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hen the calendar for this year’s
issues was planned last summer
and authors were submitting drafts in
January, we had no idea what would be
foremost on the minds of state boards
of education in May 2020. Publishing an
issue devoted to school climate now only
underscores how hard it has been to build
a healthy climate for learning in online
settings, as school buildings across the
country are shuttered due to the COVID19 pandemic.
Yet the articles here are not beside the
point. As Randy Ross and her colleagues
from the National School Climate Center
point out in a sidebar to their article on
school climate as an equity proposition,
schools that have proactively worked
to improve their climate may in fact be
more resilient in the face of crisis. Perhaps
the educators’ experience in developing
learning environments and maintaining
relationships with their students when
they don’t see them in the classroom will
teach us something new about how to
do this well. Perhaps it will renew the
resolve of school leaders to create positive
environments for all children, in physical
classrooms and without.
Our expert authors can help in this
endeavor. Pamela Cantor and Nora
Gomperts from Turnaround for Children
show how the science of learning and
development can be harnessed to help
schools nurture the whole child. “Given
the right conditions, what any child is
capable of, almost all children are capable
of,” they write. “Furthermore, research
reveals what the right conditions are.”
LPI’s Linda Darling-Hammond and
Jennifer DePaoli detail the tasks for
school leaders, in making sure teachers
have what they need to forge the strong
relationships that undergird student
learning, and for state policymakers, in

supporting those teachers and leaders.
In a second piece focused on teachers,
Brown University’s Matthew Kraft and
Grace Falken make a different but related
point. If schools succeed in improving
school climate, they will be better able to
retain teachers and help them improve
their craft more quickly.
AIR’s David Osher and colleagues liken
school climate to physical health: There
are reliable, valid measures to improve
a school’s “vital signs” that can aid in
planning, improvement, and accountability. The authors highlight examples of
how states and districts leverage climate
surveys to do this work. Taylor Allbright
and Heather Hough at Policy Analysis
for California Education highlight what
a consortium of California districts have
learned in using measures of social and
emotional learning to improve school
climate.
Child Trends’ Kristen Harper urges
states and districts to take a broader,
deeper look at school culture, process,
and practice as they address the disparities across race and students with disabilities in school discipline practices. Thanks
also to Child Trends for providing a
snapshot of policy on pandemic preparation on page 3.
In a piece about the harassment and
bullying that LGBTQ students face,
GLSEN’s Aaron Ridings writes, “When
educators make schools safer and more
inclusive for LGBTQ students, schools are
safer for all students.”
Like their state counterparts, state
boards must both respond to crises and
plan ahead. A focus on creating the best
possible learning for all will help educators, students, and families emerge from
this crisis on a stronger footing. 
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News & Notes
school districts. School districts can
use their share of the $13.5 billion K-12
allocation—which will be allocated to
states and then school districts based
on the proportion of Title I funding
they received for the most recent fiscal
year—for any purposes authorized by the
Elementary and Secondary Education
Act (ESSA), the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act, the Perkins
Career and Technical Education Act, and
other specified statutes and purposes.
Despite education community efforts,
the CARES Act does not include additional funding for the E-rate program,
which helps schools and libraries obtain
affordable broadband services.

As schools were closing in March,
Secretary Betsy DeVos began granting state requests for waivers of ESSA’s
accountability and assessment requirements for the 2019–20 school year, using
authority granted her by ESSA. The
department said waivers may be granted
to any state that is unable to assess its
students due to the ongoing emergency.

Online learning is the subject of much
guidance from ED to help districts navigate the pandemic, including supplemental information published in March by

the Office for Civil Rights and the Office
for Special Education and Rehabilitative
Services. The department also released
a fact sheet, “How Distance Learning
Can Be Used to Meet Students’ Needs
during COVID-19 National Emergency,”
on serving children with disabilities in
preschool through secondary schools.

Agriculture Secretary Sonny Perdue
announced additional program flexibilities to help communities feed students
and other food-insecure people. “USDA
is committed to maximizing our services
and flexibilities to ensure children and
others who need food can get it during
this coronavirus epidemic,” Perdue said.
USDA’s waivers let states provide parents
or guardians with meals to take home
to their children. The USDA noted that
states can waive meal pattern requirements to let local operators prepare foods
with available supplies. It also delays
administrative deadlines associated with
the Community Eligibility Provision to
relax burdens on schools closed by the
pandemic. Expect additional nutrition
waivers and guidance to emerge.
Thanks to Reg Leichty and colleagues at
Foresight Law + Policy for this update.

Figure 1. State Policies on School Closures with Explicit Mention of Pandemics as of March 2, 2020

*
Allows modifying calendar,
attendance, or minimum instructional
hours or days

DC
GU
NMI

Provides guidance on virtual or
distance learning
Both of the above
Provides for school services such as meals
No data provided

* Provisions applied to specific time period and
not to current COVID-19 outbreak unless
further amended.

Source: Data derived from a compendium of state and territorial laws compiled by EMT Associates, Inc. and Child Trends, March 11, 2020, that captures
only laws that reference illness, pandemics, or epidemics and those added to WestLaw or LexisNexis as of March 2.
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Congress and executive branch leaders
raced this spring to address the COVID19 pandemic, setting aside nearly all other
tasks. Legislators approved three emergency supplemental spending bills, which
included notable provisions for state and
local education leaders working to meet
students’ nutritional, learning, and other
needs. Similarly, the U.S. Department
of Education and U.S. Department
of Agriculture granted waivers of key
requirements and published guidance to
help states and school districts adjust to
the emergency.

More bills are likely to follow the three
passed in March. The first two measures
added vitally needed waiver authority and funding for federal nutrition
programs, while also addressing sick
leave and public health. The third, the
CARES Act, was the most sweeping of
the three. Passed 96-0, the $2 trillion act
included $30 billion for education, with
$3 billion to be managed by governors,
$13.5 billion for K-12, and $14.25 billion
for higher education. The act invested in
childcare, nutrition, and homeless youth,
while also providing new waiver authority
to the secretary of education for assessment and accountability waivers for states
and other waivers for states, tribes, and
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NCOSEA Voice
Absenteeism: Ramifications for Students, Schools, and Parents

T
Holly Farris
President, National Council of
State Education Attorneys

wo days a month. That doesn’t
sound like much, does it? But a
student who misses two days of school
a month misses almost twenty days a
year—almost a month of missed educational opportunities. It does not matter
whether the absence is excused or
unexcused. Two days a month is all it
takes for a student to miss an average 10
percent or more of a school year, fitting
the prevalent definition of “chronically
absent.”

monitoring truant students or those with
excessive unexcused absences. Often,
this monitoring requires investigations
that take time and resources away from
other areas worthy of an educator or
administrator’s attention. Depending on
the jurisdiction, schools may be required
to report to and work with law enforcement if unexcused absences reach a
certain level. Failure to do so could
result in criminal sanctions for school
personnel.

Schools, school boards, and parents
must work collaboratively to ensure
that all students, regardless of grade
level, reap the benefits of being in the
classroom.

Failure to send a child to school can
have negative consequences for parents
as well. Parents are ultimately responsible for ensuring that their school-age
children show up for classes and could
face investigation and criminal sanctions
over a truant child. In some circumstances—for instance, if a state includes
“educational neglect” as a category of
abused and neglected children—an
extreme consequence may be the
involvement of the state’s child abuse
response system.
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The ramifications for students are
clear. When students are chronically
absent from elementary school, they are
far less likely to be proficient in critical areas like reading at an appropriate
grade level. They frequently have lower
standardized test scores and grade point
averages. As early as the sixth grade,
chronic absenteeism is a leading indicator that a student will drop out of high
school. In addition, students fall behind
in forming meaningful relationships
with their peers and educators.
But ramifications for schools and
parents also stem from students’ chronic
absenteeism (which includes absences
for any reason). States frequently use
chronic absenteeism as a measure of
school success and quality under the
Every Student Succeeds Act, which also
requires districts and states to collect and
disseminate data on chronic absenteeism. Thus, schools and districts in these
states can be held accountable if they
experience high rates of absenteeism.
Districts are also tasked with

4

The COVID-19 pandemic will likely
cause states to reevaluate accountabilities based on chronic absenteeism, with
several likely seeking waivers. As we
move forward, however, it will become
more vital than ever to ensure that
students do not regress after losing classroom time to COVID-19. This disruption will necessitate a renewed emphasis
on minimizing absenteeism.
No one wants children to fall behind.
The best way to prevent it is to educate
parents and school staff on the necessity
and benefits of attendance, as well as the
educational and legal consequences of
chronic absence. Working together, they
can ensure a student’s regular, adequate
attendance at school. 

Student Voice
Students Can Help Create the Climate They Want to See
n the quest to improve school climate,
it is easy to get bogged down in
numbers. Seemingly endless data fill
the Powerpoint presentations about
how students feel in school. While vital
to creating a safe, supportive environment for all students, the data will only
get state and school leaders so far. It is
what we as leaders do with the data that
matters.
And within a topic as important and
interpersonal as school climate, students
are best equipped to further improvements. They are the ones whose actions
most directly affect school climate. They
see what is wrong and know how to help
fix it. Often, the only thing missing is the
opportunity to do so.
As the student member of the
Massachusetts Board of Elementary and
Secondary Education, I oversee the State
Student Advisory Council. This organization comprises high school students
from around the commonwealth.
Over the past few years, the council
has been focusing on school climate
and safe, supportive learning environments for all students. Working with
the Office of Research and Evaluation
within the Department of Elementary
and Secondary Education, council
members this past year reached out to
their respective principals to obtain
school data from the statewide Views on
Climate and Learning (VOCAL) Survey,
which is voluntarily administered alongside the Massachusetts Comprehensive
Assessment System. The data are
rarely shared between schools and not
normally accessible to the public, but the
students took great care to use the data
ethically and in compliance with confidentiality agreements.
Using the data, the students began
to pinpoint problems to address. Some
www.nasbe.org

identified mental health as their focus,
others racism and homophobia, and
some found student engagement with
the curriculum to be their school’s
biggest downfall. Each student set out
to help their school address areas that
needed improvement. The students ran
focus groups with school staff and fellow
students to help gather context before
they returned to the department to
debrief.
In addressing the issues, the students
established best practices. One talked
about her school’s issue with the guidance department; another mentioned his
school’s guidance dropbox, which lets
students quickly and discreetly seek help.
One mentioned his school’s issue with
transition from middle to high school;
another talked about a Step-Back Day
program, where high schoolers visit the
middle school to answer questions to
ease the transition. Both students clearly
understood the problems their schools
faced and were attuned to what would
work best to address them.
To truly ensure everyone is welcomed
into a safe, supportive environment
each morning, state leaders must work
in tandem with the people who create
school climate. Students want to roll up
their sleeves and help make it better.
By bringing students together and
getting them invested in improving their
schools, state education leaders can
begin to fix the problems schools face.
Students can do much on their own.
But if they work with their state board
of education, they can accomplish much
more. So before state board members
dive deeply into their climate data, they
should get students in the room and
allow them to be a part of the solution to
the problems the surveys reveal. 

Matthew Tibbitts
Student Member
Massachusetts Board of Elementary
and Secondary Education
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Why School Climate Matters and
What Can Be Done to Improve It

www.nasbe.org

hunger, homelessness, the death of a
parent, or community violence. Trauma
and adversity can lead to chronic stress,
which damages the chemical and physical
structures of a child’s developing brain
and can lead to problems with attention,
concentration, memory, and creativity. Even one stable relationship with a
committed adult can help buffer a child
from the effects of serious adversity. Being
in a supportive environment has even
stronger effects on healing.

Linda Darling-Hammond
and Jennifer DePaoli

Principles for Practice
Creating a positive school climate
buoyed by supportive relationships
depends largely on schools providing
time and opportunity for teachers to
get to know their students, identify and
respond to their needs, and develop
greater alignment between school and
home. Designing more personalized
school structures can facilitate the
creation of consistent, secure relationships for every child:
n small learning environments, achieved
through reduced overall school size or
by creating smaller units or teams in
larger schools, which allow educators
and students to know each other more
fully, work more closely together, build
community, and reduce the risk of
students falling through the cracks;
n	advisory systems, in which teachers
regularly meet with a small group of
students, advise, advocate, and support
their academic, social, and emotional
development, and build a small community of students to support one another;
n block scheduling with fewer, longer
class periods to decrease the number
of students teachers see each day and
allow more time for in-depth teaching
and learning;

May 2020 • National Association of State Boards of Education

For much of the last two decades, the
narrowed focus on raising test scores
under No Child Left Behind left important aspects of education untended. Since
2016, when the Every Student Succeeds
Act (ESSA) enabled a more comprehensive look at accountability, state leaders
have heard growing demands for a
whole-child approach that emphasizes
students’ social and emotional wellbeing along with a broader approach to
academic development.1
ESSA renewed attention on the learning environment itself, which plays a critical role in children’s ability to learn and
thrive. A positive school climate—where
students feel a sense of safety and belonging and where relational trust prevails—
improves academic achievement, test
scores, grades, and engagement and helps
reduce the negative effects of poverty on
academic achievement.
To bring about such environments,
teachers, paraprofessionals, and school
and district leaders must be prepared to
create the school and classroom structures that encourage secure relationships.
Preservice preparation programs and
professional development should cultivate knowledge, skills, and beliefs that
build educators’ understanding of student
needs and their ability to support learning
and development.
Stable, caring relationships are front
and center in every school building that
exemplifies positive climate. Such relationships with teachers and other adults
foster students’ brain development and
are linked to better school performance
and engagement, increased emotional
regulation, social competence, and willingness to take on challenges.
School relationships are especially
critical for the 46 million U.S. children
exposed each year to abuse, neglect,

Educators’ abilities to
forge strong relationships
with students lie at the
heart of strong schools.
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n	interdisciplinary teaming and co-teaching
partnerships with common planning time
for teachers, which lets them create learning
connections within and across subject areas,
develop a collaborative, supportive community of practice, and share knowledge about
students to better meet students’ needs;
n looping, in which students stay with the
same teacher for more than one school year
to deepen teacher knowledge of students and
support consistent relationships with children
and families;
n	reduced class sizes to lower pupil load and
give teachers greater capacity to know and
understand their students’ academic, social,
and emotional needs;
n longer grade span schools (K-8 or 7-12, for
example), which mitigate the difficulties of
school-to-school transitions and help establish
stronger relationships in school and between
school and home; and
n	stronger school-family connections by
building in time and supports for teachers and
administrators to engage parents as valued
partners, maintaining regular exchanges
between home and school, planning teacher
time for home visits, positive phone calls
home, school meetings and student-teacherparent conferences flexibly scheduled around
parents’ availability.
National Association of State Boards of Education • May 2020
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Several classroom practices can help build
respectful relationships based on trust:
n	classroom design and management based
on establishing mutual respect can promote
student voice and agency, as well as develop
interpersonal awareness and skills. When
students are involved in co-development of
classroom rules and norms, for example, they
help create a collaborative environment in
which the responsibility for learning is shared
between teachers and students.
n	identity-safe environments are built when
educators confront biases based on race,
ethnicity, language background, gender, or
socioeconomic status that may affect their
students, within or beyond the school. By
affirming and supporting all students’ learning
and development and by creating a psychologically safe learning environment, educators

can mitigate stereotype threats and support
student agency and learning.
n	social and emotional learning (SEL), as
stand-alone instruction and integrated into
the core academic curriculum, can cultivate
greater self- and social awareness, improve
relationship building and communication
skills, and promote empathy and mindfulness.
Such learning can reduce misbehavior and
stress, help students develop confidence and
resilience, and engender a growth mind-set
that undergirds academic success.
n	restorative discipline practices recognize
students’ behavior as a demonstration of
a developmental need and teach students
problem-solving skills. Restorative practices
replace punitive, coercive, and exclusionary
disciplinary approaches with proactive skill
development in self-regulation and conflict
resolution and help students develop empathy
and understanding of their behavior in a
supportive manner. For example, schools can
engage students in peer mediation to help
prevent conflicts from escalating or in “restorative circles,” which repair peer relationships
after a conflict has occurred.

