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3.3

3. POSITIVE SCHOOL CLIMATE 

What is a Positive School Climate?
A positive school climate exists when all students feel comfortable, wanted,
valued, accepted, and secure in an environment where they can interact with
caring people they trust. A positive school climate affects everyone associated
with the school: students, staff, parents, and the community. It is the belief system
or culture that underlies the day-to-day operation of a school. 

Collectively and individually, a positive school climate can have a major impact
on the success of all students in the school. Research has consistently shown a
link between positive school climate and other important measurements of school
success, including:

• Academic achievement

• High morale

• Staff productivity

• Effective management

This research has also identified 11 key factors (eight specific and three general)
that contribute to creating a positive school climate. 

Specific Factors

• Continuous academic and social growth.

• Respect: students and staff have high self-esteem and are considerate of others.

• Trust: a sense that people can be counted on.

• High morale: students and staff feel good about being there.

• Cohesiveness: a sense of belonging.

• Opportunities for input: being able to contribute ideas and participate.

• Renewal: an openness to change and improvement.

• Caring: students and staff feel that others are concerned about them. 

General Factors

• Program curriculum, activities, and policies.

• Process teaching and learning styles, problem-solving, and communication.

• Resources materials, and school facilities.

Purkey and Novak (1996) developed a framework for looking at how schools can
become “invitational” by focusing on five elements — places, policies, programs,
processes, and people.

“A way of
thinking and
acting that allows
individuals to
feel accepted,
valued, and safe.”

Eleven key factors to creating a positive school climate: Taken from Handbook for Conducting
School Improvement Projects, Copyright © 1987 by Phi Delta Kappan. Reprinted by permission.
All rights reserved.
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Writers and researchers continue to add other components to the list of key factors required for a positive
school climate. The chart below summarizes these factors within three broad areas:

The Social/Emotional
Environment

All students are accepted and
welcomed.

Positive behaviour is modeled by
staff.

All students and staff are treated
with respect and dignity.

Individual differences in students
and staff are respected.

Parents and community members
are welcomed in the school.

Parents are meaningfully involved
in the school.

Wellness is fostered in all students.

Responsibility is developed in all
students.

All students feel accepted and
welcomed.

Differences in culture, race,
religion, and ethnicity are 

recognized and appreciated.

All students are actively involved in
school activities.

The school has a vision and
mission statement.

The school has introduced
measures to ensure it is safe 

and caring.

Staff has developed programs and
initiatives to ensure all students

feel they belong.

Emergency procedures are in
place to ensure a safe and secure

school.

The Learning Environment

High and appropriate expectations
are in place for all students.

Learning is perceived as interesting,
relevant, and important.

All students are expected to learn
and grow based on their individual

abilities and skill levels.

Procedures are in place to address
individual learning needs.

School and classroom rules are
developed with input from staff,

parents, and students.

The school and classroom provide
opportunities for a high degree of

student involvement.

Teachers build a team atmosphere
in the school and classroom.

Staff anticipates problems and deals
with them before they escalate.

Staff establishes structure and
routine in the school and 

classroom.

Parents are kept informed of their
children’s program and progress.

Teachers and parents work
collaboratively.

Teachers encourage a positive and
optimistic approach to learning.

Teachers establish rapport with
each student.

A proactive approach to discipline is
used.

Teachers use effective practices and
current curriculum.

The principal is a strong educational
leader, who involves the staff,

parents, and students.

The Physical Environment

The school is perceived as 
inviting — a place students 

want to come to.

The school is well maintained and
repaired as necessary.

The school is accessible to all
students including those with

physical disabilities.

The school has an appropriate
intercom, phone system, and
emergency backup system.

The physical systems of the school
are in good working order, 

e.g., air, heat, lighting.

The school is equipped with a
variety of detection systems and

alarms.

The area around the school is well
landscaped and maintained.

Graffiti removal procedures are in
place.

School equipment is inspected on
a regular basis, e.g., playground,

gymnasium, lunchroom.

Noise levels in the school are
monitored and treated when

necessary.

The school and classrooms are
equipped with interesting bulletin

boards and display cases.

Appropriate signage is displayed in
the school and on the playground.

Specialty rooms/areas are
available and well equipped, 

e.g., staff rooms, meeting rooms,
first aid area, therapy rooms.

Classrooms are equipped with
quality desks, shelving, storage

area, and learning centres.
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Environmental or School Climate Surveys
Environmental or school climate surveys (scans or assessments) are often
conducted to review the factors in the school or classroom that will have an
influence on a student’s overall functioning. These surveys can be conducted at
the school or classroom level and can involve student, staff, parents, community
members, and school administrators.

The data collected should be used to begin a dialogue among the school’s
stakeholders for the purpose of moving towards meaningful change.

Formal: Formal assessments can be conducted using a tool that measures a
number of climate components. Examples of school climate tools include:

• The School Climate Survey (School Development Program, Yale).

