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Introduction

This monograph on Best Practices in Enhancing School
Environment has been developed under contract with the
Department of Defense. While its focus is to help military
connected schools to better address the needs of their 
military students, what we present has relevance for all of
our children in all of our schools. 

First, a few words on how the extraordinary programs you
are going to read about were selected. We began by under-
taking a review of the literature, identifying those programs
aimed at improving school engagement and connectedness
with the goal of identifying those programs that have been
empirically shown to have an impact. From that literature we
then used a nomination technique to identify the “best of
the best”—the one school that exemplifies the principles that
make effective programs work. The schools that you will
read about and view on the DVD provided in the back cover
have been selected not because they are extraordinary but
rather because they are ordinary. These schools have put into
place with limited resources, programs and interventions that
any school can do. Some of the schools we have selected are
in urban inner city settings and others are in rural communi-
ties. Some target children at the elementary school level and
others at junior high and high school. Some are military
linked and some are not. What we highlight is what these
schools do to make their programs work. 

It is our hope that you will come away from the monograph
and DVD saying that we too, in our school, can do these
things that will help all our children feel more connected
and ready to learn.
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School Environment—Why It Matters School environment
refers to the social, academic and emotional contexts 
of a school—the “personality” of the learning context—
and how it is perceived by students, staff and community. 
This climate is influenced by a broad range of factors, from
disciplinary policies to instructional quality to student and
teacher morale. 

A positive school environment creates an optimal setting for teaching and learning.

Research shows that school can be a stabilizing force for young people, both
emotionally and academically, particularly when they are experiencing transition or
crisis. As a nation on the move, parents uproot their families for a variety of reasons.
Military children are particularly transient and suffer from the loss of lunchtime
friends, favorite teachers and participation in extracurricular activities. But they are

not alone. From the children of business executives to the migrant laborer’s children

— no longer do most of our children graduate from the school where they started.
To the extent that schools can be flexible and supportive in meeting the needs of

these children, they provide an essential lifeline to their healthy development.

Just as military children may be concerned about a deployed mother or a father
recovering from injuries, other children may be distressed by personal circumstances.
A national survey revealed that, in comparison with their more affluent peers, 
low-income students felt a more pronounced lack of community and a weaker
connection with their schools. The point is that life stressors, no matter what the

cause, if ignored, impede learning.

School environment and school connectedness can be the determining factors in a
young person’s educational experience. When students believe that adults in the
school care about them, have high expectations for their education and will provide
the support essential to their success, they thrive. When teachers and staff are deeply

engaged in creating a safe, nurturing, challenging school environment, their job

satisfaction increases.

A positive school environment is a product of collective effort. This monograph looks
at strategies to improve school environment and examines four of its major
components: 1) caring relationships, 2) academic environment, 3) structure and

safety, and 4) participatory learning. It also suggests ways in which military children
and other highly mobile young people can be successfully integrated into the flow of
a new school. Then it takes a look at how to measure a school’s environment. The
goal of this monograph and its accompanying DVD is to show how teachers and
administrators create engaging environments in classrooms across America.
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O F T E N  W E  S A Y  T H A T  W E

D O N ' T  H A V E  T H E  T I M E  O R

R E S O U R C E S  T O  D O  T H E

T H I N G S  T H A T  E N G A G E

Y O U N G  P E O P L E .  B U T  I F

Y O U N G  P E O P L E  D O  N O T

K N O W  T H A T  W E  C A R E ,  

T H E Y  W I L L  N E V E R  C A R E

W H A T  W E  K N O W .

What you will see in the pages that follow, as well as in the DVD, is not rocket
science—but it just may be more difficult to accomplish. Far too often we say that
we don’t have the time or resources to do the things that engage young people. But if
young people do not know that we care, they will never care what we know. 

“Just asking, ‘I know your dad is deployed, your mom is deployed, I know

you are with your grandma now—  how is that going?’ That means so much

to the kids.” T R A N S I T I O N  C O U N S E L O R

“I’m lucky. My principal puts me out front in the morning to kind of be

the gatekeeper, so not only do I see the children coming in, I can see the

ones who are in tears, just had a fight with mom or having a bad day

because the dog died or something. I also see the new parents coming in

and that’s my chance to get to meet them.” S C H O O L  C O U N S E L O R

“One teacher in particular I see every day, and she is just cool. We respect

our different positions, but … I can talk to her about school, friends,

anything I want and it is not weird.” S T U D E N T

“Academics are critical, obviously, and a great education is crucial, but

fostering the other sides of the child—t he social side and the

communication side—  builds life skills. It is the place of the family to take

care of that to a large extent, but having that reinforced at school is a

huge advantage.” P A R E N T

“We try to model in our relationships with one another, adult to adult,

what we hope to see child to child. Our children set their own standards of

behavior in the classroom, and we as a staff have set norms for our

interactions with one another. That has made us better colleagues. We

want the environment to be positive and healthy for the children—and

it’s only going to be that way if it’s positive and healthy for the adults.”

P R I N C I P A L



The Impact of School Environment: Evidence and Outcomes
Researchers have found that school environment affects 
more than academic performance—it influences students’
emotions and health behaviors as well. First, let’s look at the
academic evidence.