Preparing Educators
To cultivate learning environments in which
strong adult-student relationships can flourish,
educators must gain the knowledge, skills, and
attitudes to meet their students’ needs. They
need deep knowledge of the individual assets
and experiences of the children in their care, the
social and emotional skills to cultivate empathy
and help students develop those skills, and
both the teaching competencies and beliefs that
enable students to achieve at high levels.
Child Development. Building environments
in which learners feel valued and supported
requires educators to know a great deal about
children’s developmental pathways and progressions in all areas—social, emotional, cognitive,
academic, physical, and psychological—and how
to support development in each domain. It also
means appreciating that children develop in each
area at different rates and in different ways and
holding space in the classroom for these individual pathways rather than enforcing standardization or labelling children as “fast” or “slow.”

Trauma and Social Identity Threat.

Educators must also be firmly equipped to
address childhood stress, adversity, and trauma.
By receiving training in a trauma-informed
approach, which shifts the focus from what is
wrong to what is needed, teachers can develop
the tools they need to learn from their students’
experiences and support their ability to build
healthy relationships and disrupt trauma’s harms.
Students can also feel stress in the form
of social identity threat—when they receive
societal- or school-delivered messages that
they are less capable or worthy because of their
race, ethnicity, language, background, gender,
sexual orientation, economic status, disability,
or other status. These messages lead to negative
self-perceptions, which can impair performance.
Social identity threats can come from media,
from adults who communicate low expectations
or negative views of some children, or from peer
ostracism or bullying.
Teachers, paraprofessionals, and school
leaders need to be trained to recognize the
conscious and unconscious biases that can
be expressed in many aspects of school life
and student treatment, ranging from tracking
systems to disciplinary actions to questions
about which students have access to high-status
extracurricular opportunities. Educators who
are aware of social identity threats can affirm
and convey confidence in their students, set high
expectations, and provide the supports to ensure
that they reach them.
Cultural Competence. Training teachers in
culturally responsive pedagogies and developing
culturally competent practices support student
success. Culturally competent educators view
student experiences through an asset-based lens:
elevating students’ voices in the classroom and
providing materials and activities that draw on
diverse cultures enable educators to capitalize on
students’ culturally grounded experiences and
promote equity. Such teachers learn about the
communities where their students come from
and develop strong connections with students’
families and larger social networks. These
ties can be sustained through check-ins and
class meetings, conferencing, journaling, close
observations of students, and consistent, positive
communication with students’ families.
www.nasbe.org

School and district leaders can also create an
affirming culture by prioritizing the hiring of
teachers and staff of color. Members of a diverse
teaching force can help each other understand
the varied experiences and cultures of their
students. Students of color often achieve at
higher levels, attend school more regularly, feel
more cared for in the classroom, and are less
likely to be suspended when they have teachers
of color, and these teachers are appreciated by
all students.
Social and Emotional Learning. Creating
nurturing learning environments also requires
teachers to support the development and integration of SEL into academic learning. Teachers
must be able to teach and model critical social
skills such as cooperation and communication and emotional skills including empathy,
emotional recognition, and self-regulation.
Practicing empathy specifically helps teachers
view student behavior through the lens of child
development. This approach leads teachers to
identify problematic behavior as a symptom of
unmet needs or negative experiences that can be
addressed through targeted supports rather than
as a sign of willful defiance or disrespect.
Wellness. It is important to focus on teachers’
mental health and wellness as well. Higher levels
of teacher stress and burnout, coupled with the
inadequate skills to manage stress, are associated
with poorer student academic and behavioral
outcomes. Further, they contribute to teacher
attrition and shortages.
Helping educators learn stress management
and supporting their social and emotional
health is key to their effectiveness in the classroom and translates into greater job satisfaction
and decreased burnout and turnover. One tool is
training in mindfulness, which develops a calm
attentiveness and awareness of experiences. In
a classroom environment where there are many
competing demands, the ability to recognize
what is happening in the moment and respond
skillfully is a critical skill and one that, with
practice, can decrease adult and student stress.
The physical and mental benefits of mindfulness
practice include reduced emotional distress;
improved emotional regulation; a greater sense
of social-emotional competence, efficacy, and
well-being; improved instruction; and better
emotional support for students.

Within a wide range,
the speed at which
skills are acquired does
not predict ultimate
proficiency.
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Within a wide range, the speed at which skills are
acquired does not predict ultimate proficiency.
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Self-Efficacy. Fostering teachers’ self-effi-

Fostering teachers’
self-efficacy—the
beliefs they hold about
their ability to succeed
with students—is key
to shaping the learning
environment.

cacy—the beliefs they hold about their ability
to succeed with students—is key to shaping
the learning environment and is molded both
by preservice preparation and ongoing professional development. It is associated with more
positive student-teacher relationships, as well
as increased student motivation and achievement. Teachers’ efficacy affects their level of
effort, enthusiasm, and commitment to the
profession. Teachers with preparation in child
psychology and learning theory, selection and
use of materials, and extensive clinical practice
involving classroom observations, opportunities
to practice, and constructive feedback on their
performance are much more likely to remain in
the classroom than beginning teachers without
this preparation. Once in the classroom, teachers are more likely to feel a sense of efficacy
when they experience a sense of belonging, are
able to exercise leadership, and have a strong
professional learning community—all of which
in turn strengthens their knowledge and skills
for teaching.

Considerations for Policymakers

National Association of State Boards of Education • May 2020
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The ways in which states design accountability and improvement systems, offer guidance,
and provide funding can guide schools and
educators as they seek to build positive climates.
State education agencies and boards can do
the following:
Support the development and use of valid
measures of school climate, social-emotional
supports, chronic absenteeism, and school
exclusions in school reporting and accountability systems so that schools focus their attention on them and the data are regularly available
to guide continuous improvement. For example,
Maryland is using school climate surveys of
students and educators as an accountability indicator in all grades. Student and educator surveys
alike include items on relationships, safety,
engagement, and environment. These domains
include attention to cultural and linguistic
competence, relationships, school participation, emotional safety, physical safety, bullying,
substance abuse, instructional environment,
physical and mental health, and discipline. To
respond to the data provided by school climate
surveys and other indicators, the Maryland

Department of Education is developing and
implementing a multitiered system of support
that includes partnerships between schools and
community members to further sustain conflict
resolution programs, reduce and eliminate
disproportionality in discipline, provide a Youth
Mental Health First Aid curriculum for staff,
and implement wraparound services.
Establish standards for social, emotional,
and cognitive learning that clarify the competencies students should be helped to develop
and supporting practices. At least 14 states have
articulated SEL competencies/standards for
grades preK-12 and state-specific guidance/tools
to support the implementation of SEL.2 States
have used these standards to inform teacher
practice, provide guidance to school and district
administrators on developing systems that fully
embed SEL, and empower parents and families
to support SEL at home.
Replace zero-tolerance school discipline
policies with policies focused on explicit
teaching of social-emotional strategies and
restorative discipline practices that support
young people in learning key skills and developing responsibility for themselves and their
community. Rhode Island, for example, has
effectively eliminated its zero tolerance policies
and has incorporated student suspension rates
as part of the school quality and student success
indicator in its ESSA plan. The state reports out
student suspensions annually for all student
subgroups at the state and school level in a statewide repository that allows users to compare
schools on multiple measures, including the
types of infractions that resulted in suspensions,
the type of disciplinary response, and rates of
suspensions by student race. The Rhode Island
Department of Education provides resources
to help schools reduce the need for disciplinary
actions, including suspension. It uses ESSA Title
IV, Part A funds for school-based mental health
services, mentoring and school counseling, positive behavioral interventions and supports, and
programs to reduce exclusionary discipline. The
department supports a community of practice
which hosts an open forum three times a year
for educators and mental health practitioners.
Invest in recruitment and retention strategies that support a well-prepared and
diverse educator workforce. A strong, stable,
diverse, well-prepared teaching and leadership

www.nasbe.org

needs of diverse learners than principals who
entered the profession before these reforms.7
Make in-service professional development
widely available. These opportunities should
help educators continually build on and refine
student-centered practices; learn to use data
about school climate and a wide range of student
outcomes; problem solve around the needs of
individual children; and engage with teams and
professional learning communities on schoolwide
initiatives. In addition, states and districts can
provide mentoring and other programs that can
improve efficacy and reduce stress, mindfulness
and stress management training, social-emotional
learning programs that benefit both adults and
children, and supportive administration.
As the emerging science of learning and
development reveals, a whole-child approach to
education—which begins with a positive school
climate that affirms and supports all students—is
fundamental to supporting academic achievement as well as healthy development. The challenge is to take this understanding into education practice and policy to ensure that every
young person receives the benefits of a safe,
supportive learning environment. 
1This article is drawn from the following reports and articles:
Linda Darling-Hammond and Channa Cook Harvey,
"Educating the Whole Child: Improving School Climate
to Support Student Success" (Palo Alto, CA: Learning
Policy Institute, 2018); Linda Darling-Hammond et al.,
"Implications for Educational Practice of the Science of
Learning and Development," Applied Developmental Science
24, no. 2 (2019), https://doi.org/10.1080/10888691.2018.153
7791; Stephen Kostyo, Jessica Cardichon, and Linda DarlingHammond, "Making ESSA's Equity Promise Real: State
Strategies to Close the Opportunity Gap" (Palo Alto, CA:
Learning Policy Institute, 2018); Linda Darling-Hammond
et al., “Implications of the Science of Learning and
Development for Educator Preparation and Development,”
forthcoming.
2Linda Dusenbury, Caitlin Dermondy, and Roger P.
Weissberg, “State Scorecard Scan: September 2018”
(Chicago: Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional
Learning, 2018).
3Desiree Carver-Thomas and Linda Darling-Hammond,
“Teacher Turnover,” in Daniel Losen, ed., Closing the School
Discipline Gap: Equitable Remedies for Excessive Exclusion
(New York: Teachers College Press, 2014).
4Danny Espinoza et al., “Taking the Long View: State Efforts
to Solve Teacher Shortages by Strengthening the Profession”
(Palo Alto, CA: Learning Policy Institute, 2018).
5See the EdPrepLab website: https://edpreplab.org/; see also
Linda Darling-Hammond and Jeannie Oakes, Preparing
Teachers for Deeper Learning (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
Education Press, 2019).
6Commission on Teacher Credentialing, “California
Teaching Performance Expectations” (Sacramento, CA:
author, 2016), https://www.ctc.ca.gov/docs/default-source/
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workforce is perhaps the most important
ingredient. As teacher shortages have become
widespread, many states have learned that hiring
individuals without preparation for teaching
undermines school climate and student support,
as they often struggle in the classroom; lack
strategies to create safe, productive classrooms;
and leave at high rates, creating significant
churn that further undermines a positive school
climate and student achievement.3 States that
are addressing shortages by building a stronger
profession are adopting forgivable loans and
service scholarships that support strong preparation, high-retention pathways such as teacher
residencies, high-quality mentoring, and collegial environments for practice.4
Support institutions of higher education
in designing high-quality, research-based
preservice preparation for teachers and
administrators. Supervised clinical experiences
in schools should model how to create—and
for administrators, design and foster—a positive, developmentally supportive climate for all
students. These prep programs should provide a
strong foundation in all the elements highlighted in the preceding section. The EdPrepLab, a
network of preparation programs that offer these
kinds of learning opportunities for teachers and
leaders, documents strong preparation practices
and shares them with the field. It also works
with state policymakers, including state board
members, to develop policies that can leverage
and support such opportunities.5
Incorporate educator competencies for
supporting social, emotional, and cognitive
development into licensing and accreditation
requirements for teachers, administrators,
and counseling staff and provide funding to
support these reforms. For example, California
has increased a focus on all of these competencies in its revised teacher and administrator
performance expectations, which guide licensing and program accreditation. Educators are
expected to “apply knowledge of students,
including their prior experiences, interests,
and social-emotional learning needs”6 as they
develop psychologically safe classrooms and
schools and use restorative practices. A survey
of California administrators found that recently
trained principals felt significantly better
prepared to support social-emotional learning, to create a positive climate, and to meet the
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We know what leads
children toward healthy
development. We just
need to build it.

Pamela Cantor and Nora Gomperts
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What Learning and Developmental
Science Says about Optimal
Learning Environments
Children’s environments, experiences, and relationships drive how they
learn and develop—more so than their
genes.1 This finding, which is supported
by burgeoning scientific research, poses
both challenge and opportunity. Because
the brain’s developing structures and the
expression of genetic endowment are
sensitive to context, children exposed
to stress and adversity can face tremendous obstacles in school, work, and life.
But because the brain is malleable and
context sensitive,2 educators can transform students’ lives by designing learning
environments that nurture their skills and
talent, buffer against and alleviate stress
and trauma, and unleash potential.
Given the right conditions, what any
child is capable of,3 almost all children
are capable of. Furthermore, research
reveals what the right conditions are.
State boards of education can help ensure

that these conditions are built into all
educational settings.
When the American education system
was designed almost two centuries ago, its
purpose was to produce efficient, effective
workers who could support the industrial
revolution. Educators prioritized delivery
of content over higher order skills such
as agency, problem solving, and critical
thinking. Rote memorization and the
preparation of select students for postsecondary education were marks of success.
The job market has changed significantly since then. More jobs require
higher order skills and postsecondary
training than not. Scientific understanding of how children learn and develop
also evolved.4 Yet the education system
has remained largely the same—organized around antiquated goals and false
assumptions not grounded in science,
with enormous risk for students who

Core Principles
Malleability and the Role of Context. Genes
are chemical followers. Although humans have
over 20,000 genes, fewer than 10 percent are
ever expressed. The contexts to which people are
exposed determine which genes are expressed
and how and when.6 This malleability, coupled
with the fact that humans develop well into early
adulthood,7 means that contexts have tremendous impact. There is no such thing as development independent of context.
The most common example of negative
context is the experience of stress. Stress causes
release of the hormone cortisol, which produces
a “fight, flight, or freeze” response. When stress
is mild or tolerable, the release of cortisol
is healthy and adaptive; it helps individuals
prepare for important events or respond to
threatening situations by increasing focus, attention, and concentration.
However, stress that is extreme, long-lasting,
severe, and unbuffered by the presence of a
trusted adult exacerbates cortisol’s effects,
impeding healthy development. Research on
adverse childhood experiences (ACEs)—including exposure to violence, neglect, abuse, and
racism—has documented the impact of these
stresses.8 Children with multiple ACEs are
likely to experience health, behavior, and learning challenges because of what stress does to
their brains and bodies.
The extent to which a child’s stress response
to adversity becomes toxic and leads to serious
www.nasbe.org

health and mental health problems depends on
the child’s biological makeup, the characteristics
of the adverse conditions (such as intensity and
duration), and the presence of other positive
childhood experiences.9 At school, children
experiencing significant, unbuffered stress are
often easily triggered and struggle to focus,
creating challenges for learning readiness and
learning itself.
The most powerful example of positive context
is having positive developmental relationships,
such as those between educators and students.10
These relationships produce the hormone oxytocin—the “love hormone.” Oxytocin counterbalances cortisol. It literally protects children, at a
cellular level, from the negative effects of stress
and adversity. Positive developmental relationships are characterized by consistency, emotional attachment, reciprocal interactions, and trust.
They create feelings of safety, predictability, and
belief in oneself.11 Learning environments that
promote physical and emotional safety, predictability, and sense of belonging are another
example of positive context. Effective learning
environments help deactivate the hyper-alert
stress response systems of students who have
experienced significant adversity, enabling
students to engage and invest in their own learning and development.
Individuality and Variability. There is
tremendous variation in how individuals
develop and learn, and no two individuals
develop in the same way.12 Individual interests,
values, performance on tests, and other attributes also vary over time. If we quantified and
plotted these attributes over time, they would
form a jagged, not straight, line. As Cantor et
al. explain, complex skills develop in fits and
starts, with forward movement and backward
transitions.13 These facts reveal the inherent flaws in quantifying individual and group
progress through averages and annual snapshot
measures. Indeed, no one score or average
adequately represents the attributes or potential
of a person in any sample or population.
Skills and Mind-Sets. Our organization,
Turnaround for Children, has developed the
Building Blocks for Learning Framework that
articulates skills and mind-sets that research
across many disciplines has shown to be critical
for success in school and beyond. These include
self-regulation, attachment, self- and social

Effective learning
environments help
deactivate the hyperalert stress response
systems of students
who have experienced
significant adversity.
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are marginalized because of race, gender, and
economic background.5
Based on preconceived notions about
individuals’ potential and with inadequate
approaches to measuring individual progress,
schools have sorted students into groups—those
who are ready for and deserving of postsecondary education and well-paying jobs and those
who are not. In doing so, the education system
perpetuates institutional racism, sexism, and
classism. It continues to reinforce zip code as
destiny. By applying the core principles of the
science of learning and development and attending to students’ health and well-being, however,
educators and state policymakers can transform
education in the service of equity, ensuring that
all children can thrive.

