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Abstract
The outcome of creating and maintaining a positive school climate has been studied and linked
to many beneficial outcomes for students, teachers, and administrators. Although it has been
shown that a positive school climate is related to higher achievement, teacher satisfaction, and a
decrease in discipline problems, little research has been conducted to provide educators with
specific strategies and practices they can implement to help create a positive school climate in
their own school. Thus, this study was designed to assess influential factors that impact and help
to create a positive school climate based on the perceptions of teachers and administrators. In
this study the researcher chose to use the interview method to collect data. Interviews were
conducted with teachers and administrators in one particular middle school setting in which the
staff has worked vigorously over the past five years to improve school climate. The focus of this
qualitative study was to identify the most influential factors that impact school climate based on
the perceptions of teachers and administrators. After thorough interviews with ten leaders in the
middle school setting, common trends were identified as ways to improve school climate:
relationships, school leadership, safety, school discipline, school vision, the right people, and
creating pride.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
It is the basic goal of education to achieve success in providing considerable knowledge
to the future of a nation. The school system of the U.S. is considered to be falling short in its
efforts in keeping pace with the progressively competitive world. The U.S. Department of
Education underscored the critical requirement to focus upon making intensive efforts in schools
all over the nation (O’Brennan & Bradshaw, 2016). Special attention has been highlighted upon
schools where an abrupt drop in test scores is most evident. The structure and efficiency of the
schools has been under question. The situation is such that students are completing their
graduation and even college without learning the basics (Goldenberg, 2013).
Various outstanding educators and researchers in the past have recognized the
significance of schools in the country as well as the overall structure of educational success in
the country. In the last few decades, the country has entered into a new phase of growth and
increased expectations of the school and its education system. School climate studies by various
researchers have demonstrated the existence of a close relationship between school climate and
the achievements by the students. The teaching staff and the principal have been considered to
be playing particularly essential roles in climate formation of the school. As climate has a
significant impact on the effectiveness of school, it is crucial for educational research to
investigate its diverse dimensions.
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Background of the study
Researchers have recognized the importance of school climate and its impact on
education. James Conant (1959) led the inclusive school approach through which the devotion
towards the ideals of equality and opportunity and the equality of status can be reflected.
Peters and Waterman (1982) stated that the strict implementation of set norms and
expectations led to high performance and a mutual idea of institutional purpose. The authors
found that the most successful companies of America have a tendency to exhibit well-built
cultural values and a well-defined set of guiding principles. The overall climate of positive
expectations is the main reason behind high achievements of such organizations. According to
Peters and Waterman (1982), these qualities distinguish such excellent companies from the rest
of the companies.
A study was conducted on the high schools of America by the Carnegie Foundation and
Ernest Boyer (1983) in which various troubling facts were reported such as the grade level of
students was found to be behind two years from their standard particularly in reading and
mathematics. A popular yardstick i.e. Scholastic Aptitude Tests (SAT) was used to measure the
performance of school from the year between 1952 and 1982. The average scores of the
education level dropped from 476 to 426 i.e. 50 points. The score of the schools existing in U.S.
was very poor in the report of Boyer (1983). According to the author, schools reflect the
strength as well as the weakness of the nation, and due to increasing competitive environment,
financial problems, and struggle to respond to the intense social changes occurring in the society,
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numerous secondary schools of the U.S. were in the state of survival but not in the state of
prosperity.
The studies related to the school climate have demonstrated the presence of close
relationship between the school climate and the achievements by the students and the school.
Because climate has a significant impact on school effectiveness, it is crucial for educational
research to explore its diverse dimensions (Brookover, Beady, Flood, Schweitzer, & Wisenbaker,
1979). Educational research related to the climate components hides the amount of available
literature on how climate evolves. The data collected during this study will analyze the
significance of school climate and the factors influencing it.
Research Problem
Through considering the impact of school climate on the achievements of students, it has
become essential to understand the climate formation. This study will focus on the dimensions of
school climate that are most influential in creating and maintaining a positive school climate,
according to teachers and principals. School climate is very important to today’s educational
area because research has proven that a positive school climate immediately impacts indicators
of success in schools.
According to Cohen & Thapa (2013), sustained positive school climate is associated with
positive child and youth development, effective risk prevention and health promotion efforts,
student learning and academic achievement, increased student graduation rates, and teacher
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retention. These research findings have contributed to the U.S. Department of Education’s
decision to examine ways to use school climate and culture as an organizing data-driven concept
that recognizes the range of pro-social efforts including character and moral education, civic
education, social emotional learning, developmental assets and community schools, and risk
prevention/mental health promotion efforts that protect children and promote essential social,
emotional, ethical, and civic learning (2013).