Students who feel socially connected to others, in schools that hold them to high
academic standards, are more engaged in their education. A positive school
environment enhances motivation, increases educational aspirations and improves
attendance and retention. An unhealthy school environment—one in which rules are
unclear or arbitrary, bullying is accepted if not condoned, and teacher attitudes are
indifferent, hostile or unnecessarily punitive—is a likely setting for high absenteeism,
misbehavior and interpersonal aggression. A large study found that in schools that
were more communal, there were lower dropout rates and less class cutting and
absenteeism. School climate is a key ingredient in academic success.

Furthermore, research indicates a strong link between school connectedness and
student self-esteem. “Children who experience a sense of relatedness have a stronger
supply of inner resources,” notes Professor of Education Karen Osterman. “They
perceive themselves to be more competent and autonomous and have higher levels of
intrinsic motivation. They have a stronger sense of identity but are also willing to
conform to and adopt established norms and values. These inner resources in turn

predict engagement and performance.”

Positive school environments not only engage students academically but they are also

strongly associated with a range of positive health and behavioral outcomes.
Specifically, research indicates that students who feel connected to school are less
likely to:

• Exhibit disruptive or violent behavior
• Carry or use a weapon
• Experiment with illegal substances
• Smoke cigarettes
• Drink to the point of getting drunk
• Experience emotional distress
• Consider or attempt suicide
• Engage in early-age sexual intercourse
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These connected students enjoy the learning process, exhibit greater trust and respect
for teachers, show concern for others and are more likely to employ the techniques of
conflict resolution.

From an extensive review of school climate materials, four components emerge as
being critical for successful schools: caring, safety and structure, academic rigor and
support, and participation. We will now examine each.

“I do feel like I belong there. My school is diverse, has different kinds of

people. No two people are the same, and that makes everyone feel at home.

It makes everyone feel like they have a place and a reason for being

there.” M I L I T A R Y  S T U D E N T

“If my dad got deployed, the best thing the teacher could do is just say

they are going to be there for me if I ever need anybody to talk to. If you

don’t have friends yet, you are just alone and it feels really weird. So if

they just tell you they are going to be there for you, it helps more than

people know.” M I L I T A R Y  S T U D E N T

“The students’ basic needs must be met before they are going to be ready

for the academic portion. That involves addressing their emotional need of

feeling connected to the school, being a part of what goes on, so they can

be ready for the academic preparation that we want them to have.”

P R I N C I P A L
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THE IMPACT OF 
SOCIAL SUPPORT

In one study of math and reading

scores, researchers examined the

impact of social support. Students

with high levels of social support

increased their reading scores by

one and a half years and math

scores by one and two-thirds years

in one school year. By contrast,

students with low levels of

support gained, in one school

year, only a half year in reading

and less than one year in math.

(Lee V, Smith J, Perry TE,

Smylie MA, 1999. Social

Support, Academic Press, and

Student Achievement: A View

from the Middle Grades in

Chicago. Chicago: Consortium

on Chicago School Research,

University of Chicago.)



Caring Environment
A  P O S I T I V E  S C H O O L  E N V I R O N M E N T  I S  B U I L T  

U P O N  C A R I N G  R E L A T I O N S H I P S  A M O N G  A L L  P A R T I C I P A N T S —

S T U D E N T S ,  T E A C H E R S ,  S T A F F,  A D M I N I S T R A T O R S ,  P A R E N T S  

A N D  C O M M U N I T Y  M E M B E R S .  



Caring Environment: A Precondition for Learning  A positive
school environment is built upon caring relationships among
all participants—students, teachers, staff, administrators,
parents and community members. A warm morning greeting
from the custodian can help determine a child’s mood for
the day, just as a teacher’s cheerful send-off at day’s end can
help motivate the child to do homework. Learning requires a
personal touch, and teaching fundamentally depends on
interpersonal communication.

Student-Teacher Relationships. No factor is more important for positive school
outcomes than the children’s perception of the teacher’s attitude toward them. 
When students believe that their teachers care about them, see them as competent,
respect their views and desire their success, they tend to work toward fulfilling those
high expectations.

Unfortunately, many schools have not fostered such positive student-teacher
relationships. A Coalition of Urban Boards of Education study revealed that nearly

two-thirds of the students surveyed were either not sure they trusted their teachers—

or worse, were certain they did not trust their teachers. More than one student in six
felt their teachers did not respect them. More than a third believed their teachers did
not care whether or not they were successful. Such discouraging results are a recipe
for individual and social disaster. We must improve this dynamic.

Student-Student Relationships. School is the primary social structure for children.

Friendships and social relationships with peers are a central part of students’ lives. A

positive school environment encourages communication and interaction and does
not tolerate harassment, bullying or violence of any kind.

Social norms are often established and spread by members of the popular crowd, who
tend to have a disproportionate influence on school climate. When popular students

get good grades, the general sense of school attachment is strong, and more students

emulate these leaders. If, however, the popular cliques favor fun over future, sports
over studies or popularity over inclusiveness, they will undermine a positive learning
environment. Because student leaders have a powerful impact on school culture,

adult educators must pay close attention to the messages and attitudes conveyed from

student to student. We need to recruit those influential young people as allies.

School attachment is particularly difficult for transfer students, who are concerned
about making new friends and being included in extracurricular school activities. In
addition, when friendship networks are disconnected, stratified or segregated by race,
student relationships and school attachment both suffer.
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I N T E R A C T I O N  A N D  D O E S  N O T

T O L E R A T E  H A R A S S M E N T,

B U L LY I N G  O R  V I O L E N C E  O F

A N Y  K I N D .