13

awareness, and stress management, which in turn
lay the groundwork for resilience and agency.14
Each of the skills and mind-sets included in
the framework is measurable, malleable, and
correlated with academic achievement.15 They
are also extremely sensitive to stress and thus
are likely to be underdeveloped in students
who have experienced unbuffered stress. This
research underscores the critical importance
of explicit instruction around these skills and
mind-sets, opportunities for students to practice
them during daily instruction and classroom
activities, and targeted, developmental supports
for students who struggle with them.

Whole-Child Development and Thriving
Students’ range of skills—and ultimately their
potential as human beings—can be significantly
enhanced by exposure to highly favorable conditions: learning environments and experiences
designed to optimize their development (see
also the article by Linda Darling-Hammond

and Jennifer DePaoli, page 6).16 Based on the
principles articulated above, we propose a
setting-agnostic framework to make whole-child
development and thriving a reality (figure 1).17
It includes these elements:
n positive developmental relationships characterized by trust, consistency, and reciprocity
to buffer the effects of stress and provide a
critical foundation for students’ engagement,
positive identity formation, healthy development, and academic success;
n environments filled with safety and belonging, including physical and emotional safety;
n	integrated supports to identify variations in
students’ wellness and readiness for learning
and to provide universal, group, and individualized supports to ensure that each student’s
needs are met, enabling them to engage effectively in learning;
n intentional development of critical skills,
mind-sets, and habits that are integrated with

Figure 1. Five Non-Negotiables for Whole-Child Design
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Figure 2. Vision for School and Student Success
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academic instruction, prioritized through
daily routines, and reinforced through individual supports as necessary; and
n rich instructional experiences, characterized by rigor, personalized student-centered
curriculum, engaging instructional practices,
and scaffolded support for content and skill
acquisition.
Learning environments designed with these
integrated elements can serve as an ecological
vaccine, inoculating children against the effects
of adversity while promoting and accelerating
healthy development and learning.18
Bringing whole-child development to life in
educational settings requires that environments
be designed to promote safety, belonging, and
relationships; that adults have knowledge of how
the brain develops and how learning happens;
that adults provide integrated, individualized
www.nasbe.org

supports; and that educators use tools and
platforms to integrate academic instruction with
intentional development of skills and mind-sets
of successful learners. Settings designed in these
ways optimize each student’s developmental
range and reveal the talent, skills, and potential
that all children have.
Turnaround for Children helps build educators’ capacity to transform schools into spaces
that optimize whole-child development,
promote student engagement and positive
identity formation, engage learners in rigorous instruction, and drive authentic equity for
students. Our “Vision for School and Student
Success” articulates the integrated systems,
structures, and practices of a school that is organized to effectively promote each child’s learning
and development (figure 2).19
The whole child stands at the center of this
vision. A focus on whole-child development

May 2020 • National Association of State Boards of Education

Source: Turnaround for Children, 2020.
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A redesigned education
system will recognize
that talent is plentiful
and that skills exists
in a potential state in
all children.
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grounded in science ensures that schools are
not focused just on what students learn, but
also how they learn, their interests and identities as learners, and their holistic needs as
they develop.20 This focus has implications for
school-level decision making and prioritization
of time, resources, commitments, and energies.
Surrounding this central purpose are
supportive environment, developmental relationships, and integrated academic, skill, and
mind-set development—three key elements
to positive youth development. Children
develop most fully when they feel emotionally
and physically safe, connected and valued, and
challenged and supported to develop relevant
skills for their future. Relationships are the
active ingredient of the environment’s influence
on healthy development because they show
students that they are valued and help them
define and achieve their goals.
The three elements are actualized through a
set of schoolwide systems, classroom structures,
and educator practices. These systems, structures, and practices are associated in the graphic
with one of the three elements to ensure that
they are visible and actionable. But in practice,
they are multifunctional and integrated to bring
coherence to the school’s purpose and capitalize
on the integrated nature of development. For
example, a school may redo its master schedule to include a daily advisory or class meeting
that is a predictable and sacred space to build
relationships, cultivate a sense of inclusion and
belonging, and support students’ skill and mindset development.
Transformational school change relies on
consistently strong school leadership and shared
ownership of all school community members.
Leaders must articulate clear roles and expectations for staff, create a team that monitors progress toward goals, and distribute responsibility
across staff members. These practices build relational trust and collective responsibility, which
in turn help educators work through challenges,
implement sustainable change, and continuously
improve toward their goals.

Conclusion
Education leaders can help transform the
antiquated U.S. education system into one that
drives toward equity and prepares all students

for thriving in school and in life. Informed by
recent advances in the science of learning and
development and building on years of practice knowledge and experience, schools can be
designed to foster the holistic development of
engaged, self-directed learners who have the
knowledge, competencies, and higher order
skills they need for success in a changing world.
A redesigned education system will recognize
that talent is plentiful and that skills exists in
a potential state in all children. Such a system
will be equitable and consist of schools with a
shared goal of revealing the talents, passions,
and interests of students; building on their skills
and competencies; and addressing the effects of
adversity on development and learning. Students
will attend schools designed for positive developmental relationships; environments that foster
safety and belonging; integrated individualized
supports; the intentional development of the
skills, mind-sets, and habits of all successful
learners; and rich instructional experiences that
achieve mastery-level competencies and enable
students to know what they are capable of.
Education leaders should broaden their
definition of student success and adopt new
measurement techniques that reflect a holistic
view of student development and the reality
of diverse, variable, adaptive development and
performance. This shift would transform the
existing system and should be the goal and
charge of the entire education ecosystem.
State boards of education play a critical role.
They have the power to articulate a vision
and mission for the state’s education system
that is grounded in a broader conceptualization of student success and a new purpose of
education—to create educational contexts that
develop the whole child and enable all children
to succeed as learners and to thrive.
State boards can promote policies that incentivize and support schools to become positive
environments for development and learning,
with educators who see and unleash the talents
of all students. They can require educators to be
trained in the science of learning and development and ground preservice training and
ongoing professional development in scientifically grounded practices and tools to more
effectively drive learning and development.
State boards can implement teacher residencies that further the profession of teaching.
cont'd on page 48

School climate is an imprecise but
useful metaphor. Like prevailing weather
patterns, school climate is a dynamic
system with innumerable components. It
alludes to the big picture, addresses children in their fullness as human beings, and
determines whether students are “tourists
or citizens” in their schools, as education
professor Jerome Freiburg puts it.1
Just over a decade ago, the National
School Climate Council created the now
most widely used definition: “School
climate is the quality and character of
school life and is based on patterns of
students’, parents’, and school personnel’s
experience of school life. It reflects norms,
goals, values, interpersonal relationships,
teaching and learning practices, and organizational structures.”
This definition has usefully directed
educators’ attention to climate’s importance, identifying participants by their
stakeholder status—student, parent,
school staff.2 We believe it is time to
expand the term to reflect an intention
www.nasbe.org

of giving all children access to positive
school environments. Our expanded
definition recognizes that equitable school
climates are central to education equity,
and it calls on educators and policymakers to deepen awareness of race,
ethnicity, gender, socioeconomic status,
and geographic differences:
An equitable school climate
supports each student’s path to a
prosocial identity by being culturally responsive to the patterns and
wide range of norms, goals, values,
interpersonal relationships, leadership practices, and organizational
structures within the school and
broader community.

School life in an equitable school
climate exhibits a quality and character
that fosters the full access of students,
families, and staff to the following:
n effectively supported high expectations for teaching, learning, and
achievement;

Randy Ross, Philip Brown,
and Kori Hamilton Biagas
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How states and
districts are weaving
equity into their
efforts to improve
climate.
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The groundwater
approach empowers
us to name school and
societal circumstances
colliding in students’
lives.

n emotionally and physically safe, healthy learning environments for all;
n caring, courageous, self-reflective relationships
among and between peers and adults; and
n multiple, culturally responsive pathways to
participation that meaningfully enhance
academic, social, emotional, civic, and moral
development.
Our definition acknowledges the profound
impact of deep societal inequities—how a
middle class, African American child may
experience school climate very differently than
a white, middle class child in the same school
does or how working class Latinx parents or
guardians with limited English experience the
climate of their school community (see box 1).
These differences may be called “microclimates,”
though there is hardly anything “micro” about
the negative experiences of climate for people
within them.
Another metaphor—the groundwater effect—
is useful for describing the impact of structural
inequities on school climate. It asks why half the
fish are floating belly up in one lake (the education system) and the same phenomenon can be
observed in other lakes (child welfare, health
care, criminal justice, housing). The answer: All
lakes are connected through the groundwater.
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Educational leaders attempt to “fix” educational inequities from individual and education
system perspectives. Our definition of equity
calls on leaders to look beyond the schoolhouse
door to societal divides such as racism and
poverty as the source of inequities in student
outcomes:
[H]ow do we use our position(s) in one
system to impact a structural racial arrangement that might be deeper than any single
system? To “fix fish” or clean up one lake at
a time simply won’t work—all we’d do is put
“fixed” fish back into toxic water or filter a
lake that is quickly recontaminated by the
toxic groundwater.3

The groundwater approach empowers us to
name school and societal circumstances colliding in students’ lives. Trauma-informed school
practices intersect with family engagement,
foster care, and mental and physical health care.
Discipline intersects with the juvenile justice
system. Social-emotional learning (SEL) intersects with academic and career readiness.
As explained elsewhere in this issue, adverse
childhood experiences (ACEs) are significant
obstacles to learning and development even
in thriving schools. Positive youth development becomes nearly impossible with repeated
trauma, unless schools work collaboratively

Box 1. Climate and Coronavirus
The coronavirus pandemic further laid bare the profound inequities within school communities. Equitable access to resources—food, housing, health care services, mental
health/trauma support, and technology—becomes even more critical at such times,
both for learning and for reducing social isolation. These “laid bare inequities” show
the importance of schools serving their communities beyond academic responsibilities.
Equitably serving communities requires schools to capitalize on existing relationships,
facilitate access to resources, and thus become community hubs. The national network
called Communities in Schools (CIS) offers an example of bringing local community
resources into schools.
After this pandemic subsides, state boards of education should explore school districts’
differing approaches to serving their communities. What worked well? Or not so well?
We recommend state boards consider policies to support the expanded role of schools
as resource hubs. Such policies are critical to prepare for future crises while improving
school climate. Anecdotally, we are seeing that schools working to improve their climate
may be better positioned to respond effectively to their communities in an extended
period of crisis. —RR, PB, KHB

State Approaches
How can a focus on equity and school climate
be merged in practice at the school level? At
the National School Climate Center, we use the
Five-Stage School Climate Improvement Cycle
as a concrete road map, which includes a focus
on equity, summarized in Stage Five. As coaches
in the center’s School Climate Leadership
Certification program, we collectively have
guided 70 education leaders in six states to use
this model in their schools (box 2).
Under the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA),
states were to select a nonacademic indicator
of school quality or student success as part of
their accountability systems. Only eight chose
to incorporate school climate survey data
into school ratings: Idaho, Illinois, Georgia,
Maryland, Nevada, New Mexico, South Carolina,
and Iowa. Six more use these data to guide
school improvement efforts: Arizona, Arkansas,
Hawaii, Massachusetts, Michigan, and Missouri.4
In addition, some states and local school
systems are incorporating equitable climate principles in their planning and training. They are
moving closer to serving the needs of all students
to meet the tests of life—not only a life of tests.
Five state examples provide a window
into some dynamics and options for educational leaders who see equity and school
climate improvement as essential to their
mission: Minnesota, Connecticut, New Jersey,
Pennsylvania, Maryland.
www.nasbe.org

Minnesota. In 2014, the Minnesota
state legislature established a School Safety
Technical Assistance Center within the department of education to implement statewide
bullying prevention. The law required schools
and districts to engage in safe, supportive
schools programming and districtwide,
evidence-based SEL. The center provided
training, technical assistance, and guidance to
support district efforts.
With the legislation’s sunset in 2019, the
center was renamed the School Climate Center.
With ongoing state support and federal School
Climate Transformation Grant funding, climate
initiatives were implemented in nine mostly
rural districts, including districts with high
American Indian populations. The center
offers professional development for culturally
responsive SEL, equitable discipline policies
emphasizing restorative practices, and improving district capacity for culturally sustaining
mental health services.
Craig Wethington, director of the center, notes
that the state’s ESSA plan “mentions school
climate and our center in response to the state’s
requirement to reduce bullying and harassment,
improve conditions for learning, and reduce
disciplinary removal from the classroom. The
center’s equity focus comes from other sources,
such as the state’s achievement and integration
program, workforce diversity efforts, and early
childhood investments.”5
A key element that other states can take from
Minnesota’s experience: Build on what you
already have in bullying prevention and infuse
equity across multiple initiatives.
Connecticut. On July 1, 2019, An Act
Concerning School Climates went into effect.
The legislation built on and modernized previous
antibullying legislation. It was also an opportunity to broaden research-based SEL responses
within overall school climate. The act establishes
a “social and emotional learning and school
climate collaborative.” According to Michelle
Cunningham, one of the three leaders, “Equity
in school climate improvement, particularly
through social-emotional learning, is an explicit,
not implicit, goal of this group. By having
diverse voices at our table and given time for us
to become educated about school climate and
social emotional learning, we hope to make real

Build on what you
already have in bullying
prevention and infuse
equity across multiple
initiatives.
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with other community systems. This collaboration must be guided by a balanced understanding that, while ACEs may undermine students’
learning and lay siege to their emotional wellbeing, their resilience arises from being supported as individuals within a nurturing, organized,
engaging, and equitable school climate.
At the local level, the most common understanding of school climate improvement equates
it to bullying prevention. Since 50 states have
laws to reduce bullying, many leaders believe
they are already improving school climate. While
insufficient by itself, prevention aimed at reducing “bias-based bullying” implicitly recognizes
inequities and thus offers an entry point to a
more comprehensive understanding of equitable
school climate.
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Box 2. Five-Stage School Climate Improvement Cycle
nB
 uild racially and ethnically inclusive, representative school climate improvement
teams incorporating administrators, staff, students, family members, community
stakeholders, school resource officers.