• The NASSP School Climate Survey (National Association of Secondary
School Principals).

Informal: Informal assessments are usually conducted using checklists
administered by school staff members. A sample environmental checklist is
included at the end of this section.

The Process for Developing a Positive School Climate
It is important to know what a school with a positive school climate looks like,
but it is equally important to examine the process that can make it happen. This
process can be incorporated into a school’s annual plan for improvement. The
planning process will generally follow the 10 steps outlined in Section 2. The
following “close-up” of a process used at Landmark Collegiate will illustrate
how a school can plan for a positive school climate. Landmark Collegiate is
located in the Hanover School Division No. 15 (30 kilometres southeast of
Winnipeg) and serves approximately 230 students in 
Grades 7–Senior 4.

A Closer Look at Developing a Positive School Climate —
Landmark School
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Close-up of Erika
Erika is a Grade 5 student who has been very disruptive within the classroom
and other school environments. Erika is a student who would require Category 2
interventions, i.e., students needing redirection and positive discipline practices.

This close-up will examine the three elements of a positive school environment:

• The social/emotional environment

• The learning environment

• The physical environment

The areas for further inquiry pose questions that can lead the reader to possibilities
for changing the environment and addressing issues in a positive way.
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Areas for further inquiry:

1. What organizational responses can be effectively utilized with Erika?

• work space

• desk organization

• organizers and storage containers

• notebook arrangements

2. What procedures need to be in place for Erika to take a washroom break
without disruption?

• Establish and review a definite routine for a washroom break.

• Provide positive feedback upon a non-disruptive return to her desk.

3. How can the teacher manage small-group instruction when Erika is causing
difficulties?

• Have Erika help another student who is having difficulty.

• Provide space in classroom for small-group instruction.

• Arrange for Erika to work in a small group (with two other students).

• Pre-teach Erika the skills needed for small-group activities.
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Areas for further inquiry:

1. What can be done to include Erika in unstructured classroom activities?

• Use the counselor to help out during less-structured activities.

• Provide a ‘buddy’ for Erika.

2. What procedures can be used for including Erika in break and intramural
activities.

• Involve Erika in running the canteen during the break period.

• Find structured activities for Erika at noon hour.

• Involve Erika as a helper during intramurals.

3. How can the teacher establish a climate where all students feel accepted?

• Work with the counsellor to deliver a program such as Second Step or
Lions-Quest.

• Review with all students the importance of empathy and acceptance.
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Section 3 Positive School Climate

Areas for further inquiry:

1. What techniques could be used to motivate Erika to complete her
assignments? 

• Consider positive consequences or motivators.

• Involve Erika in choosing her rewards.

• Give Erika rewards for handing in assignments and for properly
completing work.

• Consider alternatives to written assignments.

• Utilize assignment scaffolding.

2. How can home school communication be improved?

• Focus on positives in communication book.

• Make contact by phone or through email.

3. What possibilities exist for involving Erika in extra-curricular activities?

• Arrange for Erika to assist the coach of a team.

• Arrange for Erika to assist in the gymnasium. 

In the above example, the teacher should consider positive ways of responding
to Erika’s behavioural needs. The questions are provided to illustrate the
thinking process required in developing a positive program for Erika. By
making changes to the social/emotional, learning, and physical environment, it
is possible to meet Erika’s needs through a positive school climate.

Positive School Climate for Special Populations
Sometimes it becomes necessary for the school staff to take steps to ensure the
classroom accepts all students, including those with behavioural challenges. At
times it is difficult for a student who is perceived as being different to fit into a
classroom group and to be accepted. The development of friendships can be very
difficult.

The Circle of Courage
Ensuring that all cultures are respected is a way of making students feel

they belong. The Circle of Courage (developed by Dr. Martin
Brokenleg) uses the Aboriginal concept of the importance of

valuing individuals.

Using the Circle of Courage, the teacher could explain that 
the four bases for self-esteem are:

•  A sense of belonging nurtured in a cultural milieu found in 
the acceptance, attention, and affection of others.

•  A sense of mastery develops as one masters the environment. 
Success brings innate satisfaction and a sense of efficacy.
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“The number
one indicator of
success for a
child is a good
relationship with
a caring adult.”

Circle of Courage graphic: Used with permission from Reclaiming Youth, P.O. Box 57, 
Lennox, SD: Artist, George Blue Bird.



• A sense of independence is shown by the ability to control one’s behaviour 
and gain the respect of others.

• A sense of generosity is developed as
opportunities are provided to give to others
and to help others.

The teacher and students could ensure that the
symbol is displayed throughout the school and that students discuss ways in which
each of the four key areas of esteem can be developed within the classroom.
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Brendtro, L., M. Brokenleg, and S. Van Bockern. Reclaiming Youth at Risk: Our Hope for the
Future. Copyright 1990 by the National Educational Service, 304 West Kirkwood Avenue,
Bloomington, IN 47404, 800-733-6786, www.nesonline.com.