Teacher-Staff-Administrator Relationships. Positive relationships—based on trust,
respect and support—among school adults are essential to professional fulfillment
and school success. An atmosphere of collegiality influences teachers’ efficacy, satisfies
emotional needs, and leads to personal and professional learning. Teachers and staff
need to enjoy their work and be willing to contribute to the school’s positive learning
environment. Furthermore, teachers cannot create a democratic classroom in an
autocratic school. They cannot teach interpersonal respect when they are treated
disrespectfully by administrators, and they cannot set high standards for students if
administrators set low standards for them. 

In a study of Chicago schools, nearly all the teachers in schools with the highest
achievement reported strong relationships with the principal, and three-quarters
reported strong relational trust with fellow teachers. By contrast, fewer than half of
the teachers in schools with the lowest achievement reported a strong relationship
with the principal, and only a third reported strong relationships with peers.

In any organization there is no substitute for good leadership, and schools are no
exception. Principals and administrators create the vision, establish the agenda,
communicate the goals and lead by example. The best leaders are well organized, task
oriented and well informed. Effective principals are good listeners and are open to
suggestions from every stakeholder in the school. They encourage progress toward
goals. They foster healthy interpersonal relationships, provide constructive criticism
and bestow generous and genuine praise.

School-Parent-Community Relationships. Parents and community members should feel

that their school has a welcoming environment. It should be accessible and open to

parent participation, recognize parents’ expertise and provide opportunities for their
contributions. Effective communication and collaboration with parents and the
community will promote better outcomes for students. Research demonstrates that
parental support and value of education is a consistent predictor of children’s
academic achievement. These outcomes are enhanced when the entire community

values education and demonstrates support for its schools.

Strategies to Promote a Caring, Respectful School Environment

Create more opportunities for student-student and student-teacher 
interaction through:

• Small learning communities, as lower student-teacher ratios promote interaction
• Block scheduling, with longer classes that foster greater interaction
• Looping, in which a teacher is with the same class for more than one year
• Class meetings, where students share their thoughts daily or weekly
• Staff members who are assigned as mentors or advisors to individual students 

or groups
• Cooperative learning projects, which studies show eliminate cliques and widen

friendship networks, even across racial divides
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Build students’ social and emotional competencies—self-awareness, self
management, social awareness, relationship skills and decision-making
capacities. These skills are predictive of a child’s ability to learn and solve problems
nonviolently, and studies indicate that the vast majority of children can improve
these competencies. To learn more, see the Collaborative for Academic, Social and
Emotional Learning at www.casel.org.

Support positive peer relationships through:
• Teachers’ modeling positive and supportive interactions
• Developing class rules that value kindness and discourage exclusion

Promote relationships among teachers by establishing:
• Common planning time
• Interdisciplinary work teams
• Collaborative work opportunities

GRAND STREET CAMPUS:  LEADERSHIP PROGRAM

Based in more than 230 New York City public schools, the innovative Leadership
Program (LP) aims to empower students in leadership, self-concept, conflict 
management, cooperation and social responsibility. By recruiting engaging educators
who understand the importance of focusing on caring relationships, the Leadership
Program impacts violence, character development, school attendance, retention and
academic achievement. Its menu of choices for schools includes a comprehensive
schoolwide program, day and after-school programs, professional development and
leadership mentoring. 

The Grand Street Campus, once one of New York’s
most dangerous high schools, chose to implement the
Comprehensive Schoolwide Program, with the
following LP features:

• Trainers work full time with all members of the school
community to effect positive change.

• Facilitators are present in selected classrooms.
• Students participate in after-school activities and

community-outreach projects.

• Hard-to-reach students share lunch-time roundtable
discussions.

• Support and mentor groups reinforce messages.
• Staff development and parent workshops build skills.

Along with dividing the school into smaller units, the
Leadership Program is credited with a significant

reduction in violence. Mentors show genuine concern 
for the students and are viewed with respect. Student
interests are reflected in programs, such as an after-
school hip hop club for boys.

 



“My language arts teacher knows when something is wrong. She 

will pull me out of class and ask, and she makes me feel like I don’t have

anything to hide and I won’t ever need to hide. She will always be there.”

M I L I T A R Y  S T U D E N T

“Every morning I come in and invariably see students honoring other

people and being aware of other people’s stories, opinions and

perspectives, being attuned to looking at things from different angles.

They seem to be very thoughtful in the way they approach issues from a

collaborative and multi-level point of view. I am very impressed by that,

especially when I see it in second and third graders.” S U P E R I N T E N D E N T
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COSSITT AVENUE SCHOOL:  TEACHING SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL LEARNING

For nearly a decade, Cossitt Avenue School in LaGrange, IL 
has relied on the benefits of social emotional learning (SEL) 
to support academics and develop a positive climate. Cossitt’s
SEL program teaches critical life skills—recognizing and 
managing emotions and behaviors, showing concern for others,
establishing positive relationships, making responsible decisions
and handling challenging situations. It focuses on creating a 
safe and orderly environment where students can thrive.

Academics. SEL objectives are integrated into academic

objectives. “Homeside assignments” engage parents and
students in joint projects, and the heightened respect
for differences creates a more positive educational

environment for students with learning disabilities.