PREPARATION

nC
 oordinate closely, or even merge, with school improvement teams, Schoolwide
Positive Behavior and Intervention teams, Multi-Tiered Systems of Support teams,
and those who work in local social service agencies, business, and arts councils,
among others.
nU
 se ongoing team-building activities to facilitate courageous conversations.

nS
 eek, collect, and disaggregate data, including school climate and bullying
surveys.

ASSESSMENTa

nP
 erform a data audit at least annually, examining not only academic achievement
and growth but also curricula relevant to students’ lives, discipline, student and
staff attendance, family engagement.
nA
 ssess other factors critical to equitable school climate: trauma, poverty, homelessness, incarceration.

ACTION
PLANNINGb

n Using stage two data to explicitly address equity, create an action plan with goals,
actions, and benchmarks for success.
n Include as initial steps sharing data with students, staff, families, and community
members.
n Ask questions: Do our plans for improving family engagement account for cultural
differences in expectations about schooling? What about challenges such as parents’
language differences, time off from work, transportation, and childcare issues? How
does our school’s professional development plan help administrators and staff address in culturally responsive ways racial, gender, sexual orientation, and other related
concerns in instructional and curricular practices, bullying incidents, and staff-student
conflicts?
nD
 evelop careful implementation processes, monitoring for unintended conse-

quences, such as students of color feeling isolated or targeted rather than
supported.
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nC
 onsider carefully who is implementing each step. Ask equity-informed ques-

IMPLEMENTATIONb

tions: Are school staff choosing students who fit their picture of high-achieving
“student leaders”? Are LGBT students, students of color, and their allies working
on bullying prevention activities? How are parents/guardians engaged in sharing
school climate data and the resulting action plan with other families, while
attending to language and cultural differences?

nW
 hat could we do better at each stage of this process to keep a laser-like focus
on equity?
nH
 ow diverse, inclusive, and representative is our school climate improvement
team?

REEVALUATION

nH
 ow can we improve response rates from all stakeholder and diverse groups to
our school climate surveys?
nH
 ow well are we implementing our action plan for equity-focused professional
development?

Source: National School Climate Center.
a. Stage two may require investigation into data factors not immediately available. Support from the district central office to dig into areas such as
adverse childhood experiences, foster care, and other data sets may be needed. Exploring these data leads to a more complete understanding of
what shapes students’ physical, social, and emotional safety in and out of school.
b. Stages three and four could include steps to learn about general and community-specific factors. Professional development on these factors
offers an opportunity to bring together other agencies with school staff.
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behavioral health, suicide prevention, bullying
prevention, and substance use is expected to
increase participation.
Department leaders see school climate as a
lever for broad school improvement, with their
equity focus extending into continuing education. It encourages SEL and restorative practice
training as best practices for school climate
improvement. Also, an interagency work group is
collaborating to inform a statewide trauma plan.
David Hutchinson, the immediate past
president of the Pennsylvania School Boards
Association, said that while local school board
members are aware of issues such as school
safety, antibullying, and more recently SEL, they
are less aware of school climate as a proactive,
preventive strategy. The association adopted an
equity policy and made a strong commitment to
providing technical assistance for local districts
struggling with equity.
“School climate is a long-term effort where
improvement…[is] necessary to help students
get the kind of skills they will actually use,”
Hutchinson said. “For local board members,
there does not seem to be an obvious connection between equity and school climate. You can’t
have equity without attention to climate, and you
can’t have a good school climate without attention to equity.”9 Hutchinson would like local
boards to be very “intentional about tying equity
to school climate.”
In Pennsylvania, state education agencies
and local school boards play essential roles in
promoting equitable school climate. Both need
to take “the long view” that promoting equitable
school climates requires.
Maryland. With its state legislature’s backing,
the Maryland State Department of Education
designed its accountability system under ESSA
to include a reliable, valid school climate survey
of students and educators. Fully administered
in spring 2019, initial findings became available
in December 2019. The department provides
domain and topic area results, with student
subgroup data, but does not release data associated with the individual survey questions.
Guidance and training on how to use the state
survey findings is left to local districts.10
The lack of an association of data with specific
survey questions makes acting upon the data
difficult, said Donna Blaney, supervisor of the
testing and reporting unit at Montgomery

"You can’t have equity
without attention
to climate, and you
can’t have a good
school climate without
attention to equity."
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progress through listening to and learning from
each other.”6
Other states may likewise want to set up a
diverse statewide school climate advisory group
to identify what is being done and what is needed
to further the mission of equitable school climate.
New Jersey. Mark Biedron served on the
New Jersey State Board of Education from 2012
to 2017. As board president beginning in 2014,
he ensured that social and emotional learning
became part of the New Jersey Department of
Education’s strategic plan. “It is incumbent on
the state board to dive into how we’re doing
education…and how important school climate
and culture really is in turning around school
districts,” Biedron said.7
He championed school climate improvement,
with an emphasis on SEL and character development, as a cornerstone of education in New
Jersey. “The quality of education you receive
should not be based on your zip code,” he said.
“We all have…deep-seated racial issues in our
personal histories and cultural DNA that make
it hard to understand where a person with a very
different history is coming from. It is educators’ responsibility to recognize this and learn to
overcome it.”
In 2017, the board adopted the commissioner’s
SEL competencies. These form the basis for New
Jersey’s approach to SEL school guidance.8 New
Jersey’s experience highlights the importance
of board members educating themselves about
school climate and equity as they define the
overall mission for their education systems.
Pennsylvania. The state launched its School
Climate Leadership Initiative in 2016 to support
schools and districts interested in improving
school climate. Partnering with the National
School Climate Center and working through
regional resource centers for districts, called
Intermediate Units, the initiative leverages a
network structure to build leadership capacity to
do this work at the school and district level.
Although school climate efforts are not
mandated, the Pennsylvania Department of
Education encourages the use of its school
climate survey, which is based upon AIR’s
Conditions for Learning survey (see article, page
23). About 20 percent of Pennsylvania’s schools
voluntarily use this survey. Recent state legislation requiring school safety and assessment
criteria to include trauma-informed education,
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When equity is
embedded across
multiple laws and stateled initiatives, it is
more likely to become a
focus in a state’s school
climate efforts.

County Schools. “For instance, the physical
environment topic describes the degree to which
students feel the school is kept clean, comfortable, and in good repair. An overall score does
not support…clear direction to building service
staff. If they are in an old building yet it is clean,
there is no way to know that the students are…
commenting on the age of the building, [its]
cleanliness/uncleanliness…or both.”11
The district will continue to use their own
school climate surveys of students, staff, and
parents so that principals “are able to act on
the data…aware of what the survey questions
are asking,” Blaney said. Also, timing of survey
implementation is critical so principals can use
the findings to inform school improvement.
Maryland’s experience highlights the desirability of balancing states’ needs to use school climate
surveys for accountability with districts’ needs to
use the data for school climate improvement.

Recommendations for State Boards
and Other Leaders
Educate yourself. Increase individual and
board understanding of how the various inequities intersect to affect students’ experiences.
Convene an advisory group of diverse stakeholders knowledgeable about equity issues pertinent
to your state. Engage experts reflecting the state’s
demographics and differing areas of expertise
(health, environment, housing) in decisions
affecting education policy.
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Recommend an equitable school climate
improvement cycle to districts. A concrete
process to improve equitable school climate,
potentially with the guidance of a certified
School Climate Leader, will be helpful.

Require reliable, validated school climate
surveys for students, staff, and families.
Randy Ross, M.S., M.A., an
independent consultant,
serves as senior policy and
practice consultant at the
National School Climate
Center in New York City;
Philip Brown, PhD, is a
fellow at The Graduate
School of Applied and
Professional Psychology,
Rutgers University; and
Kori Hamilton Biagas,
M.Ed., is communications
manager at SRI
International, the Center
for Education Research
and Innovation.

States and districts should be cautious in using
survey data for annual accountability purposes,
given that sustainable improvement requires at
least three to five years. Allow at least three cycles
of annual collection, analysis, action planning,
and implementation before directly connecting
results to accountability measures.

Develop policies that guide local data
usage and technical assistance. School leaders
should time surveys and release of findings to
meet overall planning needs. Training to use
quantitative data (e.g., climate surveys) and

qualitative data (e.g., focus groups) for action
planning and implementation should be carried
out with stakeholder involvement and consideration for the importance of providing clear and
transparent information regarding the intent and
use of the data. Critical to equity is disaggregating data by race, ethnicity, gender, and sexual
orientation. Disaggregated data, so important
for planning, includes not only school climate
surveys but also bullying, discipline, and attendance records.
Build on what you have. All states have antibullying laws, which often incorporate an equity
focus through their definitions. These laws offer
a launching pad from which to expand the focus
from bullying to equitable school climate.
Equity should be front and center. When
equity is embedded across multiple laws and
state-led initiatives, it is more likely to become
a focus in a state’s school climate efforts. In
schools, equity needs to be central to prosocial
disciplinary responses—such as restorative
practices and culturally responsive, schoolwide
positive behavior interventions and supports—as
well as SEL and trauma-informed approaches.
Even as states attempt to support equity and
school climate in varying ways, their approaches
to equity rest primarily within education. We
remain concerned that even these steps will
prove insufficient for the monumental task at
hand. We propose that a wide range of levers,
across systems, be employed to create true equity
for all students. 
1H. Jerome Freiburg, “Consistency Management and
Cooperative Discipline,” PowerPoint presentation, 2012.
2Jonathan Cohen and Dorothy Espelage, “Creating Safe,
Supportive, and Engaging K-12 Schools in the United States,”
in Cohen and Espelage, eds., Feeling Safe in School: Bullying
and Violence Prevention around the World (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard Educational Press, 2020).
3Deena Hayes-Green and Bayard Love, “The Groundwater
Approach: Building a Practical Understanding of Structural
Racism” (Greensboro, NC: Racial Equity Institute, 2019).
4Alyson Klein, “How Does School Climate Figure Into State
ESSA Plans?” Education Week (October 21, 2018).
5Craig Wethington, personal communication, December 18,
2019.
6Michelle Cunningham, personal communication, January
15, 2020.
7Mark Biedron, personal communication, January 8, 2020.
8New Jersey Department of Education, “Keeping Our Kids
Safe, Healthy, & in School,” web page, https://www.state.
nj.us/education/students/safety/sandp/sel/.
9David Hutchinson, personal communication, January 14,
2020.
10Mary Gable, personal communication, January 14, 2020.
11Donna Blaney, personal communication, January 20, 2020.

When done reliably and efficiently,
measuring school climate can help
improve schools’ vital signs and help state
boards of education realize their goals
and objectives for the system as a whole.
Moreover, because it is as consequential
to schools as checking heart rates and
blood pressure are to humans, schools
should always use climate measures for
planning and continuous improvement.
School climate data can be used appropriately as a metric for statewide accountability as well.
School climate is the term for how
people experience the school environment, including their interactions with
and experience with each other in education settings: Do they feel respected and
supported? Do they have relational trust?
Climate also encompasses how members
of the school community experience
school norms, culture, and structures,
and feel that they belong at a school.
School climate affects outcomes that
members of state boards of education
care about: student attendance, learning, achievement, and safety, as well as
teacher morale, attendance, performance,
and safety.
Climate is a necessary though not sufficient contributor to productive, robust
learning environments. Good climate
both functions as a leading indicator of
improvement and contributes to improvement. It can be measured efficiently
and without great expense. And it can
produce understandable, actionable data
that can be collected objectively and used
to improve outcomes at school, district,
and state levels.

Early Adopters
We have successfully done this work
of assessing school climate and generating the data necessary for improving
the conditions for learning in many
states and cities. For example, Cleveland
www.nasbe.org

has assessed student perceptions of the
conditions for learning since 2007 using
AIR’s Conditions for Learning survey.
Cleveland educators use these data to
target interventions aimed at supporting
students’ emotional and physical safety,
experience of adult support and academic
challenge, and social and emotional
learning. Since they began collecting the
data, Cleveland’s schools have improved
their state rankings and performance on
the National Assessment of Educational
Progress, increased students’ experience
of safety, reduced chronic absenteeism
and the number of students identified as
having committed a suspendable offense,
and increased graduation rates.
At a state level, Nevada is using
climate data to help frontier and rural
schools as well as urban and suburban
schools improve outcomes. The Nevada
Department of Education worked with
AIR to select topics from the ED School
Climate Surveys (EDSCLS), developed
by the National Center for Education
Statistics in 2014. The topics were those
deemed to best represent Nevada’s goals
for supporting safe, respectful learning environments. Selecting just a few
topics for their state survey enabled
them to keep it short while generating
scores based on the EDSCLS benchmark
performance levels—a key to ensuring
that their data are meaningful to a wide
variety of stakeholders.
Since the Nevada department launched
its survey in 2015, its staff have supported
Nevada’s districts and schools in survey
use and data interpretation, and they have
incorporated the survey into ongoing
statewide improvement efforts, including
the placement of social workers in schools
(box 1). Nearly all schools and eligible
students in Nevada participate in the
survey, with the exception of Clark and
Washoe Counties, which use preexisting surveys. Participating schools receive
reports of their results in English and

David Osher, Sam Neiman,
and Sandra Williamson
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All schools should be
using climate data, which
can be used statewide for
accountability, too.
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States should consider
six factors in identifying
a survey or developing
one of their own.
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Spanish within days of completing their surveys
and can see trends across time and comparisons
to similar Nevada schools.
EDSCLS is a suite of four surveys for students,
instructional staff, noninstructional staff, and
families. While the data are collected using
the EDSCLS platform, the U.S. Department of
Education does not receive any of the data. Each
survey is based on the updated Safe, Supportive
Schools Model of school climate (figure 1),
which covers engagement, safety, and environment and has key scales (for example, cultural
and linguistic competence, emotional safety,
and mental health). These surveys come with
free resources on how to administer the survey,
interpret results, and use the data to drive
actionable improvement. EDSCLS has made it
easier for many schools, districts, and states to
collect high-quality data about school climate
and the conditions for learning and to draw
meaningful insights.
There are many other school climate surveys.
States should consider six factors in identifying
a survey or developing one of their own: the
strength of evidence that a survey is reliable and
valid in the context for which it will be used,
who is surveyed in terms of type of stakeholder
and grade, what areas are surveyed, how data are
reported back, how easy the survey is to use, and
cost. The National Center on Safe Supportive
Learning Environments maintains a compendium of valid, reliable surveys, assessments, and
scales of school climate.
Many districts, especially large and urban
ones, have been collecting and using data on

students’ perceptions of school climate
for a decade or more. Chicago Public
Schools developed a survey on student
school connectedness in 2005 and now
uses the 5Essentials survey, which is also
used in other Illinois districts. Austin ISD
launched its survey in 2003 to measure
aspects of environment and interactions.
New York City launched its survey in
2007 as a measure of school quality and to
drive school improvement. The survey in
Washoe County, Nevada, has helped schools
“celebrate strengths, monitor changes, and
respond to areas of challenge” since 2011.1

The Importance of Elevating Climate
School climate encompasses the social
and emotional conditions for learning,
teaching, and wellness—experience of
safety, support, belonging, connectedness,
engagement, academic focus, and individual
and cultural respect (see also articles on
page 7 and 12). These multifaceted conditions interact dynamically and affect student
and teacher behavior, performance, and
wellness. For example, when students and
teachers feel unsafe, they are more likely
to experience health-threatening levels of
stress and less likely to attend to learning or
to the needs of others. Stress limits working
memory. Conversely, positive emotions
affect mental and physical wellness and aid
in the retention of knowledge.2
There are relationships between the
conditions for learning and student

Box 1. Making State and Local Surveys Comparable
Because their two largest districts use their own surveys and the rest of the state uses
the state survey, the Nevada Department of Education faced a challenge in finding a
method to equitably distribute funding for school social workers that was responsive
to student voice on the question. The department worked with AIR to study the relationship between the state and district surveys and develop equations that allowed for
sound linkages.
Doing so allowed Nevada’s large districts to continue using surveys they developed
while the department can still compare scores across the state to understand where
student need is the greatest. Its staff use these data to inform their placement of social
workers in schools. In some cases, similar psychometric methods can be used to preserve data trends when changes are made to a survey.