Throughout this study, this question is asked, what are the most influential dimensions of
school climate according to teachers and administrators? This topic was developed through the
researcher’s review of literature. Through a qualitative approach, this study is predominantly
helpful in determining methods that teachers and principals use to create a positive school
climate. The use of the data will provide educational leaders with information that can aid in the
organization and structure of schools when dealing with school climate.
Purpose of the study
The major purpose of this study was to examine the characteristics of a positive school
climate, according to teachers and administrators in a high poverty middle school. The purpose
was also to identify the dimensions of school climate that are considered to be the most
influential when trying to create and maintain a positive school based on the perceptions of the
teachers and administrators who participated in this study. Qualitative research methods were
used throughout this study to show the participants perspective on the issue. Through this
research and the interviews conducted, the significant role of principal in shaping the climate of
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the school will be analyzed. The elements of positive school climate and its impact on the
progress and development of students can be recognized as a positive way to improve school
climate. Participants in this study were selected using purposeful, criterion sampling. A
phenomenological approach directed the course of this study.
Research questions
The primary research question to drive this study was:
RQ1. What dimensions of school climate do principals and teachers perceive to be the most
influential when trying to create and maintain a positive school climate?
Rationale for the Study
The researcher was interested in discovering the characteristics of a positive school
climate according to teachers and principals in a high poverty middle school. Through in depth
interviews with teachers and administrators, the researcher would like to identify the dimensions
of school climate that the interviewees find to be most influential in creating and maintaining a
positive school climate. This study has implications on researchers, administrators, educators,
and students. Research has identified the importance of school climate and how it can positively
impact student achievement, but research has yet to identify effective strategies in the
development of a positive school climate. Examining the data in this phenomenological study
can help to provide educators with strategies to foster a positive school climate.
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The Researcher
As an educator, the researcher’s professional passion revolves around the students and
making school and learning a remarkable experience. As a reading teacher, the researcher is
constantly looking for ways to make reading fun and stimulating for her students. After about
three years in the classroom, the researcher became passionate about school climate and the
learning community. The administrators and teachers in the school in which the researcher
works began focusing strongly on building a positive school climate. The principal strived to
create an environment that was welcoming, exciting, and rigorous for all the people involved.
Initially, the principal started having conversations with the staff about school climate could be
transformed. The researcher explored publications addressing motivation, and became intrigued
by a school called the Ron Clark Academy. Four other teachers and the researcher took a
professional development trip to visit the Ron Clark Academy in Atlanta, Georgia.
The Ron Clark Academy is a private school in Georgia that focuses on high expectations
while building meaningful relationships with both staff and students. School climate is the
foundation of RCA. RCA teachers hope to learn better ways to engage students, promote
academic rigor, and create a climate and culture that promotes success. After going on a
professional development day at RCA, the researcher’s vision regarding the classroom and the
school changed tremendously. The researcher saw first-hand what can happen when the teachers
and administrators focus on school climate, and all of the dimensions of school climate. By
implementing a strong set of rules and norms, following through with a strict discipline program,
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building purposeful relationships with students and parents, and creating an environment that
promotes openness and connectedness, RCA has seen a great change in their school surrounding
school climate and student success
Upon returning to school, the researcher was anxious to begin implementing strategies to
improve school climate with students. Three years later, the researcher is still searching for the
most effective ways to improve and maintain school climate. School climate must be a
continuous effort amongst everyone involved in order to remain positive and effective. It is the
goal of the researcher that this research reveals information that teachers and administrators can
use to create and maintain a positive school climate.
Definition of Terms
The following terms will be used during this study; hence, they are to be known as
having the meaning depicted below:
1. School Climate: refers to the beliefs, attitudes, and values held by people in an
educational institution. For the purpose of this study, it refers to the perceptions held by
the people of the educational environment or institution. School climate serves as the
dependent variable and will be measured through quantitative analysis of teacher
perceptions on what creates a positive school climate, using a Likert Scale.
2. Faculty Perceptions: awareness and comprehension of an individual regarding
environment or situation.
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3. Respondent: individual responded to questions presented by an investigator. In this
study, the terms respondent, subject, and interviewee are used in the similar context.
Summary
The researcher hypothesized that school climate causes a serious impact on the
development and achievements of students. It potentially determines the effectiveness of a
school. Climate of the school comprises of the attitudes, beliefs, and values, which are common
in between the people in a school. Studies conducted by various authors regarding school climate
found that school climate is a beneficial components in the study of school effectiveness and role
of school climate influencing it. School climate is a combination of complex interaction of
various factors. The principal plays a significant role being a pivotal factor in determining the
differences between various schools. Faculty satisfaction and cooperation are also important
climate factors. Teachers are considered to be the support system of a school and play an
important role in decision-making and establishing norms and values of a school.