Meetings. Cossitt students gather daily for student-led
class meetings, practicing listening and communication
skills and showing respect for others.

Buddies. Younger students are paired with older

students in a buddy system, building a stronger
relationship network within the school community.

Rules. Students generate norms for discipline, behavior
and partnerships in cooperative learning.

Cossitt’s SEL program is based on a framework
outlined by Caring School Community/Child
Development Project and Responsive Classroom.



“My teaching has changed dramatically. There were lots of skills that I

expected my third graders to have—  but I didn’t realize I needed to be

teaching those skills. I spent a lot of time policing, and it was taking 

away from my teaching time. Now I try to be more proactive, teaching the

skills in the beginning, spending time talking about how we are going to

work as partners, how we are going to do recess, how we are going to

solve conflicts. When they first told me that third graders could resolve

conflicts among themselves without my help, I didn’t really believe them.

But it has been amazing to see how, if we teach children these skills, they

can use them and transfer them beyond school into the neighborhood.”

T E A C H E R

“If there is a problem at recess, one of the things we do is find a way to

make it fair for everyone. We include everyone who wants to play. Even if

some people are in a bad mood, they can still play.” S T U D E N T  

“SEL brings sophistication to the children in terms of why they do what

they do, and gives them tools by which to manage their everyday lives.

Children have to understand how their feelings interact with their desires

and talents and abilities to make things happen in a positive way. SEL does

that, and I see much more thoughtful and appropriately introspective

children as a result.” S U P E R I N T E N D E N T
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Safe and Structured
Environment
M A N Y  F A C T O R S  C O M B I N E  T O  P R O M O T E  A  F E E L I N G  O F  S A F E T Y,  

R A N G I N G  F R O M  T H E  P H Y S I C A L  E N V I R O N M E N T  

T O  D I S C I P L I N E  P O L I C I E S  T O  P E R C E P T I O N S  O F  F A I R N E S S .

 



Safe and Structured Environment In a safe, structured 
environment, students can focus their attention on learning.
Many factors combine to promote a feeling of safety, 
ranging from the physical environment to discipline 
policies to perceptions of fairness.

The Physical Environment. A school’s physical structure and appearance send
important messages. When the physical plant is well maintained and the surrounding
grounds are well kept, they convey respect for the school community and the
educational mission. In low-resource communities, students and parents often help in
maintaining the facility to keep it looking good.  Likewise, the physical organization
of a school can create obstructions to engagement or foster opportunities for a 

positive learning climate. When teachers have easy access to materials and classrooms

are arranged for optimum student learning, the focus remains on the core goals. When
the necessary materials for learning are not present, the message is also clear: In our
community, kids don’t matter.

The Importance of Safety. When students do not feel safe in school, they are more
likely to become truant, carry weapons, get distracted and experience lower
achievement. A sense of safety for the entire school community has both physical and
emotional aspects.

• Physical safety comes from a sense of community, which decreases a feeling of
personal risk. Environments that experience conflict are often those that accept

aggressive behavior. Bullying, for example, is an all too common phenomenon and
must not be tolerated. In a nationwide school-climate study involving 30,000
students, about three-fourths said they themselves were not bullied at school—but
half said they saw other students being bullied at least once a month. Children
who feel threatened in school can’t learn. If schools ignore even the most subtle
forms of aggression, they convey the message that school is not an arena of safety.

A safe community is built through clear expectations for personal conduct; respect
for others; conflict resolution techniques; and fair, enforceable and equally applied

consequences for violations.
• Academic safety is defined as an atmosphere in which both students and teachers

feel free to take intellectual risks. Students can raise their hands and present an idea

without fear of ridicule. Teachers feel they can bring new ideas to the classroom

and concerns to the administration without reprisal. Every person in the school

community feels free to innovate with the knowledge that fresh ideas will be
welcomed and valued, even if they are not all equally successful.
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• Emotional safety occurs in an environment where bullying is not allowed; neither is
teasing. It is an environment where one does not feel threatened because of the
color of her skin or the color of his sneakers. It is a school where neither one’s
language of origin or linguistic disabilities are a source of ridicule.

• Safe schools are fair. Most individuals have an innate sense of fairness and bristle
when rules are unequally applied. Students must feel that treatment is fair and
nondiscriminatory. A school declares its high behavioral expectations through
consistent classroom management and clear, fair discipline. When discipline
problems are addressed according to a thoughtfully established, well-
communicated code of conduct, a sense of order and a positive school climate are
more likely to prevail. In a Council of Urban Boards of Education study, concerns
about fairness increased among older students. Ethnicity was also a factor in the
responses, as fewer African-American students, compared with Hispanic and white
students, felt their teachers were fair. Predictability, consistency and structure in
students’ daily lives promotes a sense of emotional safety, particularly for those

whose lives outside of school are in turmoil.

Strategies to Improve Structure and Safety

• Invest in school maintenance, and involve students, parents and the community in

these efforts.
• With input from students, parents and staff, create a disciplinary system with clear

expectations and consequences.
• Clearly and briefly state the school rules—such as “respect for others” and “respect

for property”—and post them around the school, with guidelines for their application.
• Teach conflict resolution skills.
• Promote academic security by encouraging and rewarding participation from all

students, eliciting questions and promoting critical thinking and open debate.
• Emphasize constructive feedback and do not allow ridicule.
• Work toward policies that are—and are perceived as being—fairly conceived and

fairly applied to everyone.