It is clear that a positive school and classroom climate can have a major
effect on the achievement and behaviour of students. It is not always an
easy task to create a school or classroom that focuses on a positive learning
environment conducive to learning. Making it happen will require the
community, school teachers, parents, and students working together, a
commitment from all stakeholders, and a major shift in thinking.
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Section 3 Positive School Climate

AN ENVIRONMENTAL CHECKLIST

Consideration of the amount of stimuli in the physical environment is essential to any
discussion regarding an appropriate intervention plan for a child with attention problems.
Although the list found below pertains to a classroom setting, the principles remain the same
when applied to any physical setting. Read the statements/questions, think about your work
setting, and place a check mark next to those describing an environmental condition that you
are willing to change.

� Consider the amount of stimuli in the room. Are there decorations/displays on the walls?
...hanging from the ceiling? ...on the closets?

� Are the shelves in my room open and cluttered? If they are covered, are they covered by
material with a “busy” design or plain material of a soft colour? Do I have a storage area
that is removed from the classroom enabling me to remove equipment and reduce stimuli?

� Do my children work in groups? Do the desks face each other? Are there any desks that
are by themselves in a protected area of the room?

� Consider the colour of the walls, cupboards, desks, shelves, etc. Is the colour soothing?
Are there many colours?

� Do I decorate my bulletin boards with many brightly coloured figures?

� Where do I sit students with attention problems?

� Where are the major traffic areas in my room? Do I have any children sitting near one of
these areas (pencil sharpener, door, bathroom, sink, teacher’s desk, etc.)? Are traffic areas
clearly defined?

� Are the areas within the classroom clearly defined?

� Have I created an area that is private, secluded and free of stimulus where children are
free to go to work, think, caIm down, etc.?

� What is the noise level in my room? Is there continual background noise? Do I allow quiet
talking? Do I play music during the day? What kind of music?

� Are there many interruptions during the school day? Is the intercom used continually
throughout the day?

� What kind of lighting is in my room? Do the lights cause a glare? Do they hum? 
Do they flicker?

� Is there something that causes a disturbing sound in my room, i.e., the heater, pipes,
slamming door, etc.

� Do I use furniture to provide boundaries that delineate work/play areas?

� Do I label areas/materials with pictures at the eye level of the children?

� Do I have a daily schedule clearly visible in my room?

� Have I posted our classroom rules? Are they stated positively?

� Do my children have a way to store their belongings neatly and in an organized fashion?
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� In my building, do children often have to go from room to room during the day?

� How do children prepare to go to recess? How do they return to the classroom from
recess?

� What are the procedures for going to lunch in my building? How do they return to the
classroom from the lunchroom?

� Are materials safe and well maintained in my school?

� Do people continually walk in and out of my room throughout the day.

� Does my school has many assemblies, field trips, and special events that interrupt our
daily schedule?

� How many changes does the child experience each day, i.e., moving from class to class,
recess, lunch, etc.?

� Is the child expected to move through the halls alone?...with classmates?

� If time-out is used, does the child have to go to another room for time-out?

� Are there several people (other teachers, paraprofessionals, the secretary, the custodian,
etc.) who agree to provide a respite when the child is having a “bad day?” Does the child
get sent from one adult to another several times a day?

� What are the conditions is the lunch room? Are there large numbers of children in the room
simultaneously? Is “kid music” playing? Does the child have to stand in line for a long time
before getting his or her food? Is there a “no talk” rule? Is there a time limit for eating?

� When the child has to pass in the halls, what are the conditions? Are there many other
children present? Is there a time limit? Does the child clearly know the way? Is the child
supervised?

� How long is the school day? Does the child have a longer-than-usual day four days per
week and a shorter-than-usual day one day per week?

� Is the school a year-round school? If so, how long does it take the child to adjust to a new
session?

� Is the playground well supervised? Does the child play alone most of the time?... with
younger students?....not play?

� How are field trips handled? Is adequate supervision provided for the child?

� Is the child in the right classroom?...with the teacher that best suits his or her special
needs?...working at his or her developmental level rather than chronological level? 

� Is the child’s classroom near a room that is noisy or chaotic (shop, band, P.E., etc.)? 

� When being disciplined, does the child have to sit idly for long periods of time?

� Does the child have to ride a school bus for a long period of time in order to get to school?
Is the bus crowded?...noisy?...Is discipline maintained effectively during the transport?
Does the child have a seat belt if his or her behaviour indicates that one is needed?

Environmental Checklist: Copyright © 1997 by Dr. Susan Doctor. All rights reserved. Reprinted by permission.


	What is a Positive School Climate?
	Environmental or School Climate Surveys
	The Process for Developing a Positive School Climate
	A Closer Look at Developing a Positive School Climate — Landmark School
	Close-up of Erika
	Positive School Climate for Special Populations
	The Circle of Courage
	Section 3 Support Materials