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Chapter 2: Review of Literature
A positive school climate has been recognized as the foundation to a successful school.
To understand the formation of school climate, one must understand the factors that influence the
climate and ways to build a positive school climate. This chapter provides a critical review of
the literature relevant to the study. The discussion of this literature is organized into the
following four sections: (a) motivation, (b) school climate, (c) the importance of school climate,
and (d) the dimensions of school climate.
Motivation
Educational learning environments would be ideal if they were full of students who were
eager to learn, excited about the lesson, and driven to succeed by intrinsic motivation.
Unfortunately, education, like anything else, is not perfect. Classrooms are not filled with
students sitting on the edge of their seats ready for the lesson to begin. However, this does not
diminish the importance of motivation and excitement that should be present in the classroom
environment. Classrooms are overflowing with students from a variation of backgrounds who
have an assortment of needs. Teachers are confronted with the difficult task of figuring out ways
to motivate a classroom full of diverse children with dissimilar likes, needs, and desires. What
motivates one child may not motivate the other (Mart, 2011). Despite the overwhelming task,
motivation in the classroom cannot be left behind. The teachers are the ones who hold extreme
powerful positions in the lives of students. The role of a teacher is vital, and the responsibility
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should not be taken lightly. Educators are and should be responsible for making the classroom a
fun, exciting, and motiving place where students are given the opportunity to flourish.
Motivation is the desire to earn, succeed, or do something (Shabait, 2010); People who
are motivated are driven to accomplish something (p. 1). The role of motivation in the teachinglearning process: Human behavior is complex and people are naturally curious. Therefore,
instructional designers should meet the challenges of designing instruction assisted by
motivation because it is of paramount importance to student success. Students work longer,
harder and with more vigor and intensity when they are motivated than they are not. In other
words, motivation helps individuals overcome inertia. (p. 1). It should be the goal of the teacher
to find ways to motivate the student so that learning can be fun and successful. To do so, the
teacher must first focus on building relationships, striking a sense of curiosity within the
students’ minds, and creating innovative and exciting lessons to nurture this curiosity.
In his book, “Organizational Behavior in Education,” Owens discussed many
motivational theories and its theorist. One motivational theory is Herzberg’s Two-Factor Theory
of Motivation: “The two-factor theory of motivation posits that motivation is not a single
dimension that can be described as a hierarchy of needs, but rather is composed of two separate,
independent factors: Motivational factors and maintenance factors” (Owens, 2007).
Motivational factors are often related to job satisfaction and consist of things such as
achievement, responsibility, promotion, challenges, and personal growth. Maintenance factors
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work to reduce dissatisfaction in the work place and make room for motivation to come in to
play.
Owens also spoke of Abraham Maslow’s theory of motivation, Motivation as a Hierarchy
of Needs. Maslow believed that people are driven from within themselves (Owens, 2007).
Human needs start with survival, and then unfold in an orderly, sequential, hierarchical pattern
that takes us toward continued froth and development. Maslow focused on the idea that one
cannot be motivated by higher needs until the lower needs are met. A person’s basic needs such
as food, shelter, and safety must be met before he can focus on his higher needs. Feeling safe,
socially, emotionally, intellectually, and physically, is a fundamental human need (Maslow,
1943). Feeling safe in school strongly promotes student learning and healthy development.
However, there is a great deal of research that has shown that many students do not feel
physically and emotionally safe in schools. This is largely due to the school climate or lack
they’re of a positive school climate. In schools without supportive norms, structures, and
relationships, students are more likely to experience violence, peer victimization, and punitive
disciplinary actions, often accompanied by high levels of absenteeism and reduced academic
achievement (Cohen & Thapa, 2013).
The last theory is Motion Leadership, as mentioned in Change Leader by Michael Fullan.
Motion leadership is simply leadership that causes positive movement. It creates a process and a
set of conditions that foster moral will and skill, as well as technical expertise. It builds these
aspects into the culture by increasing the likelihood that peers will influence peers with respect to
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both moral will and technical expertise (Fullan, 2011). Motion leadership focuses on the group.
Fullan suggests that the group needs the group in order to make positive change.
The first step to motivating children involves the teacher purposefully building
relationships with his or her students. Children want to feel loved, accepted, and important.