“We often think about this as building a great big safety net for 

our kids so no matter what happens, no matter when you take a tumble or

fall, there will be somebody in this school who is going to catch you.”

P R I N C I P A L
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“The anchor for kids is often the school—and should be the school. It is one

place that is predictable, constant, a place where children should be able to

count on the fact that there is a routine, an expected way of behaving,

and that the people in their school lives are consistent. It is a stabilizing

place. We can establish a support network so they feel they are in a place

that cares about them and gives them the safety and security, if needed,

to face the rest of the day—which can be a lot more traumatic.” C H I E F,

D O D  M I L I T A R Y  C H I L D  I N  T R A N S I T I O N  A N D  D E P L O Y M E N T ,  2 0 0 6

“Our lunchtime referrals have dramatically decreased, and I think it ’s

because the children have better conflict resolution skills. We are better

as adults in viewing minor disciplinary infractions as learning

opportunities rather than as punishment opportunities. So when children

misbehave, we’ll have a conversation —‘ What did you think was going to

happen when you did this? Did you plan ahead? What would you do

differently the next time?’ We help them learn what is expected and how

they can improve their interactions with others.”   P R I N C I P A L
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MACARTHUR MIDDLE SCHOOL, FORT MEADE, MD: POSITIVE BEHAVIORAL INTERVENTIONS AND SUPPORTS

A process called Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS) is proving
helpful in creating safer, more academically rigorous schools. The systems
approach enhances educational capacity through a framework that enables each
school to design, implement and evaluate student-specific, schoolwide discipline
plans. At MacArthur Middle School students are held to high academic and
behavioral expectations, and teachers use a variety of creative approaches to teach
and discipline. The school uses PBIS as follows:

• Code of Conduct. MacArthur students follow the Eagle

Code of Conduct—Be Responsible, Respect Yourself,
Respect Others—which establishes behavioral
expectations for the classroom, hallway, cafeteria and

bus. Procedures also address the consequences of rule-
violating behaviors.

• Social Skill Building. Teachers look at school data,
observe needs and develop social skill lessons that set
forth expectations for personal interaction.

• Rewards. Students are given rewards for positive
behavior, such as “Eagle tickets” that are used like

cash for attending quarterly events—dances, skating

parties, a carnival and a silent auction. Students can
also “purchase” rewards or participate in weekly
drawings for items from a prize cart.

• Evaluation. A PBIS team surveys faculty each year and
uses the results to establish priorities. Activities are
planned accordingly.

• Mentors. A mentorship program pairs school adults
with students who have academic or behavioral
problems. A disruptive student may be sent to the
mentor instead of the principal.
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Academic Environment A sense of belonging is important
to student success, but it alone is insufficient to produce
desired outcomes. School leaders need to create an environ-
ment that is focused on excellence in teaching and learning
—and communicate this emphasis to students, teachers 
and parents.

Academic Press. The term “academic press” refers to a positive—but determined—
effort to meet high expectations. It defines an attitude and does not refer to pressure.
Instead, academic press focuses attention on academic work, provides constructive
feedback, refuses to accept half-hearted efforts, holds students accountable and
provides assistance when needed. It means never giving up on a student and holding
firm to the notion that all students are capable of mastering essential skills. Then it

provides the support required to get them to that level of mastery.

Student achievement improves when academic press is accompanied by communality
and social support. For example, a large study of Chicago Public Schools found that
the relationship between social support and performance on standardized math and
reading achievement tests was strongest in schools that employed greater academic press.
High expectations, coupled with strong support, produce desirable outcomes.

Creative Instruction. Effective teachers, of course, are key to academic success, as they

are able to engage all students in the classroom. They tend to be flexible and use a

variety of instructional methods to build skills and encourage critical thinking. They
design classwork that is relevant to students’ lives and captures their interests. Using

techniques that go beyond pure recall, these teachers employ active, experiential and
cooperative learning methods as well as discussion and debate. 

Research indicates that 80 percent of questions asked in elementary and secondary
classrooms demand only quick recall of facts or other short answers. Asking questions

that spur critical thinking encourages broader participation, as there are fewer
right/wrong answers. Quality of instruction has been shown to improve students’
sense of belonging to a school as well as boosting academic achievement. One critic
of the educational system has noted: “We still teach our kids to think as if at the end
of their education there is a job in the factory. The factory is closed, and the future is

for those who know how to solve problems.”

Teachers often unwittingly favor high achievers. A 10-year study of teachers across
the country indicated that teachers used their best skills more often with successful
students. They called on high achievers repeatedly, believing that eliciting correct
answers benefited the entire class. They called on low achievers less frequently, feeling
they were sparing the students embarrassment. As a result, the low achievers simply
tuned out.
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Academic Quality

The Department of Defense Education Activity (DODEA) has identified six
elements for quality teaching: 

• Teaching practices reflect high expectations for student achievement
• Students have multiple opportunities to meet and exceed educational standards
• Varied questioning strategies are used to support student learning
• Varied teaching strategies are used to support inquiry, higher order thinking and

problem solving
• Varied and flexible groupings are used to assist students in achieving and exceeding

educational goals 
• Technology is meaningfully integrated through instruction to support student

achievement

Strategies to Encourage Academic Excellence

Demonstrate through words and actions that academics are the focus of 
the school.