Figure 1. Safe, Supportive Schools Model of School Climate
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attendance, learning, achievement, and graduation and between climate and teacher attendance, performance, and mobility.3 These
conditions are malleable: Policy, administrators,
and teachers can improve or undermine them.4
Research and practice also suggest that these
conditions may be particularly important for
students who experience adversity or barriers to
learning as well as schools that are considered to
be low performing.5

Statewide Accountability and Reporting
With the passage of the Every Student
Succeeds Act (ESSA) in 2015, states began
making decisions about how to incorporate
nonacademic factors into a fifth indicator of
accountability. Many states treat attendance as
a nonacademic indicator, but a growing cohort
of states incorporate school climate surveys into
their ESSA plans.6
Forty-five states had begun using school
climate measures under ESSA for accountability,
improvement, or other efforts by 2018.7 As of
January 2020, eight have formally included data
from school climate surveys into their accountability rubrics, and five others administer and
publicly report and/or require use of school
climate survey data in struggling schools.8
Other states also use school climate data. For
example, Virginia surveys students in grades
www.nasbe.org

4-5 and 9-12 and surveys teachers on working
conditions. Iowa surveys students grades 3-12.
Survey data are collected in other states by
universities and associations. Two examples
are the Delaware School Climate Survey, which
includes students, teachers, and staff, and the
Alaska Association of School Boards’ School
Climate and Connected Survey, which surveys
students and teachers.
The wave of states moving toward statewide
school climate surveys continues to grow. In
the 2018–19 school year, the New York State
Department of Education launched a pilot of
the EDSCLS across approximately 100 districts
as a key step toward promoting healthy school
environments. It continues to roll out this survey
on a large scale.
Three concerns have been raised about using
climate data for accountability: sufficiency of
the survey instruments and related research in
a new area, cost, and potential for gaming. Each
can be addressed.
n Reliable instruments and research. There
are, in fact, reliable surveys, and policymakers can leverage over two decades of research
demonstrating that valid surveys and their
effective use can improve school climate and
student outcomes.
n Cost. Some reliable instruments are freely
available (e.g., EDSCLS).
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n Gaming. Gaming, which is a form of goal
displacement, is a risk of high-stakes data
collection (e.g., teaching to the test rather
than focusing on learning).9 But under four
conditions, climate assessments are hard to
game without realizing the goal of improving
climate: (1) students are surveyed through
valid, reliable instruments (2) that are
administered and reported out in a manner
that ensures confidentiality, (3) response
rates are high, and (4) when sampling or
analyses address selection bias. (These practices are described in “The School Climate
Improvement Resource Package” listed below.)

Learning from States’ Experiences
States experienced
some “stepping back”
in situations where
they did not include
critical partners from
the beginning.
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State board members can learn from other
states’ experiences with surveys. At the time the
EDSCLS was being developed, 11 states were
receiving federal Safe and Supportive School
Grants.10 These grants funded measurement
of school safety in 458 high schools across 199
districts at the building level and interventions
in schools with the greatest needs attended by
475,000 students altogether.
The ultimate goal of the four-year grants
(school years 2010–11 through 2013–14) was
to make school climate improvements that
would reduce substance use and improve safety
by managing a broad continuum of detrimental behaviors occurring in schools, including disruptive behaviors, bullying, violent
crime, and alcohol, tobacco, or other drug use.
Improvements in these areas aimed to increase
the academic success and overall well-being
of students.
Grantees used the model in figure 1 to guide
their approach. This model portrays multifaceted conditions for learning across three broad
domains of the school experience: engagement,
safety, and environment.
The first, engagement, refers to the quality of
relationships among students, staff, families, and
community members or programs that work
with schools. This includes respect for diversity within the student and adult population.
Engagement also encompasses whether schools
are providing culturally and linguistically
supportive education and services. The second
domain, safety, includes physical and emotional
safety (e.g., with respect to experiencing

violence, bullying, or weapons in schools) as
well as substance use (e.g., drugs or alcohol).
The third domain, environment, refers to the
physical infrastructure of schools, instructional
approaches, student health concerns, and the
disciplinary environment.
The S3 grants were also charged with measuring school safety with the same rigor with which
academic progress is measured. Mandating
measurement of school climate ensured that
data-driven decision making and transparency
in communicating grant progress kept grantees and their district- and school-level climate
improvement teams focused on the core issues
represented by the three pillars of the S3 model.
Grantees initially engaged in three core activities: building school climate teams, performing
needs assessments to identify their readiness
to introduce climate improvement efforts,
and developing detailed work plans. Grantees
engaged in five sets of activities that could prove
beneficial for any state or district that plans
to undertake a comprehensive school climate
initiative (box 2).
There are several key lessons learned from the
work of these grantees that are critical to consider in future state planning or policymaking:
n Devote time to planning. States that considered the alignment and integration of a school
climate initiative with other existing priorities
were more successful at stakeholder buy-in
and sustaining their initiative.
n Leverage partners’ expertise and resources.
It was critical to involve community-based
organizations, such as mental health, police
departments, and youth-serving agencies,
as well as universities, consultants, and
nonprofits.
n Build stakeholder support. Possibly the
most important aspect of their work was
building stakeholder support by drawing the
connection between school climate work
and academic outcomes and using data and
evidence for making critical decisions. When
the grants were launched, implementing
Common Core State Standards was a top
priority nationally. Connecting academic
achievement to school climate initiatives
was considered key to the program’s success.
States experienced some “stepping back” in
situations where they did not include critical

n Professional development is critical. A final
lesson centered on data collection, data use,
fidelity, and reporting. Grantees realized that
using data to guide decision making was an
effective way to choose and implement interventions designed to address climate needs.
Training district and school staff and having
dedicated staff (e.g., school climate coaches) to
support schools increased chances for success.
Continuously monitoring and supporting
efforts at fidelity of implementation—that is,
ensuring that interventions are administered
as intended to the appropriate students—
proved to be essential to improving climate.
Those schools that thoughtfully observed
their progress, adjusted course regularly in
response to results, and willingly learned from
challenges and tried new strategies enjoyed
more improved climate than schools that did
not take these steps. Therefore, state planning
for comprehensive training and professional
development is critical.

Resources
The National Center on Safe Supportive
Learning Environments is a national technical
assistance center funded by the U.S. Department
of Education. It helps states, districts, schools,
institutions of higher learning, and communities focus on improving student supports
and academic enrichment. It also maintains
a compendium of 50 valid, reliable surveys,
assessments, and scales of school climate.
Its School Climate Improvement Resource
Package includes resources to meet diverse
stakeholder needs.
U.S. Department of Education School
Climate Surveys. The EDSCLS allows states,
local districts, and schools to collect and act on
reliable, nationally validated school climate data
in real time. Its web-based platform includes
a suite of school climate surveys for middle
and high school students, instructional staff,
noninstructional staff, and parents/guardians.
Student and parent surveys can be completed in
English or Spanish. Staff surveys are available in
www.nasbe.org

cont'd on page 48

Box 2. Five Steps to Improving School Climate

5

Monitoring and
Evaluating
School Climate
Improvements

1

Planning for School
Climate Improvements

2

Engaging
Stakeholders
in School Climate
Improvements

4

Choosing and
Implementing
School Climate
Interventions

3

Collecting and
Reporting
School Climate Data

PLANNING. Taking the time to step back, assess what is in place, and
devote time to planning are critical first steps. State agencies, districts, schools, and other leaders may need up to a year to build and
enlist support from stakeholders, identify supports and resources
within the broader community, work out contracts and relationships
with partners, and determine a solid data collection and review plan.
ENGAGING STAKEHOLDERS. Partnerships with organizations that
specialize in violence prevention, support to students and families,
and mental health services are critical in building the necessary supports in schools. Family and student voice play an important role
in success at the school level. State agency staff play a critical role
as ambassadors to communicate the purpose and goals of school
climate efforts to districts and articulate the connection between
positive school climate and academic success. Building on existing
educational reforms and initiatives reduces the burden on states,
districts, and schools. Integrating school climate work into related
efforts can result in more buy-in and support. Intra-agency and
interagency partnerships can facilitate success by seeking common
ground and promoting solutions that integrate diverse viewpoints.
COLLECTING AND REPORTING DATA. Plans to collect survey data
and additional qualitative data can ensure effective monitoring on
the accountability measure, which is important at the state and district levels but also at the school level—ultimately the unit of change.
CHOOSING AND IMPLEMENTING INTERVENTIONS. Intervention
selections should be implemented consistently and with fidelity, with
implementation monitoring at the school and classroom levels.
MONITORING AND EVALUATING. Schools that thoughtfully observe
their progress, adjust their course regularly in response to data, and
try new strategies are more likely to have more improved climate
than schools that do not take these steps.
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partners from the beginning, such as families,
youth, teachers and community members
and where they did not maintain ongoing
communication with those groups throughout implementation.
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CORE Districts plumb
the possibilities of using
holistic measures to
improve schools.

Taylor Allbright
and Heather Hough
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Measures of SEL and School Climate
in California
California’s CORE Districts—a consortium of eight school districts serving a
racially and socioeconomically diverse
population of over one million students—
have since 2014 led the way in deploying measures of social and emotional
learning (SEL) and school climate and
culture. Influenced by surging interest and
research support over the past decade,
these districts have collected data in hopes
of continuously improving how their K-12
schools address the social and emotional
dimensions of student development.
In recent years, many advocates have
called for schools to pay greater attention
to holistic aspects of schooling, arguing
for whole-child education,1 attention to
noncognitive factors,2 and programming
to support student SEL.3 Pointing to
research showing that social-emotional
competencies are strong predictors of
academic and career success,4 many have
suggested that a greater focus on student
social-emotional development will

translate to higher academic achievement
and a reduction in racial and socioeconomic outcome gaps.
Others have called for attention to
SEL for its own sake, arguing that these
competencies support individual and
collective well-being. Still others have
questioned whether the SEL conversation obscures larger systemic forces
that contribute to educational inequity
or perpetuates deficit-based views of
students of color.5
In parallel, many advocates have
argued for increased attention to school
climate and culture, suggesting that a
school environment characterized by
healthy relationships and a strong sense
of belonging will contribute to students’
overall well-being as well as their academic success. Others have noted that factors
such as educators’ implicit bias and inadequate resources may contribute to hostile
climates in schools serving low-income
communities of color.6

www.nasbe.org

Box 1. School-Level Practices Intended to Support SEL

SEL competency
Growth mind-set The belief that one’s abilities can grow with effort. Students with a growth mindset see effort as
necessary for success, embrace challenges, learn
from criticism, and persist in the face of setbacks.
Self-efficacy

The belief in one’s own ability to succeed in
achieving an outcome or reaching a goal. Selfefficacy reflects confidence in the ability to exert
control over one’s own motivation, behavior, and
environment.

Selfmanagement

The ability to regulate one’s own emotions,
thoughts, and behaviors effectively in different
situations. This includes managing stress, delaying
gratification, motivating oneself, and setting and
working towards personal and academic goals.

Social awareness The ability to take the perspective of and empathize with others from diverse backgrounds and
cultures, to understand social and ethical norms
for behavior, and to recognize family, school, and
community resources and supports.

Culture and climate
Support for
academic
learning

High scores on this construct indicate that survey
respondents feel that the climate is conducive to
learning and that teachers use supportive practices, such as encouragement and constructive
feedback, varied opportunities to demonstrate
knowledge and skills, and support for risk-taking
and independent thinking. Respondents report
that the atmosphere is conducive to dialog and
questioning, academic challenge, and individual
attention to support differentiated learning.

Sense of
belonging
and school
connectedness

High scores on this construct indicate that survey
respondents report a positive sense of being accepted, valued, and included by others (teacher
and peers) in all school settings. Students and
parents report feeling welcome at the school.

Knowledge
and perceived
fairness of
discipline rules
and norms

This construct measures the extent to which
survey respondents report clearly communicated
rules and expectations about student and adult
behavior—especially regarding physical violence,
verbal abuse or harassment, and teasing—clear
and consistent enforcement, and norms for adult
intervention.

Safety

This construct measures the extent to which
students and adults report feeling safe at school
and around school, including feeling safe from
verbal abuse, teasing, or exclusion by others in
the school.
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Moreover, leading researchers have
suggested that attention to school culture
and climate may be key in reducing
exclusionary discipline, particularly in
schools serving black, Latinx, and Native
American youth.7 This connection is
particularly important, as research shows
that the constructs of SEL and school
culture/climate may also be interrelated.
A school environment characterized by
safety and belonging may be better at
promoting students’ social-emotional
development. Meanwhile, students with
strong social-emotional skills may be
better able to build the positive relationships necessary for a strong school
climate.8
Practitioners and policymakers across
several states have supported initiatives
to further more holistic approaches to
education. For example, the Collaborative
for Academic, Social, and Emotional
Learning (CASEL) reported that it is
collaborating with over 30 states and one
U.S. territory to implement SEL supports
such as standards and implementation
guidance.9 Many other districts have
adopted SEL-specific curricula, behavior
management and disciplinary reforms, or
instituted professional development on
topics such as trauma-informed practices, all with the intention of addressing
students’ SEL or schools’ climate and
culture or both.
California’s CORE Districts first developed SEL and school climate measures for
use in their shared accountability system
under a waiver of No Child Left Behind
regulations. When the 2015 passage of
the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA)
rendered the waiver moot, the districts
elected to continue collecting these data.
Through a collaborative process involving teachers, school and district administrators, and SEL and school climate
experts, the CORE Districts created
survey instruments for student selfreports of four SEL competencies: growth
mind-set, self-efficacy, self-management,
and social awareness.10 The climate and
culture survey was developed in a similar
fashion, modifying and building from
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existing California state surveys11 to measure
student, staff, and parent perceptions of the
school’s support for academic learning, connectedness and belonging, knowledge and fairness
of rules and discipline, and school safety (see
definitions in box 1).

