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WHAT IS SCHOOL CLIMATE? 

 
The National School Climate Center defines school climate as the “quality” and “character” of school life. More 
specifically, this multidimensional construct encompasses the values and beliefs that are shared within the school. 
These shared ideas subsequently influence the interactions between students and school personnel and 
establish the norms and behaviors that are expected within the school.4 

 

WHY IS SCHOOL CLIMATE IMPORTANT? 

 
Research suggests school climate significantly affects students’ mental and physical health, as well as academic 
engagement and success. Positive school climates are associated with a variety of positive outcomes.5 Some of 
these outcomes are depicted in the figure below: 
 
 

 
 
Thus, a positive climate within a school will benefit each student and facilitate optimal development and learning.   

 

HOW CAN YOU ASSESS SCHOOL CLIMATE? 

 
Given the positive outcomes associated with a positive school climate, it is important to know how to assess this 
construct in order to address any issues that might exist. Often, school climate is evaluated along four 
dimensions, which include safety, relationships, teaching and learning, and the external environment.4 There are 
several ways to assess school climate, including the newly released U.S. Department of Education School 
Climate Surveys (EDSCLS; see https://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/edscls). A recent and thorough 
compendium of school climate assessments is also available here: https://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/topic-
research/school-climate-measurement/school-climate-survey-compendium. However, in this brief we will focus on 
just one way to assess school climate within the PBISApps site using a set of surveys created by the Georgia 
State Department of Education. This set consists of several surveys that can be completed by several different 
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informants to gain a comprehensive assessment of your school’s climate.2  
 
First, the Georgia Elementary School Climate Survey is a survey instrument developed for elementary students 
in grades 3 through 5. They are asked a variety of questions (i.e., “I like school”, “I feel safe at school”) that are 
used to identify school climate issues.  
 
Second, the Georgia Brief School Climate Inventory is a short survey measure for students of all grade levels 
to complete. The survey asks 9 questions that measure student perceptions of school climate along three 
dimensions. These three dimensions include teaching and learning (i.e., “I feel successful at school”), 
relationships (i.e., “I know an adult at school that I can talk with if I need help”), and safety (i.e., “School is a place 
at which I feel safe”). The survey’s short length allows for ongoing administration of the survey in order to monitor 
how students’ perceptions of school climate change over time.  
 
Third, the Georgia School Personnel Survey is an instrument designed for teachers, school administrators, and 
certified staff members to complete. The survey specifically assesses areas including staff connectedness (i.e., “I 
feel supported by other teachers at my school”), structure for learning (i.e., “Teachers at my school frequently 
recognize students for good behavior”), school safety (i.e., “ I feel safe at my school”), physical environment (i.e., 
“My school building is well maintained”), peer and adult relations (i.e., “Students at my school would help another 
student who was being bullied”), and parent involvement (i.e., “Parents at this school frequently attend school 
activities”). These survey responses also identify any school climate issues through the perceptions of school 
personnel.  
 
Finally, the Georgia Parent School Climate Survey is an instrument designed for parents to complete. The 
survey specifically assesses areas including teaching and learning (i.e., “Teachers at my student’s school have 
high standards for achievement”), school safety (i.e., “My student feels safe at school”), interpersonal 
relationships (i.e., “I feel comfortable talking to teachers at my student’s school”), institutional environment (i.e., 
“My student’s school building is well maintained”), and parent involvement (i.e., “I am involved in the decision 
making process at my student’s school”). Parental responses on these items further help identify climate issues 
within the school. 
 
 .  

HOW CAN YOU ACCESS THESE INSTRUMENTS? 

 
Please refer to the School Climate Survey Suite manual at www.pbisapps.org to access paper versions of the 
Georgia Elementary School Climate Survey and the Georgia Brief School Climate Inventory, which are referred to 
as the School Climate Survey: Elementary and School Climate Survey: Middle/High, respectively. In addition to 
providing copies of these two surveys, this manual also offers information regarding the purpose of these surveys, 
makes recommendations for administration and interpretation, and provides notification/opt-out forms for 
guardians and sample administration scripts. If you prefer to administer these surveys online, please contact your 
State Support Team (SST) PBIS coordinator for access. If you are not sure who your PBIS coordinator is, please 
reach out to your PBIS contact person for your local SST (see 
http://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/Topics/School-Improvement/State-Support-Teams/SST-Contact-
Directory-2015-2016-MASTER.pdf.aspx for a list of contacts). The other surveys can be accessed through the 
Georgia Department of Education.2  
 

HOW CAN THE RESULTS BE USEFUL? 

 
Results from the school climate assessments can be interpreted in conjunction with PBIS data in order to 
formulate a more comprehensive and representative picture of your school and clarify areas for improvement. 

http://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/Topics/School-Improvement/State-Support-Teams/SST-Contact-Directory-2015-2016-MASTER.pdf.aspx
http://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/Topics/School-Improvement/State-Support-Teams/SST-Contact-Directory-2015-2016-MASTER.pdf.aspx
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Specifically, it is recommended that you evaluate students’, teachers’, and parents’ perceptions of the school 
climate while also considering problems relating to ODRs, suspension and expulsion rates, achievement, and 
disproportionality. By evaluating these different sources of data together, you will have a much better 
understanding of the specific nature and scope of potential school climate needs and how to most effectively 
address them.    

HOW CAN YOU IMPROVE SCHOOL CLIMATE? 

 
With a better understanding of the school climate needs in your school, it is important to take steps to address 
them. Again, school climate encompasses 4 areas (i.e. safety, teaching and learning, relationships, and 
environment). Thus, it is important to take actions that target the specific area(s) that your school needs to 
improve upon. The following are some suggestions for each area1, 3, 6: 
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Safety:

•Develop positive school-wide behavior programs that have a 
clear set of rules and provide consistent reinforcement

•Clearly communicate rules for common areas (i.e., hallways, 
bathrooms, cafeteria) and the classroom

•Explicitly teach and model appropriate behaviors

•View a rule violation as an opportunity to teach appropriate 
behavior, rather than as an opportunity to punish 

Teaching and Learning:

•Encourage teachers to provide students with choices

•Utilize rubrics for class assignments that clearly communicate 
expectations

•Accommodate individual student needs in the classroom to 
effectively support their learning

•Maintain high expectations for every student

•Provide students with feedback and reinforce hard work

Relationships:

•Build genuine relationships with students by interacting with as 
many students as possible

•Communicate student successes with parents

•Ask students about their experiences and culture and respond to 
their culturally diverse needs

Environment:

•Encourage students to be involved with activities in the school 
(i.e., working in the office, decorating the halls)

•Ensure that the physical environment is appealing to others by 
keeping the building clean and maintained

•Display students’ work around the school

Improving School Climate

http://inclusiveschools.org/ways-to-improve-school-climate/