• Free teachers from trivial, nonacademic tasks—such as hall monitoring and pass writing
—to reinforce the message that teaching is the most important aspect of their jobs.

• Remove obstacles to teaching, such as administrative disruptions and lack of classroom
materials.

• Reward innovation, whatever the outcome, by recognizing teachers through informal
notes and positive comments as well as formal awards, certificates and evaluations.

• Provide teachers with in-service training and professional development opportunities,
which will be interpreted as a vote of confidence in their potential.

• Reward students for academic achievement, but also reward improvement and best

efforts. One art teacher, for example, noticed dramatic improvement in student work

after displaying all students’ work on a hallway wall.

Develop high expectations and support for learning.
• Eliminate tracking, which communicates low expectations.
• Hold students accountable for work completion.
• Provide “second-try” opportunities, based on feedback, for students to improve their

assignments.
• Provide support for attaining academic goals, such as tutoring, study-skill sessions and

summer or Saturday catch-up opportunities.
• Engage students in their future; students who had frequent conversations about their

futures had on average higher educational expectations for themselves and higher
rates of postsecondary education participation.
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Improve and diversify teaching methods.
• Encourage a variety of teaching techniques and provide training to support their

effective application.
• Sensitize teachers to use effective teaching strategies with all students, not just high

achievers, and strengthen their ability to select best methods through professional

programs and workshops.
• Choose materials based on students’ interests and developmental needs.
• Offer interdisciplinary and applied projects as well as service learning to connect

academics to real life.

“Like a business, our customer is the student. As we consider the content

they need to learn, we need to talk to them and understand their interests

so we can wrap their interests and experience around the content. We should

not just plan a lesson but design an experience so they want to come to

school and are interested in work that is challenging.”   

S U P E R I N T E N D E N T ,  M I L I T A R Y  C O N N E C T E D  D I S T R I C T

“Whether you have 20 or 30 students in a classroom, they are 20 or 30

individuals. There is no cookie-cutter way to educate a child. Some kids are

tactile learners, some have to read it or write it or whatever. I would

expect a teacher to be doing a much as possible to see what motivates my

child and what is the best way for my child to learn— and then to

incorporate that into lessons.” M I L I T A R Y  P A R E N T
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THE CROSSROADS SCHOOL, BALTIMORE, MD: EXPEDITIONARY LEARNING

The Crossroads School is an award-winning Title 1 public charter school serving
150 middle school students who live in some of East Baltimore’s most challenged
communities. The core mission of the school is to raise student achievement by
combining rigorous college-preparatory academic standards with hands-on, 
project-based learning experiences. 
The school provides students with an extended 
academic day as well as summer programs for 
intervention and enrichment opportunities. As an
Expeditionary Learning school, Crossroads students
learn through in-depth investigations that integrate
multiple disciplines, fieldwork and collaboration with
outside experts. For example, students have created a
scale model of the solar system in conjunction with

the Space Telescope Science Institute and have written
and published a book about Frederick Douglass and
Isaac Myers. For the past four years, Crossroads has
been one of Baltimore's highest performing middle
schools on the Maryland School Assessment and has
been the only 6-8 middle school to make Adequate
Yearly Progress (AYP) in 2004, 2005 and 2006.
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Participatory Environment A more positive school 
environment is created when all stakeholders feel they are
contributing to the school’s success. This process begins with
leadership and a shared agenda, both clearly defined and
clearly communicated. Leadership at its best is not confined
to teachers and administrators but also involves parents and
students in decision making and planning.

Opportunities to Contribute. Students, teachers and parents feel a stronger connection

to a school that welcomes their contributions. Opportunities for involvement
abound—from democratic processes in decision making to the inclusion of various
stakeholders in school committees to class and town hall meetings that encourage
sharing of views.

Teachers who are given more autonomy and control over their work have higher
morale. Students who are given responsibilities and opportunities to lead and

contribute build competencies and self-confidence. The delegation of responsibility

signals to students and teachers that their opinions are valuable, and it transmits the
expectation that they are capable problem solvers. Such attitudes add to a positive
school climate.

Activities that engage students. Students can often contribute and develop leadership
skills through participation in service learning and after-school activities. These

activities enable students to be more self-directed, allow them to explore areas of

interest and provide opportunities to experience success.

• Service learning engages students in active civic participation through organized
experiences that meet real-world needs. The programs develop awareness of social
justice issues and the value of collaboration. The best service learning programs
integrate social, emotional, ethical and academic learning while promoting civic

engagement. Effective programs enable students to process the experiences.
• After-school activities are valuable for a number of reasons, but they are particularly

helpful in integrating new students into the school community. For this reason, it
is important that activities welcome newcomers who arrive throughout the school
year. These activities foster a sense of community, increase school connectedness,
provide an outlet for specific interests and build new skills. 
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Strategies that Foster Participation

Involve teachers, students, parents and community members in decision making.

• Designate places for students/teachers/community members on school committees.
• Involve students in establishing school rules and consequences for infractions.
• Encourage students to lead regular class or school meetings with open discussion 

of issues.
• Give students a choice in which school projects they prefer to complete.
• Within guidelines, give teachers flexibility to apply a variety of instructional methods

in their classrooms.

Create opportunities for contribution and responsibility.