What Survey Data Reveal

We can explain more
of the differences in
students’ SEL depending
on the classroom they
are in, compared with
just the school
they attend.
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CORE’s survey marked the first at-scale
administration of SEL measures. Before CORE
began this work in 2014, the field knew little
about how changes in students’ SEL might be
reflected in self-report measures, how SEL and
school climate are related to each other and to
student outcomes, or how much schools and
educators might actually affect such measures.
For the last several years, Policy Analysis for
California Education has led a research partnership with CORE to conduct practitioner- and
policy-relevant research on the properties
and potential uses of these large-scale SEL
measures.12
Over the course of our research, we have
found that CORE’s SEL measures are related to
other outcomes educators care about—academic assessments, chronic absenteeism, and
suspension rates—but that students’ self-reported SEL does not consistently increase over time,
with pretty marked drops as students enter
middle school.13 We also found that student
reports of their SEL are related to a school’s
culture and climate (as reported by students,
staff, and parents), providing an indication
that school policies and practices influence
students’ mind-sets about learning. Across
student-reported SEL and climate and culture,
we found gaps in perceptions of school climate
and culture among different gender, socioeconomic, and racial and ethnic student subgroups,
showing that students within the same school
have vastly different experiences based on their
backgrounds and characteristics.14
Learning about students’ responses on these
SEL measures is a crucial first step to understand
appropriate, valid uses of the measures. But
the most important question to ask is whether
teachers and schools have an impact on these
measures. Our research suggests that they can.
We find that we can explain more of the differences in students’ SEL depending on the classroom they are in, compared with just the school

they attend, which suggests classroom contexts
might be especially important for affecting
students’ SEL development. We also see that the
impact a school has on students’ SEL over the
course of a school year may not be stable from
one year to the next—although some schools
having the largest (and the smallest) impacts
may be more consistent than schools that are in
the middle.15
It was by studying some of these consistently
high-impact schools that we learned what
practices teachers and school leaders enacted
to positively support students’ SEL. Using a
“positive outliers” research design, our team
identified 10 middle schools that scored in the
top quartile in SEL self-reports among black
and/or Latinx students in both the 2014–15 and
2015–16 surveys.16 After interviewing dozens
of teachers, leaders, and staff in these schools
and districts, along with many hours of school
and classroom observation, our team gained
valuable insight into how educators are enacting SEL support in daily practice. As this was
an exploratory qualitative study, our findings
did not speak to causal relationships: We were
unable to assert whether a particular practice
caused particular SEL outcomes. However, these
data did shed light on some of the day-to-day
practices educators use to promote SEL, laying
the foundation for future research in this area.
We unearthed six categories of school-level
practices that practitioners described as advancing SEL (figure 1). First, educators in these
positive outlier schools intentionally promoted
positive relationships such as schoolwide
strategies to establish school culture during the
first two weeks of the year, leveraging advisory
periods for relationship-building activities, and
organizing student clubs that focused on building community. Similarly, school-level educators invested in systems that supported positive
student behavior, such as Positive Behavioral
Interventions and Supports (PBIS) and restorative justice. Third, teachers and leaders leveraged electives and extracurriculars—clubs,
afterschool programs, athletics, and music—to
promote relationship building and socialemotional development. Schools also incorporated SEL support in the classroom, such as
teacher efforts to celebrate mistakes and model a
growth mind-set.

Figure 1. School-Level Practices Intended to Support SEL
At the school level, we identified six common and overlapping practices intended to support student SEL.
These include:

a. Whole-school culture-building strategies
b. P
 romoting personal interaction to build
trust and relationships
c. Advisory period
d. Organizing schedules and students to
support relationships
e. Inclusion strategies

a. P
 ositive behavior management and
restorative practices
b. S
 etting and enforcing clear values and
expectations
c. Targeted supports for individuals or groups

a. Creating a positive classroom
environment
b. Strategies for managing emotions
c. Modeling appropriate language and
mind-sets

a. Staff leadership teams focused on
school culture-climate and SEL
b. Noninstructional roles
c. Supporting adult SEL

In a fifth category of practices, schools
invested in their staff capacity for SEL support
by establishing SEL-specific teams, incorporating SEL in the work of noninstructional staff,
and providing professional development on
SEL topics. Finally, schools employed a variety
of measurement and data analysis tools to
monitor their SEL support efforts, including
CORE surveys, teacher-developed surveys, and
observational data. District leaders were also
influential, providing schools with frameworks
such as SEL standards, staff and curricula, and
tools for measurement and data use to advance
SEL practices at the school level.

Challenges for CORE District Schools
Our exploratory study of these outliers also
revealed two key challenges regarding SEL efforts.
First, interviewees articulated many different understandings of what “social-emotional
learning” was and how it should be supported.
www.nasbe.org

For some, the concepts of SEL and climate and
culture were interchangeable, and SEL was
defined as a safe, inclusive school climate. For
others, SEL was primarily about mental health,
such as interventions to address student anxiety
and depression. Still others defined SEL as
students’ ability to adhere to school behavior
rules, while some educators described SEL as
addressing the varied physical, emotional, and
academic needs of “the whole child.”
These many SEL definitions reflect the
complex, multifaceted nature of this work. Yet
at the same time, these multiple, sometimes
conflicting definitions could create ambiguity
and confusion when it comes to enacting SEL
practices across a district or school site.
Another common challenge across school
sites was inconsistency in the implementation
of SEL. While each school featured numerous
practices that educators associated with SEL
goals, these practices were often unique to a
particular teacher, classroom, or school activity.
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a. Elective courses
b. Clubs to support leadership and inclusion
c. Afterschool programs and activities

31

New measures present
opportunities to
understand how schools
are serving diverse
students.
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Often, SEL practices seemed to be instituted
by individual educators rather than carried out
as part of a school- or districtwide vision. In a
notable exception, one district had crafted an
official SEL strategy, including a definition and
standards that were incorporated into principal,
teacher, and school evaluations. In sum, our
data suggest that building coherence around SEL
supports may be an important opportunity for
improvement in many schools and districts.
Overall, the experiences of the CORE
Districts reveal that measuring SEL and school
culture and climate can be a powerful force for
focusing attention on holistic dimensions of
schooling. These data shed light on practices
educators might undertake to create healthier,
more caring school environments, and they have
also illuminated important challenges in undertaking this work.
Leaders must be thoughtful in how these data
are used and interpreted. As with any measurement data, SEL and climate surveys can be
misused in ways that perpetuate deficit-based
views of students of color and low-income
students.17 Criticizing students or their families
for lacking SEL skills such as “self-management”
or “social awareness” could reinforce harmful
stereotypes and prevent educators from examining the systemic forces that shape students’
educational experiences. Leaders at all levels
must take care to maintain an asset-based
perspective of students and communities in data
use practices and to employ SEL and climate
surveys as tools for school improvement. To this
end, we recommend the following for local and
state leaders:
Focus on equity. On both SEL and school
climate measures, there are significant gaps
between student groups even within schools,
highlighting the need for schools to understand
these disparities and work to eliminate them.
New measures present opportunities to understand how schools are serving diverse students
and can prompt educators and stakeholders to
have honest conversations about how to develop
inclusive, equitable school environments. For
example, a large body of research has demonstrated that African American students are
treated differently than their peers, including
higher rates of disciplinary action and special
education designation and lower expectations.18
This differential treatment often has the effect

of making such students feel less safe in school
and less connected to their peers and teachers.19 Thus, in reviewing survey data, educators
need to consider the inequitable treatment that
may lead to differences in measures and develop
interventions that address this root cause. State
leaders can advance an equity focus by requiring
or incentivizing the disaggregation of data by
student subgroup and encouraging the development of indicators that highlight differences in
access or opportunity.20
Stress an improvement mind-set. The
guiding principle of the CORE Districts in their
use of multiple measures is that data should be a
“flashlight not a hammer.” That is, what indicators reveal about school performance should be
used to help them improve and not to scapegoat
or punish. Indeed, there is growing agreement
among policymakers, school and district leaders,
and researchers that the most important use
of school performance measures should be in
driving continuous improvement at the local
and state levels.21 However, for data to truly
be used for improvement, all those involved
must approach its use with an improvement
mind-set.22 Without a real, systemic focus on
improvement, there will inevitably be pressure to game any new measure. While distortive practice is certainly possible on academic
outcomes as well,23 survey-based indicators are
arguably more sensitive to manipulation. State
leaders can develop this culture from the top by
modeling the use of data for learning, and by not
imposing sanctions based on how districts and
schools perform.
Use multiple measures in concert. The
inclusion of additional measures in an expanded
school performance measurement system is
intended to provide a more comprehensive
picture of a school’s successes and challenges
that may be used for many purposes by various
stakeholders.24 The move to multiple measures
under ESSA is undoubtedly better for students
and schools, as all stakeholders will now be able
to support schools toward this more comprehensive view of performance.
However, multiple measures also introduce
complexity. Our research indicates that different indicators measure very different aspects
of school performance, illuminating different
dimensions of schools’ strengths and weaknesses. If a central goal of ESSA is to broaden
cont'd on page 49

Why School Climate Matters for
Teachers and Students
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skills faster, stay at a school longer, and
improve student learning year over year.
State education agencies and boards of
education that are working to improve
instruction across school systems would
do well to recognize the interconnected
nature of teachers’ work and the environments in which they perform their craft.

Mathew A. Kraft
and Grace T. Falken

Teacher Development
Work environments can support—or
hinder—effective instruction and teachers’ professional growth. Researchers
and policymakers often talk about
teacher ability as if it were fixed and
fully portable across school contexts, but
teachers’ performance depends on how
well matched their skills are with their
students’ needs and the work environment. Teachers’ skills are multidimensional and do not always translate across
student populations and school settings.
Even the most talented and dedicated
teachers will struggle to overcome a
school culture that lacks a safe, supportive
learning environment.
Strong work environments enable
teachers to perform to their potential.
Teachers are most effective in environments characterized by trust, respect,
and a collective commitment to upholding school values and expectations.
Organizational practices such as protecting learning time and restorative behavior policies can improve teacher effectiveness by creating conditions for success in
the classroom.2
Teachers also improve faster and
continue to become more effective
throughout their careers in schools with
supportive professional environments.3
Almost all teachers improve in their first
few years on the job as they gain experience in the classroom and learn from
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Over the past decade, education
reformers have focused much of their
attention on raising teacher quality. This
makes sense, given the well-evidenced,
large impacts teachers have on student
outcomes and the wide variation in
teacher effectiveness, even within the
same school.1 Yet this focus on individual
teachers has caused policymakers to lose
sight of the importance of the organizational contexts in which teachers work
and students learn.
The quality of a school’s teaching
staff is greater than the sum of its parts.
School environments can enable teachers to perform to their fullest potential or
undercut their efforts to do so.
When we think of work environments,
we often envision physical features:
school facilities, instructional resources,
and the surrounding neighborhood.
State and district policies that shape
curriculum standards, class size, and
compensation also come to mind. These
things matter, but so do school climate
factors that are less easily observed or
measured. Teachers’ day-to-day experiences are influenced most directly by the
culture and interpersonal environment
of their schools.
School climates consist of a constellation of organizational features that
shape teachers’ and students’ experiences.
Strong school climates are characterized
by supportive leadership, teacher collaboration, high expectations for students,
and a collective commitment to support
student learning. Teaching is a social
career, and the relationships that teachers
have with those who support their work
in the classroom—administrators and
colleagues—heavily influence teachers’
satisfaction and success.
Strong professional environments foster
a virtuous cycle in which teachers develop

Teachers in strong climates
get better faster, stay
longer, and propel their
students to greater heights.
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their mistakes. However, some teachers plateau
after their early career, while others continue to
refine their craft.4
School environments can help promote rapid
improvement and extend professional growth
through formal and informal opportunities for
on-the-job learning. Meaningful peer collaboration helps develop teachers’ skills, facilitates
open feedback, and strengthens collegial relationships.5 Teachers get better when there is a
school norm of continuous improvement that
fosters innovation, collaboration, and the trust
necessary to allow teachers to experiment with
new instructional techniques.

Teacher Retention
Poor working conditions
in many large,
low-income urban
schools are the driving
factor in differential
turnover rates.
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Developing and retaining an effective teaching staff is among the most important avenues
through which administrators can drive school
improvement. Teachers disproportionately leave
large, urban school districts that serve students
of color for suburban, high-income districts that
primarily serve white students.6 Researchers
and policymakers tend to ascribe teachers’
career decisions to the students they teach
rather than the conditions in which they work.
Evidence suggests, however, that poor working
conditions in many large, low-income urban
schools are the driving factor in differential
turnover rates.7
Positive work environments promote teachers’ sense of self-efficacy, which contributes to
increased satisfaction and retention.8 Social
characteristics of the school environment—such
as principal leadership, collegial relationships,
and school culture—have the largest effects on
teachers’ satisfaction.9 When administrators
collaborate with teachers, grant them autonomy, and create teacher leadership positions,
teachers are more likely to feel successful and
stay on the job.10
Schools and students bear the cost of high
teacher turnover. When teachers leave, lesseffective novice teachers often replace them.11
Turnover creates organizational instability,
which in turn disrupts teachers’ efforts to
collaborate or coordinate instruction. Some
organizational churn is normal and even
healthy, but chronically high levels of turnover
hinder student learning.12 Reducing turnover
and retaining effective teachers will strengthen

the school environment and improve education
quality for all students.

Student Achievement
Better work environments foster teachers’ and
students’ joint success.13 School safety, order,
and academic expectations affect teachers’ work
and their students’ learning.14 A safe environment enables students and teachers to focus on
learning, and an orderly environment minimizes
disruptions in class.15 In Chicago, for example,
the best-performing schools are more than twice
as likely to have safe, orderly climates as lowperforming schools.16
High expectations for students, combined
with the relevant supports, also enable student
success. When consistent throughout a school
and coupled with academic and social-emotional
supports, setting a high bar promotes student
development.17 Teachers play an important
role in creating a collective culture where
students believe they are capable of meeting
high standards. In this way, a strong professional
environment for teachers facilitates a strong
learning environment for students, and vice
versa. Cultivating environments where students
feel like they belong and are valued members of
the community further promotes both academic
achievement and social-emotional development.

Directions for Policy
Efforts to strengthen school environments
should begin with identifying school-specific
structural or cultural weaknesses. Several state
education agencies now administer annual
climate surveys to teachers and students statewide to inform and track schools’ improvement
efforts and allow for district-level comparisons
across the state (see also article, page 23).
School climate surveys are effective diagnostic
tools that assess a range of features important
for school organizational contexts. With the
right level of specificity, climate survey data can
help leaders and teachers understand, more
tangibly, the nuances of their work environment and construct targeted plans to strengthen
it. Depending on the setting, initiatives might
include fostering productive collaboration
between teachers,18 implementing socialemotional behavioral supports,19 setting high
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expectations for learners,20 and engaging parents
more directly in the education process.
Principals are key change agents in efforts to
improve school climate.21 Effective principals
develop a collective commitment among their
staff and a collaborative work environment.
School leaders accomplish this by setting and
consistently upholding school norms, providing opportunities for teacher leadership, and
conducting rigorous screening processes for
vacant teaching positions that seek to identify
both strong teachers and those who are a good
fit with the culture of the school. However, principals’ ability to select the best candidates for the
job is often constrained by state laws and district
policies. State policymakers have an important
role to play in creating a legislative landscape
that allows school leadership to have greater
autonomy over hiring.
Creating positive school environments is
the collective work of principals, teachers, and
communities. Schools improve when principals
facilitate an open-door culture committed to
teacher development and provide teachers with
specific, actionable feedback.22 Similarly, creating social and behavioral supports for students
allows teachers to focus more on teaching and
less on counseling and behavioral management.
When schools raise expectations for students
and provide the necessary organizational
support to achieve those standards, high standards become both empowering and attainable. State policy should provide school leaders
with the budgetary flexibility necessary to staff
their schools with an effective mix of student
support positions.
Every school can improve its conditions
for working and learning. For state education
agencies and district leaders looking for further
direction, we highly recommend Teaching in
Context: The Social Side of Education Reform,
edited by Esther Quintero and Susan Moore
Johnson’s Where Teachers Thrive, Organizing
Schools for Success. These books provide
detailed case studies and evidence-based
recommendations for strengthening schools
as organizations.
State boards of education have the power
to create policy and advocate for the flexibility and resources necessary to support strong
school climates. There are no easy solutions,
but dedicated and sustained efforts can make
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Removing Barriers to LGBTQ Student
Safety and Achievement

n The vast majority of LGBTQ students
(87.3 percent) experienced harassment
or assault based on personal characteristics, including sexual orientation,
gender expression, gender, religion,
race and ethnicity, and disability. Seven
in ten LGBTQ students (70.1 percent)
experienced verbal harassment based
on sexual orientation and more than
half based on gender expression (59.1
percent) or gender (53.2 percent).
n More than a third of LGBTQ students
(34.8 percent) had missed at least one
day of school in the previous month
because of feeling unsafe at school, and
at least two in five students avoided
bathrooms (42.7 percent) and locker
rooms (40.6 percent) because they felt
unsafe or uncomfortable.
www.nasbe.org

n The frequency of verbal harassment
based on gender expression increased
from 2015 to 2017, after years of
decline, and there were no improvements in reports of physical harassment
and assault based on gender expression
from 2015 to 2017 (figure 1).

