diversity

• Measure: Ask students whether they participate in 
extracurricular activities; ask students if they are invited to 
contribute to making school a better place 

• Action: Ensure all students are invited and can participate 
in extracurricular activities; ask students how to solve 
school problems

School 
Participation

(connectedness)
Osher 2010



Example of Actionable Framework: Safety

• Measure: Ask students how often they are 
made fun of, called names, or insulted at 
school; ask if they have friends to talk to if 
they have problems 

• Action: Employ social and emotional 
learning curriculum than includes community 
building and empathy development. 

Social & 
Emotional 

Safety

• Measure: As student how safe they feel 
traveling between school and home. 

• Action: Work with community groups and 
public agencies to create safe pathways to 
school. 

Physical 
Safety

Osher 2010



School Climate Surveys
CalMHSA-OCDE

School Climate and Mental Health Survey 
(student grade 5-8 & staff survey)

National School Climate Center* 
Comprehensive School Climate Inventory 
(student, faculty/staff, parent)

Alliance for the Study of School Climate*
School Climate Assessment Instrument 
(student, faculty/staff, parents) 

WestEd
California Healthy Kids Survey – School Climate Module (student)
California School Climate Survey (staff survey)
California School Parent Survey

*independently evaluated- highest rated  



http://www.schoolclimate.org/climate/csci.php

National School Climate Center
Comprehensive School Climate Inventory 



http://web.calstatela.edu/centers/schoolclimate/assessment/

Alliance for the Study of School Climate
School Climate Assessment Instrument 



http://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/topic-research/school-climate-measurement/school-climate-survey-compendium



Other Considerations for Selecting 
and Administering a Survey

 Survey Format: Consider the technology capacity

VS

 Survey Duration: No longer than 20 minutes to avoid 
survey fatigue is recommended

 Timely turnaround: Supports better action planning

 Summary Report: Make sure the report is easy to 
understand and appropriate for data dialogue

 Frequency: twice a year provides pre- post-data to 
track change efforts and outcomes

WestEd 2012; Osher 2010 



Sample 
Reports



Sample 
Reports: 
Comparing 
Student 
and Staff 
Perceptions



Sample Reports



Sample Reports



National School Climate Center 2010

For a description of each stage go to www.ocde.us/healthyminds
and click on  “school climate matters”. 

Listen to Dr. Jonathan Cohen describe each stage of the process at 
http://www.schoolclimate.org/guidelines/schoolclimateimprovement.php



A Framework for Collaboration
 Focus on problem solving not blaming; use “no fault” 

framework

 To make sustainable changes, you must get buy-in from all 
stakeholder groups…How?

Share the message of why school climate is so vital to student 
outcomes and school improvement. Provide a framework for 
collaboration in which there is:

1) Clear plan of action to improve climate and 

2) All stakeholder voices will be heard during the 
planning/implementation process



Establish a “No Fault” Framework:
Moving from Blame to Trust

 Often a school culture is about making excuses 
or blaming others

 All stakeholders agree to take responsibility for 
what they have done or not done

 Learn from what has been done well & not so well

 Agree to work together to improve school life

Effective professional learning communities 
implement this framework by establishing

norms, values and goals



Administrators, Faculty and Staff

As the professional learning community the school leaders with 
faculty and staff are critical and integral to the school climate 

improvement process



First Steps of Collaboration
Once momentum to collaborate with stakeholders is 
established, …
Create climate improvement team led by administrator with 

teachers, counselors/psychologists, district staff, family 
leaders, community partners

Assign school climate coach
Adopt a comprehensive vision for the collaborative
Write a ‘brief’ to clarify the vision
 Start process of translating vision into policy
Develop a strategic plan
Move the plan to implementation. 



Advocate for Comprehensive School Climate Improvement 

Urge your district to implement a 
comprehensive, cohesive plan that 
integrates school climate into school 
improvement.

Most districts have policies related to 
only some components (e.g., safety, 
bullying, health) of climate.

WestEd 2013



• Why should school climate be measured?
• How can we make the case for a comprehensive 

school climate survey?
• What are some criteria for selecting and 

administering a school climate survey?
• What is the school climate improvement process?
• How do we make sense of the data?

Lucy A. Vezzuto, Ph.D.
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Three - Step  Data - Dialogue Process
Start with an essential question or goal…

1
Engaging
with the

Data

Surface
experiences

and
expectations

before 
looking at
the data

2 
Exploring 

the Data

Collaboratively

analyze 

the data

3
Enacting Upon 

the Data

Make inferences 
and interpret 

data to decide on 
action steps and 

solutions; Look at 
additional data

Lipton and Wellman 2008



• Data can be chunked into 
digestible pieces. 

• Data can be examined in 
30-minute sessions.

• Once the steps of the 
process have been 
learned, they are 
repeated. 

• Facilitate using team 
member roles so that 
each voice is heard. 

• Getting the whole school 
involved in the process 
supports buy-in for 
implementing solutions. 

For Data Dialogue Resources go to: 
www.ocde.us/healthyminds School Climate Matters



Students have much to tell us about 
how best to improve our schools.

Have we asked our students  how 
to make their school a better place 
to learn?



Student Voice

Ways to involve students 
in school decisions that will shape 

their lives and 
the lives of their peers.

Beginning Advanced

Strategies and Practices



Student Fishbowl or Listening Circle
For details on how to conduct a student fishbowl or listening circle go to 

www.ocde.us/healthyminds and click on  “school climate matters”

Student (& Client )Voice



Ask Students, Listen, & Respond

 How do you know when an adult at school cares about you?  
What do they say and do?

 How do you know when an adult believes in you?  What do they 
say or do?

 What would make school more fun and interesting for you and 
your friends?  What would you like to do?

 What kinds of decisions would you like to make in your 
classrooms and about your school?

 What kinds of things do you do or could you do at school that 
would make a difference?  What would help others?  What would 
improve your school?

Bernard, 2008



www.ocde.us/healthyminds
Technical assistance is available.



Resources to Help District & School Efforts

http://californias3.wested.org/training_support





Thank you.
Your feedback is important for 

improvement and continued funding.

Open up your chat box and click 
on the link to take you to the 4-minute webinar survey.

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/2V83TDN

Lucy Vezzuto, Ph.D.
lvezzuto@ocde.us