• Assign each student a job, thereby freeing teacher time while nurturing responsibility.
• Provide service learning opportunities.
• Create peer-tutoring and peer-mentoring programs.
• Establish inclusive after-school programs and ensure access for students who transfer

or those whose families cannot afford associated fees.
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HUDSON HIGH SCHOOL,  HUDSON, MA: CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

Civic engagement is a valuable component of a democratic society and a 
complementary element within an effective educational program. It provides
essential services to community residents and psychological, social and intellectual
benefits to participants. Civic engagement programs vary, but most emphasize
the social nature of civic participation and incorporate life skills or a civics 
curriculum. Hudson High School developed a civic engagement program that
featured the following:

• A core civics class for all ninth graders
• Service learning experiences that were integrated

into many high school courses

• An innovative schoolwide governance structure that
includes a cluster structure, town meetings and a
Community Council, all including students in
leadership roles

“I’ve turned over some of the responsibility to the students. That is

beneficial to both of us. They grow in skills and the ability to make good

choices, and it frees me up so I can focus on other things. I don’t have to

make every little decision about every little thing.”   T E A C H E R

 



“We realized we were expecting to see changes in the children when we

needed first to see changes in ourselves. If we wanted the children to feel

they had voice and autonomy in the school, we needed to give it to them.

We had to stop being control freaks. Let the children decide what they

were going to do with their buddies, how they were going to work on a

particular academic project. As we started to give that up and turn it over

to the children, we started seeing the changes we were hoping to see.”

P R I N C I P A L

“Another technique for getting students involved is at the teacher level.

Say to the teachers, ‘This year, take on the responsibility of being a

mentor to two students. If you are going to sponsor a robotics club, find

two of the most unlikely students and find a way to make them part of

your club. Or find two students to be part of your dance club.’ We know

that won’t get every student involved, but it will get 60 more students

involved—and form 60 more positive relationships — than last year. We’ve

done that, and it has worked wonderfully.”   S C H O O L  C O U N S E L O R ,  M I L I T A R Y

C O N N E C T E D  D I S T R I C T

“I think when you give children that sense of power, that sense of control

over their environment, they will live up to your very high expectations.”

P R I N C I P A L

“Evaluation studies have shown us that when you teach a young person a

new skill, teach them how to use that skill to be of help or service to

somebody else, and give them an opportunity to process that experience

with a trained facilitator, kids absolutely blossom. The kids report that

they feel confident, competent and needed, and that’s the kind of sparkle,

the kind of quality, we seek to instill in all of our kids.”   R E S E A R C H E R  
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Making School Work
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Making School Work for Military and Other Highly
Mobile Children  More than a million children of military
families attend U.S. public schools. But with each new
school, they are starting over—and finding classes closed,
friendship circles already formed and extracurricular activity
spots already filled. This disheartening pattern adds to their
worries about parent deployment and can result in emotional
withdrawal, academic underachievement and misbehavior.

Given positive school relationships and flexible academic support, however, most
military children thrive. They are generally goal-oriented and college bound. Their
perspectives, focused on the impact of world events and shaped by living in multiple
communities in the U.S. and abroad, can be an invaluable resource in the classroom.
Many schools have successfully integrated military children into the flow of school
life by using the following strategies:

Strategies to Improve Transitions for Military and Other 

Highly Mobile Children

• Develop an academic plan that can be taken from school to school to meet all
requirements for high school graduation.

• Enroll military students in the best classes they can handle—not the leftovers, 
and acknowledge previous achievements, such as membership in the National 

Honor Society.
• Recognize that most military kids are computer savvy and can catch up, 

if necessary, online.
• Reserve extracurricular spots for transfer students so that a wrestler, basketball player

or robot maker can contribute and make friends with similar interests.
• Use technology creatively to support military children: allow video tryouts for sports

teams and school plays, for example, or broadcast graduation ceremonies by satellite
to parents overseas. 

• Collaborate with nearby military installations to use such resources as sophisticated
weather equipment for classroom projects. 

• Honor the purpose and commitment of military personnel.
• Allow students time to be with a deploying or returning parent.
• Provide appropriate referrals and support for students whose parents are injured or

suffering from other serious challenges.
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“I wish teachers would understand the challenge of starting over —

because that’s what we do. We start over everywhere we go.”   

M I L I T A R Y  S T U D E N T

“The toughest move I ever had was when I was in fifth grade. I switched

schools in December and I was failing all my classes—a nd I’m an honor roll

student. I don’t fail classes. My teachers thought I was being 

disrespectful—but I was just miserable.” M I L I T A R Y  S T U D E N T

“Parents are a crucial part of a kid’s life, so when a child doesn’t have

their parent—who might be their support system—there’s a piece of them

missing. They want to compensate for that—or if they can’t, then there’s

a barrier or a wall or something that could make it hard for them to open

up or learn.”   M I L I T A R Y  S T U D E N T

“That’s when you really need someone to talk to—like, hey, my father is

gone, and I’m having a hard time doing this homework assignment. I’m

going to get it done, but I just need to talk to someone about this to get it

off my chest before I can concentrate on anything.”   M I L I T A R Y  S T U D E N T

“They didn’t know what to do with us. The guidance counselor couldn’t

figure out what classes to put them in, working out their schedule. 

My son ended up taking things he had already had—and had passed.”