Aaron Ridings

n In 2017, hostile school climates negatively affected LGBTQ students’ mental
health and educational outcomes.
LGBTQ students who experienced high
levels of anti-LGBTQ victimization
were nearly twice as likely to report that
they do not plan to pursue postsecondary education. Also, LGBTQ students
who experienced high levels of antiLGBTQ victimization and discrimination had lower GPAs, lower self-esteem,
and higher levels of depression.1
Public policy proposals at the federal,
state, and local levels continue to target
LGBTQ students in ways that seek to
strengthen rather than remove barriers to
full inclusion and achievement in educational institutions. State boards of education have the power to develop supportive
policy frameworks that promote positive transformations in schools where
LGBTQ students can feel safe and learn.
In place of harmful and discriminatory
policies, boards can lead in establishing
comprehensive statewide antibullying
and harassment standards, along with
nondiscrimination protections that apply
to K-12 education and that cover students
and educators.
State boards can also leverage their
power to convene statewide task forces
that include students, parents, caregivers,
youth-serving organizations, and educators who can help evaluate and strengthen
bullying prevention efforts. For example,
the Illinois State Board of Education
convened a school bullying prevention
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Students who are lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, or questioning
(LGBTQ) continue to experience bullying
and harassment from their peers in K-12
education. LGBTQ students experience
discrimination based on their sexual
orientation and gender identity, as well
as intersecting identities that encompass
race, disability status, ethnicity, religion,
color, national origin, among other
categories. These lived experiences create
barriers to short-term and long-term
educational attainment and well-being.
In 2017, homophobic remarks and
victimization rates leveled off, after years
of measured improvements. Worse, there
was a steady increase in youth reporting negative remarks about transgender
people, and a recent upward trend in
the frequency of staff making negative
remarks about gender expression. My
organization, GLSEN, reported these
findings in its 2017 National School
Climate Survey:

Comprehensive
protections from
bullying and harassment
help everyone.
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Figure 1. Frequency of School Victimization Based on Sexual Orientation and Gender
Expression Over Time (Percentage of LGBTQ Students Reporting Event Often or
Frequently Based on Estimated Marginal Means)
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Source: GLSEN. Download the National School Climate Survey summary, full report, and infographics at glsen.org/nscs.

National Association of State Boards of Education • May 2020

38

task force that led efforts to strengthen statewide
and local policies.2 In addition, these bodies can
consider developing inclusive curricular standards that acknowledge and reflect the history
and experiences of all communities, including
LGBTQ people, people of color, and persons
with disabilities. State task forces can also lead
public engagement campaigns such as No Name
Calling Week, Day of Silence, and Ally Week,
which seek to raise awareness and promote
community actions that make schools safer for
LGBTQ students.

Establish Comprehensive Protections
In the absence of federal standards on bullying and harassment prevention, state governments have passed a diverse range of antibullying and harassment laws, which create a
patchwork of unequal protections for students
living in different areas of the country.3 Over
the past 20 years, policymakers in all 50 states
have identified additional ways to strengthen
state laws to make schools safer for LGBTQ
students. State boards might consider the

following recommendations when assessing
ways to strengthen their state’s bullying prevention statute and administrative regulations.
When educators make schools safer and
more inclusive for LGBTQ students, schools
are safer for all students. Seventeen states and
the District of Columbia have passed antibullying and harassment laws that specifically
enumerate protections for students based on
their sexual orientation, gender identity, gender
expression, and other protected categories, such
as race, color, national origin, sex, disability
status, and religion.4
GLSEN has found that enumerated laws not
only make schools safer for LGBTQ students, but
for all students. Students who attended schools
with an enumerated antibullying and harassment
policy heard homophobic and racist remarks less
often and were less likely to feel unsafe compared
with students in schools without enumerated
protections or no policies. Students covered
by enumerated policies were also less likely to
perceive bullying, name-calling, or harassment
as a problem at their school compared with
students in other schools.5

n Sixty percent of LGBTQ students reported
that they were disciplined because of their
identity as an LGBTQ person.7
n LGBTQ students of color are almost twice
as likely to be suspended as white LGBTQ
students.8
n Over 45 percent of transgender and gender
nonconforming students reported some form
of discipline, compared with only 35 percent
of cisgender LGBQ students.9
Create distinct processes for family notification of incidents. Most LGBTQ students never
report incidents of harassment or assault to
school staff, commonly because they fear being
outed as LGBTQ to staff or to family members;
43.3 percent of LGBTQ students said they did
not always report these types of victimization
experiences. Further, 10.8 percent of LGBTQ
students reported that school staff had outed
them to their families without their permission.10 In recognition of potential harms to
students from being outed to parents and other
family members who may not affirm their sexual
orientation and/or gender identity, educators
should create plans at the district and school
level for processing reports of bullying and
harassment based on sexual orientation and
gender identity.
Identify systems to collect and aggregate
incident data. State boards can support and
encourage local collection and submission of
data on bullying and harassment incidents that
can be used to evaluate and strengthen bullying prevention efforts. By leveraging tools like
online reporting forms, local education agencies (LEAs) can more readily submit uniform
data that can inform more accurate statewide
reporting. For example, the Maryland State
www.nasbe.org

Department of Education distributes an electronic reporting instrument that LEAs populate
with incident reports. Detailed instructions
explain each category of information, such as
incident location, description, alleged motives,
investigative methods, and corrective actions.
The department also publishes sample forms
and related materials. Its statewide report is
available to educators and the public, who can
reference the data to help identify best practices
and recommend areas for improvement.
Provide and adequately fund professional
development for educators to address antiLGBTQ bias. Funding and implementing
evidence-based professional development training for educators is one of the central elements
of school transformations that make schools
safer for LGBTQ students. Educators who are
skilled at addressing anti-LGBTQ bias can better
support students and advocate for change in
their schools. These skills include a number of
core competencies such as having an awareness
of the prevalence of anti-LGBTQ language and
behavior in schools and a willingness and ability
to intervene when anti-LGBTQ bullying and
harassment occurs.
Develop resources that advance local
policy adoption and implementation. Once
state antibullying and harassment legislation is
passed, these laws often require LEAs to adopt
a policy that incorporates all the requirements
of the new law, which catalyzes implementation
in a district’s schools. Yet GLSEN has found
that 26.3 percent of LEAs had not adopted an
antibullying policy when state law required it.11
In states with laws enumerating sexual orientation and gender identity, 38.7 and 60.3 percent
of LEAs were not including similar protections
in their policies, respectively.
State agencies can encourage and accelerate comprehensive LEA policy adoption and
implementation in schools in several ways.
Many jurisdictions publish a model policy that
school boards or other LEA officials with similar
authority can reference so they can more readily
incorporate state standards. The availability of
policy guidance is among the strongest predictors of the inclusion of key characteristics—
LGBTQ enumeration, professional development
requirements, and accountability stipulations—
in LEA policies.12

GLSEN has found that
26.3 percent of LEAs
had not adopted an
antibullying policy when
state law required it.
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Replace punitive discipline with restorative
practices. Restorative discipline practices,
such as Positive Behavioral Interventions and
Supports, are a key component of comprehensive bullying and harassment protections. By
replacing punitive practices with restorative
discipline, educators can help alleviate harms
associated with punitive discipline, which
disproportionately affects students of color and
students with disabilities (see also article on
page 43).6
Punitive discipline also disproportionately
affects LGBTQ students:
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At least 13 states
and the District of
Columbia have convened
antibullying and
harassment task forces
to help identify ways to
make schools safer.

Issue guidance on the needs of transgender
students. It is estimated that over 150,000 transgender students between the ages of 13 and 17
attend U.S. schools. Transgender students experience pervasive hostility, discrimination, and
bullying at school. The majority of transgender
students also face discriminatory school policies
limiting their access to facilities. Transgender
students are often targeted by school officials.
Many transgender students report serious physical and emotional health consequences.13
States such as Maryland, Michigan, and
Oregon have recognized the need to promulgate guidance to address the unique needs
of transgender students. The proliferation of
potentially harmful legislation at the state level
has increased the urgency for educators to have
access to this type of guidance. Several issues of
concern could similarly be addressed in statewide standards:
n maintenance of a safe, supportive learning
environment free from discrimination and
harassment for LGBTQ students;
n prevention of and response to bullying and
harassment;
n maintenance of student records to reflect
their gender identity, name, and pronouns as
disclosed by the student;
n student identity;
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n protection of student privacy and the confidentiality of sensitive information;
n enforcement of sex-based dress codes;
n student participation in sex-specific school
activities, events, and athletics and use of
school facilities;
n compliance with applicable nondiscrimination
laws.

Build Support for Nondiscrimination
Protections
Only 22 states and the District of Columbia
have comprehensive nondiscrimination
protections that cover workplace concerns for
LGBTQ educators. When LGBTQ teachers
and allies feel safer at work due to workplace
protections, their ability to make schools safer
for LGBTQ students is enhanced. Supportive

educators serve as an important resource for
LGBTQ students.14
Educators who affirm LGBTQ students help
set a safe, positive tone in schools by preventing
and resolving incidents of harassment and bullying based on sexual orientation, gender identity, and gender expression. They serve as staff
advisors to student clubs such as Gay-Straight
Alliances or Gender and Sexuality Alliances,
which address LGBTQ issues. Affirming
teachers are more likely to incorporate positive representations of LGBTQ people, history,
or events in their instruction. Educators who
affirm LGBTQ students often also serve as staff
leads on the implementation of antibullying and
harassment laws.
Such educators can support students who
experience discrimination by increasing awareness of the process for filing complaints with
the Office for Civil Rights at the U.S. Education
Department. GLSEN has found that 62.2 percent
of students reported experiencing LGBTQrelated discriminatory policies or practices at
school.15 Such policies include being prevented
from wearing clothes considered inappropriate
based on their perceived gender, from accessing
a restroom that corresponds with their gender
identity, and from discussing or writing about
LGBTQ topics in school assignments.

Convene Task Forces and Councils
As educators know, local communities’ unique
characteristics affect the types of programs
that will remove barriers to LGBTQ safety and
educational attainment effectively. At least
13 states and the District of Columbia have
convened antibullying and harassment task
forces to help identify ways to make schools
safer. These bodies conducted research and
organized community listening sessions to
better understand existing issues and programs.
Educators, students, school counselors, and
other community leaders on these task forces
helped guide the content of regulations and
model policies that state agencies subsequently
issued. They crafted recommendations on
professional development for educators, antibullying and harassment trainings for students, and
have the potential to provide leadership on a
broader set of issues.
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For example, task force members could
examine the work of advocates in a growing
number of states who are building support for
the adoption and implementation of inclusive curricular standards. In 2019, Maryland
became the sixth state to approve the addition of LGBTQ-inclusive curricular standards
following Illinois, California, New Jersey,
Colorado, and Oregon. A portion of these
jurisdictions have amended their statewide
curricular standards to include the experiences
of persons with disabilities and communities of
color in K-12 curriculum.
Teaching LGBTQ-inclusive curriculum has
profound, positive impacts for LGBTQ students,
GLSEN research suggests. Compared with
students in schools without such curriculum,
LGBTQ students in schools with LGBTQinclusive curriculum were less likely to hear
“gay” used in a negative way, were less likely to
hear negative remarks about gender expression,
performed better academically in school, and
were more likely to plan on pursuing postsecondary education.16
Through their convening power, state
boards can make schools more affirming for
LGBTQ students. They can adopt resolutions
in support of GLSEN’s education and youth
programs. Over the years, tens of thousands of
students, educators, and community members
have participated in No Name Calling Week
to focus national attention on the problem
and to provide students and educators with
the tools and inspiration to launch dialogue
in their communities. They have also been a
part of the annual Day of Silence, a national
student-led demonstration where LGBTQ
students and allies all around the country—and
the world—take a vow of silence to protest the
harmful effects of bullying and harassment on
LGBTQ people in schools. In September, educators, students, and community members can
celebrate the annual Ally Week program, which
recognizes that everyone has a role in supporting LGBTQ students in K-12 schools.
Barriers to LGBTQ safety and achievement
are persistent, but state boards can help. They
can develop affirming policies that are uniquely
tailored to the needs of their state and communities. This work continues to be critically important. Students who do not feel safe at school
cannot learn and achieve their potential. 
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Over the past decade, states and school
districts have acted on research findings
that the use of out-of-school suspension
has run counter to the goals of education
equity and achievement. Legislatures, as
well as state and local boards of education, worked hard to shift school discipline practices through statutory and
regulatory mandates and restrictions.
Research on discipline policy, however,
is still emerging. Early studies illustrate
the need for greater attention to policy
implementation and the challenge of
underlying educational inequities. If
fair, effective school discipline is states’
intended goal, it may well be that policies
aimed only at reducing suspension will
be insufficient.

Decreasing Suspensions,
Persistent Gaps
The latest data on school discipline
inspire a cautious optimism: The prevalence of school-reported out-of-school
suspensions has been decreasing (figure
1). My organization, Child Trends, has
published analyses of trends from the
2011–12 school year to 2015–16 using
the federal Civil Rights Data Collection
(CRDC). Schools reported decreases in
overall rates of out-of-school suspension (from 5.6 to 4.7 percent), as well
as decreases for white students, black
students, Hispanic students, and students
with disabilities.1
However, disparities by race and
disability persist. Black students are still
twice as likely to be suspended from
school as white students (8.0 versus 3.8
percent), and students with disabilities
are twice as likely to be suspended as their
nondisabled peers (8.6 versus 4.1 percent).
www.nasbe.org

Child Trends also examined schoollevel discipline data.2 During the
2011–12 school year, 25 percent of
schools serving both black and white
students suspended black students from
school at significantly disproportionate
rates. Little has changed: Four years later,
23 percent of schools continued to have
such disparities.
These data heavily underestimate exposure over the entirety of a child’s school
experience. Based on Child Trends’ analyses of the CRDC, an individual child’s risk
of suspension in any one year is roughly
5 percent. However, other studies have
found that 35 percent of all students, and
67 percent of black students, experience
at least one suspension from kindergarten
through grade 12.3
The research base on suspension is
growing. In 2011, a longitudinal study
of seven million Texas school children by
the Council of State Governments Justice
Center clearly conveyed the harms associated with suspension and expulsion. It
found that students who experienced a
suspension or expulsion were at greater
risk of dropping out of school, being
retained in grade, and being in contact
with the juvenile justice system. In 2018,
a quasi-experimental study of a nationally
representative sample of students showed
that, 12 years after receiving an out-ofschool suspension, disciplined students
are less likely to earn a diploma or bachelor’s degree and more likely to have been
arrested or incarcerated.4

Regulatory and Legislative
Restrictions
As of fall 2017, 31 states had laws
limiting the use of suspension or

Kristen Harper
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School Discipline Reform Is Still
Needed, but Is Discipline Policy Still
the Solution?