M I L I T A R Y  P A R E N T

“If we can incorporate the military right into the curriculum, help

students feel a sense of pride in what their parents do and have everyone

understand that, not just the military kids, it’s a wonderful thing. It

doesn’t matter if you agree or disagree with policy or politics, these

children’s parents have pledged to uphold and support our Constitution,

and they are making sacrifices for the good of all.”   

M I L I T A R Y  I N S T A L L A T I O N  S T A F F  M E M B E R
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Measuring School Environment Evaluating the school 
environment can present powerful opportunities to discover
and address issues that undermine learning and healthy
development. Applied skillfully and used wisely, evaluation
becomes a valuable tool for reflection and planning. 
The process itself has the potential to promote a more 
positive school environment, particularly when students 
are empowered as resources for information.

Before an evaluation process begins, schools should consider the intense effort
required to gather and analyze the information—and plan in advance how they
intend to use the results. Application will depend on the issues that arise, of course,

but an evaluation that involves the school community and then goes nowhere

dishonors their contributions and diminishes confidence. Evaluation that applies
information to problem solving and planning can have a positive impact.

There are many ways to measure climate, but they fall broadly into two categories,
indirect and direct.

Indirect measures include:

• Analyzing student records for attendance, office referrals and suspensions
• Observing the physical environment, with attention to noise levels, cleanliness,

hallway and classroom appearance
• Observing classrooms and interpersonal interactions
• Using the School Climate Observation Checklist adapted from “Skills for

Successful School Leaders,” AASA, 1985, second edition 1990

Direct measures include surveys or interviews that solicit information from various

stakeholders—teachers, students, staff, parents and community members. Schools

can develop their own survey forms or use these existing forms:

• Charles F. Kettering (CFK) Ltd. School Climate Profile: One of the most frequently
used measures of school climate, it assesses the strengths and weaknesses of a middle
school climate from the students’ perspective.

• The Comprehensive Assessment of School Environments (CASE): This survey
measures secondary school student, teacher/staff, and parent satisfaction in addition
to school climate. School climate is measured by asking individuals what they believe
most people feel about the school’s environment.

• The Comprehensive School Climate Inventory (CSCI): This assessment tool
measures how students, teachers, and parents feel about what is working effectively in

the school and what the barriers are to student learning and a positive environment.

The survey can be taken on paper or online, and has different versions for
elementary, middle, and high school students. 
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• The Organizational Climate Descriptive Questionnaire (OCDQ): This survey
measures teachers’ perspectives of school climate, focusing on principal and teacher
behaviors. There are elementary, middle school, and high school versions.

Information regarding the above instruments of measurement is available at
these websites:

http://www.emc.cmich.edu/charactered/instruments.htm
http://www.csee.net/climate/csciassessment/
http://www.coe.ohio-state.edu/whoy/instruments_6.htm

“Districtwide, we surveyed children in grades 4 through 8 about how they

felt about their learning environment, the relationship with teachers and

with each other. One of our objectives was to improve our school ’s

learning climate. We are building an environment where kids feel safe, feel

comfortable, feel they have ownership. That’s a huge piece of what we

focus on—students’ autonomy, making sure their voices are heard, that

they have some control over what is happening to them. We hope we are

building a sense of belonging where they feel it wouldn’t be the same

school if they weren’t here.”   P R I N C I P A L

“Throughout the year, we have check-in meetings where we go back and

say, ‘How are we doing? Are we meeting our norms? Are we including

everyone and treating everyone respectfully?’ The children know that

these norms are important, whether it’s September or February. Our

classes set goals, and we check in on those monthly. We do what we call

‘ Reach Days,’ when we see how we are doing toward reaching our goals.

The children reflect on their personal goals as well as their classroom

goals and how they are meeting them.”   P R I N C I P A L
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Conclusion

Environment matters. As human beings, we naturally react to the physical impact of
our surroundings. We adapt our clothing to move comfortably through hot or cold
air. We spend considerable sums on furniture that makes us feel relaxed and secure.
We respond to pleasing décor. And we react just as readily to our emotional
atmosphere. Study after study indicates that a positive school environment is essential
for optimal teaching and learning.

In this monograph, we have provided an overview of four important components 
of school environment—caring relationships, the academic environment, structure
and safety, and participatory learning—and how they can be developed and
implemented to benefit all students, including military children. We have illustrated

each concept with specific program examples and the voices of members of school

communities. To help bring the programs to life, we have enclosed a DVD that
introduces these vibrant individuals and their schools in a more visual format. We
hope the package stimulates you to develop an engaging school environment that 
will enable all students to feel positively connected to their school and realize their

maximal potential. 

“What makes children successful has everything to do with finding out

who they are, where they come from, what their needs are, and

accommodating those needs. Good teachers are diagnosing all the time.

They are always gathering data. They listen carefully to children’s

conversations and classroom discussions. When they don’t get enough

clues, they ask specific questions. A classroom is an engineered

environment where we are constantly figuring out what every single child

needs and how we can modify what we do to make sure that learning is

occurring in the best possible way for all of them.”   C H I E F,  D O D  M I L I T A R Y

C H I L D  I N  T R A N S I T I O N  A N D  D E P L O Y M E N T ,  2 0 0 6

S T U D Y  A F T E R  S T U D Y

I N D I C A T E S  T H A T  A  P O S I T I V E

S C H O O L  C L I M A T E  I S

E S S E N T I A L  F O R  O P T I M A L

T E A C H I N G  A N D  L E A R N I N G .
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