Addressing disparities
requires a broader, deeper
look at school culture,
process, and practice.
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Figure 1.

Source: Kristen Harper, Renee Ryberg, and Deborah Temkin. “Schools Report Fewer Out-Of-School Suspensions, but
Gaps by Race and Disability Persist.” Bethesda, MD: Child Trends, 2018.
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expulsion,5 while 32 had laws that encourage
alternatives to disciplinary exclusion. These
policies feature a wide array of approaches,
such as limitations on disciplinary exclusion for
specific grade levels (e.g., preschool), limitations for specific types of offenses (e.g., willful
defiance and insubordination), and requirements that exclusion be an option of last resort,
absent threats to school safety.
Due to a decade of significant policy changes,
officials interested in advancing school discipline
legislation or regulations have many templates
from which to choose. However, there is little
research available to help them determine which
approaches have been most successful. What
studies exist provide an early glimpse of the
promise and challenge of using policy mandates
and restrictions to shift discipline practice.
Two studies examine reforms in
Philadelphia, which shifted its school discipline policy to mandate alternatives to suspension—such as school detention and parent
notification—for low-level offenses. The

first study, which looked at elementary and
middle schools after the policy shift, found
that the schools could be categorized into
three groups with differing school climates:
1) underresourced schools with limited staff
and resources and low teacher morale (41
percent); 2) schools using punitive approaches
to discipline, where teachers received little
support from administrators (28 percent); and
3) schools using collaborative and nonpunitive
approaches to school discipline, where teachers were supported by school administrators
(31 percent).6 The last type of school was more
likely to serve communities with fewer lowincome families and families of color. The study
also found differences in how school administrators interpreted district communications
regarding school discipline practice. Some
administrators understood that suspensions
should be used only “as a last resort,” implying that suspensions only be used after other
disciplinary approaches have been attempted.
By contrast, other administrators understood

Casting a Wider Net
While state and local policy initiatives
to restrict the use of suspension may be an
www.nasbe.org

important and necessary step to spur shifts in
practice, these are unlikely to be sufficient. The
overuse of school discipline and school discipline disparities are manifestations of broader
challenges our school systems contend with
when responding to student behavior. To help
schools develop the cultures, processes, and
practices necessary to ensure fair, effective
responses to student needs, policymakers must
look beyond discipline policy. Creating traumasensitive schools and addressing historic disparities in special education are two places to start.
Research on the prevalence, risks, and longterm implications of child adversity highlights
the need to create school environments that
emphasize support over exclusion. Child Trends
has published state and national estimates of
childhood exposure to adversity. In 2016, 45
percent of children across the United States had
experienced at least one of eight adverse childhood experiences (ACEs).9
While exposure to ACEs is generally associated with poorer education and adult employment
outcomes, it is also associated with emotional
and behavioral difficulties during childhood.
However, childhood responses to adversity can
vary wildly. Supportive relationships with adults
and caregivers and strong social and emotional
skills can protect children from the negative
effects of childhood adversity.10
Where schools use suspension and expulsion
as a measure of first resort—rather than the
last—to respond to student behavior, they risk
retraumatizing and alienating children that may
struggle to cope with trauma and toxic stress.
However, there are no greater disparities in
school responses to student behavior than at
the intersection of race and disability—particularly for black children in special education.
Nationally, black students are overrepresented
among students identified with emotional
disturbance and face disparate rates of placement in separate settings. In general, most
referrals to special education are due to reading
or behavior challenges.11 The emotional disturbance category is most strongly associated with
behavior challenges: Per the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act regulations, children
with emotional disturbance are those whose
behaviors and inability to build interpersonal
relationships (among other characteristics)

Differences in school
climate and inequities
in school capacity will
heavily influence how
policy shifts fall on
schools and students.
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that suspensions should be used only “when
necessary” and in accordance with policies and
procedures—a more flexible interpretation of
district policy that might allow for the use of
exclusion ahead of alternative strategies.
The second study found wide differences in
how schools complied with Philadelphia’s new
discipline policies.7 Of the studied schools, 17
percent did not comply (and actually increased
suspensions). Schools in this last category
tended to be academically lower achieving and
had larger populations of students of color.
While the study found a temporary decrease in
suspensions for low-level offenses, including a
reduction for black students, they also found
that suspensions for serious offenses for black
students increased; these increases were found
mostly in schools that did not comply or only
partially complied with new discipline policies.
These two studies should give us pause, as
they illustrate how differences in school climate
and inequities in school capacity will heavily
influence how policy shifts fall on schools and
students. They also suggest that, where initiatives to improve school discipline address policy
without addressing the underlying education inequity, we should not expect improved
outcomes for children of color. Similarly, these
studies make clear that policymakers must
consider what implementation supports—for
school leaders and teachers alike—should
accompany shifts in discipline policy. Of course,
it should be noted that these studies are limited
to a single school district. While Philadelphia
may not be unique among school districts, it is
not clear whether (or how) the district’s policy
context or approach to implementation may
have influenced these findings.
A third study, focusing on a different type
of policy change in Chicago, presents a different picture. Researchers examined the impact
of school shifts in the use of suspensions
for severe behaviors and found increases in
academic achievement and attendance. While
schools serving Latinx students saw declines
in school climate and student perceptions of
safety, schools serving mostly black students saw
improvements in both measures.8

45

Used improperly and
without oversight,
threat assessment
can become one more
mechanism by which
schools continue
to exclude children
improperly.
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adversely affect their educational performance.
In 2016, black students ages 6 to 21 were twice
as likely as their peers (in all other racial and
ethnic groups) to be identified with emotional
disturbance.12 Systems-level factors influence
these disparities, including biased educator
beliefs and poor behavior management practices, among others. Two recent studies found
a relationship between school segregation and
disparities in disability identification: Schools
serving mostly white students are more likely to
identify black students with disabilities, while
schools serving mostly black students are less
likely to identify disabilities.13
In recent years, there has been some debate
as to whether the overrepresentation of black
students among students with disabilities is
cause for alarm. However, one thing is certain:
Given this degree of overrepresentation, IDEA’s
protections and services for students with
disabilities and guarantee of a free appropriate
public education have proved inadequate for
black students. According to the Government
Accountability Office, black students with
disabilities (23 percent) have among the highest
rates of out-of-school suspension of any student
subgroup (white students with disabilities face
rates of 8 percent, and black students without
disabilities face rates of 13 percent).
Academic achievement for students with
disabilities, as represented by the National
Assessment of Educational Progress, presents an even bleaker picture. In 2015, only
18 percent of black students with disabilities
performed at or above basic for grade 12
reading, compared with 41 percent for white
students with disabilities, 56 percent for black
students without disabilities, and 83 percent for
white students without disabilities.

Emerging Challenges
While policymakers across the country have
worked to improve school discipline practice,
the policy and political contexts in which they
pursue this goal are constantly shifting.
Stronger public and administrative accountability for school discipline—made possible
by the school-level discipline indicators in the
CRDC and by the Every Student Succeeds Act,
which requires states to publish report cards
with indicators of school quality—has created a

strong focus on discipline data to gauge whether
schools are improving.
Given this focus, particularly on out-ofschool suspensions, one emerging challenge has
been to ensure that shifts in discipline trends
reflect intended shifts in practice. Ideally, reductions in reported suspensions would indicate a
shift from punitive or exclusionary discipline
toward more supportive alternatives. However,
there are initial signs that some schools may be
reducing the number of suspensions they report
by changing record-keeping practices or swapping one type of punitive discipline for another
type. In Washington state, officials have issued
new regulations clarifying that informal disciplinary removals (e.g., sending children home
with parents) must be recorded as suspensions.14 In a preliminary study by Child Trends,
we found that schools that reported decreases in
out-of-school suspension between the 2011–12
and 2015–16 school years were more likely to
also report increases in school-based arrests
than schools reporting increases or no change
in suspension.15
A second area of challenge has arisen in the
aftermath of the 2018 Parkland shooting. To
reassure school communities fearful of active
shooters, policymakers have pursued a range
of policy options in the hope of strengthening school safety, including new investments
in school policing, active shooter drills,
physical security features (e.g., metal detectors
and cameras), and threat assessment. These
approaches vary widely with respect to their
grounding in research, and some—like school
policing and threat assessment—could aggravate
the challenges with disciplinary exclusion.
Research examining the potential for school
policing to improve school safety has been
mixed, and tragic active shooter incidents have
taken place on school campuses where school
police were present. However, research clearly
indicates that the presence of school police is
associated with increases in school arrests.16
Threat assessment has stronger grounding:
Used well, this approach provides schools with a
process to assess and take preventative measures
when a child may be considering violence.17
However, used improperly and without oversight, threat assessment can become one more
mechanism by which schools continue to
exclude children improperly.

Next Steps
State officials should maintain their focus
on data collection, with attention to improving data quality, examining discipline disparities, and capturing emerging practices. As of
2017, 27 states had laws requiring some form of
monitoring for discipline disparities by either
race or disability.19
While continued attention to reducing
discipline and discipline disparities necessitates
ongoing access to data, investments in data
collection and reporting should be matched
with initiatives to ensure that the data accurately
reflect school practice. This effort may entail
clarifying for schools that suspensions include
informal removals (such as shortened school
days or asking parents to either pick up students
early or keep them at home) and any time spent
away from school pursuant to the decisions and
deliberations of a threat assessment team.
It would also include developing new strategies to audit school records and reporting practices for accuracy and completeness. Further,
such a focus requires remaining vigilant for
new formal practices—such as threat assessment—and ensuring regular data collection and
reporting for such practices to help communities
assess whether students of color and students
with disabilities are treated equitably. 
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In the months since Parkland, narratives
maligning children with disabilities and children
with mental health needs as subgroups at higher
risk of extreme violence have proliferated. In
fact, children and youth with mental health
challenges are more likely than their peers to be
victims of crime.18
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new system that establishes positive life trajectories and substantially different outcomes for
many more students. 
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We the Media
Communicating in Times of Crisis

Communications in crisis is hard.
The tenets of crisis communications are
simple enough: Get everyone on the
same page fast, communicate often with
key constituents, ensure transparency
and credibility, be helpful and compassionate. However, the embattled state
leader rarely has time to prepare and
must respond without knowing the
extent of the problem at hand.
Centralize the Message. You need a
dedicated crisis response team. Springing
into action without close advisors can
yield confusion and missteps. Set up a
committee that represents different skill
sets, expertise, and viewpoints to help
you make informed decisions, interpret
feedback, and anticipate problems. The
Kansas State Board of Education quickly
stood up a task force to guide educators
in supporting continuous learning. The
task force made clear recommendations
on technology, meal delivery, limited
in-person instruction, and school-based
mental health services, among other
topics.
Transparency Is Credibility. You
don’t have to know everything to
open lines of communication, but it is
important to exude both confidence and
honesty from the start. Share what you
know, clarify what you don’t, and pool
www.nasbe.org

credible sources. Almost every state has
a COVID-19 webpage to share pertinent
policy developments and resources. The
Utah and Illinois state boards created an
FAQ to reflect the latest guidance and
decisions. North Carolina’s board issued
a resolution to signal their support of
the governor’s closure of schools and a
commitment to working alongside other
state agencies.

Renée Rybak Lang
Communications Director

Communicate Often. Keeping
constituents informed helps maintain
calm and ensures your strategy is on
target. Daily briefings, statements about
each decision, regular guidance, and a
place for public questions or comments
are all good tactics for state boards.
Several also use social media to communicate changes in guidance. A glance at
the Illinois state board’s Twitter feed is
sufficient to keep residents well informed
of its coronavirus response. One word of
caution. While it’s important to inform
the public, too much can have the opposite effect. So keep messaging relevant
and succinct.
Be Helpful. Show Compassion.
Not a soul is unaffected by COVID-19.
Parents may be anxious about their
next meal or their kids’ online learning.
Teachers may be juggling online teaching with caring for homebound children.
States like Delaware and the District of
Columbia have mapped where families
can get meals. School buses in Virginia
deliver meals, and in South Carolina and
Texas they are wi-fi hot spots. Tennessee
partners with public television to deliver
instructional content. Celebrating
successes can be uplifting and instill
confidence in the response effort, so
don’t be shy about sharing. Let’s also use
our platforms to give credit to the adaptive, creative teachers who, now as ever,
are on the frontlines of this work. 
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t’s a dark 5:30 a.m. as I write—the
only time I can work uninterrupted
by kids, husband, or dog. Like the rest of
the world, COVID-19— “granola virus”
as my five-year-old calls it—has turned
our lives upside down. In the short time
my homebound family has been “flattening the curve,” I’ve observed two things:
Effective, clear communications in
uncertain times is critical—for parents,
policymakers, and the public. And many
states have knocked it out of the park.
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from the

President's Pen
xxx
Are You Ready?

A
Robert Hull
President/CEO
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s I sat at my desk in NASBE offices
in late January sketching out initial
thoughts for this column, my mind went
to the frequent use of the word “readiness” in education policy—readiness of
youngsters to attend school for the first
time, readiness of preadolescents to tackle
abstract concepts such as algebra and
advanced coursework such as AP courses,
readiness of high school graduates to
meet the challenges of civic life, higher
education, and the workplace.
Almost without exception, our use of
this term puts the burden of getting ready
squarely on the shoulders of students,
teachers, principals, and in some cases
parents. But that is the reverse of how
we as state leaders should think about
readiness. Instead, we should we be
asking ourselves how ready the education
enterprise is to receive, support, encourage, and serve students. After all, isn’t that
our job—to be responsive to the needs,
strengths, abilities, talents, likes, and
dislikes of students and not the other way
around? I submit that we should be more
focused on being ready for students than
on students’ readiness for us. Perhaps it’s
not the noun readiness that matters so
much as who is responsible for acting and
who is the subject of the action.
Fast forward to today—late March.
Here I am, isolated in my home office
rather than at NASBE headquarters
as I put the finishing touches on “The
President’s Pen.” The need to flip the
conversation on readiness is unchanged.
What has changed is the context.
How ready were our schools and
systems to act quickly and adeptly in the
face of a global pandemic? How ready
were we to shift to virtual classrooms,

distance learning, and a dispersed workforce? How ready was our infrastructure
to bear the load of massive internet traffic
for both learning and commerce? How
ready were we to meet the needs of teachers and support personnel in the face of a
totally disrupted work structure?
The answers to those questions are
varied. We’ve done better on some scores
and in some places than others. Like you,
I applaud the heroic efforts of educators, parents, and communities to move
adeptly and change course in short order.
But we must also stop to reckon with our
shortcomings—what were we not ready
for and how can we do better next time?
Unfortunately, there will be a next time.
The number one challenge that state
boards of education face is this: How will
we create a new reality when the COVID19 crisis ends? What are we doing now to
prepare for that? What is our next step?
What a shame it will be if, in the
aftermath of this crisis, we fail to seize the
opportunity to prepare. Let’s take advantage of this pause in delivering education
conventionally to consider how we might
reassemble the pieces in a better, more
efficient, more equitable manner as we
exit the crisis and enter a different world.
Readiness—an old word with new and
greater meaning in our present reality.
Ready or not, here it comes. 
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