Children also want to feel like their opinion and thoughts are respected. Teachers who overlook
these qualities and fail to focus on the children’s perspectives when they are developing the
classroom lessons, strategies, and environment are making a huge mistake (Downey, 2014).
Building relationships with students may require a teacher to read vampire books when he or she
absolutely despises vampire books. The teacher may have to go to ten different sporting events
in one week just to watch his or her students compete in their sport of choice. Whatever it may
take to build that relationship, it is worth it! Taking time to build and foster relationships with
students is likely to encourage motivation in the classroom.
School Climate
School climate and culture are crucial to building motivation. Schools should be seen not
as a collection of teachers, pupils, classrooms and curricula. Instead, examine the parking lots.
Are they places in which wild driving takes place and school authorities are not to be seen, or are
they places where one learns respect for others' safety, regulated either by faculty or by fellow
students? Are the cafeterias places where students pelt each other with food and the noise is
overwhelming, or are they civilized places where students can conduct meaningful conversations
over lunch? Are the corridors areas where muscles and social status are required to avoid being
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pushed aside by bullies, or are they safe conduits patrolled by faculty or students? Is vandalism
held in check and when it does occur, do the offending students correct the damage? Are
students treated according to reasonable and understandable criteria? Etzioni explains how it
should be a goal of the school to create a morally rich environment where expectations of
behavior are laid out in the beginning, a place where students can feel the positivity, a place
where students feel safe and loved, and a place where students are held accountable for their
behavior. He emphasizes the importance of teaching these skills to our students.
School climate is a critical element that should be present in schools that wish to place
emphasis on school improvement. Owens mentioned school climate: “Climate is generally
defined as the characteristics of the total environment in a school building” (Owens, 186). He
goes on to mention four characteristics that are important to school climate: ecology, milieu,
social system, and culture (186). In the newsletter, Developing A Positive School Climate,
school climate was defined as the following: “School climate refers to the quality and character
of school life. It is based on patterns of school life experiences and reflects norms, goals, values,
interpersonal relationships, teaching, learning and leadership practices, and organizational
structures” (National School Climate Center, Center for Social and Emotional Education, and
National Center for Learning and Citizenship at Education Commission of the States, 2008, p.5).
According to the newsletter, there are many factors that influence the climate of a school. For
example, discipline, attendance, parent cooperation, academic performance, student
participation, and staff participation. A positive school climate is very important to having a
successful school. To obtain and maintain a positive school climate, it requires the work and
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cooperation of everyone involved in the school. The newsletter also stated, “a positive school
climate can be viewed as the foundation of safety, pride, respect, trust, and motivation on which
a school can build the structure of high academic achievement for all students” (p. 6). The
climate of a school is truly the most important component to building a safe, fun, and successful
school. When a positive climate is established, students are going to soar above expectations and
be eager to learn and be involved, and teachers are going to teach with the spark in their eyes
because they are happy with their job. The classroom environment and the teacher’s leadership
are more important than the specific approach to developing moral behavior in young people.
The teacher sets the moral tone for the classroom through both words and actions. Core values
of honesty and respect for others’ rights need to permeate the curriculum. Students must feel
that they belong in school, that their teachers are supportive, and that it is safe to offer their
views without fear of embarrassment or ridicule.
The Importance of School Climate
School climate is often the target of school improvement plans due to its possible positive
impact on the school. Bradshaw (2014) defined school climate as the shared beliefs, values, and
attitudes that shape interactions between students, teachers, and administrators and set the
parameters of acceptable behavior and norms for the school. School climate is a product of
teacher and student social interactions, and is influenced by educational and social values. Ali
(2016) said that climate is not something that is tangible; it is a matter of the mind. Examples of
positive elements of school climate are an atmosphere of caring, a motivating curriculum,
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professional collegiality, and closeness to parents in the community.

There also exists a feeling

of cohesiveness, as well as an increased sense of school pride. Regardless of whether the climate
is positive or negative, warm or cold, it is something that all senses of the human body can
detect.
In supportive school climates, Kılınç (2013) claimed that members of the school
community respect each other and find ways to collaborate to basically increase the quality of
classroom instruction. Furthermore, principals in such kind of school climates are open to ideas
and suggestions from teachers as teachers are regarded as the potential power to create a healthy
and proper school climate. Professional orientation is also present in supportive school climates.
Additionally, strong shared and pleasant relationships are experienced in intimate school
climates in which teacher and principals support each other, reflect on ideas, and socialize
together (Kılınç, 2013).
A healthy school climate defines a school environment which includes an orderly and
serious workplace, a rewarding mechanism for students’ academic achievement, coherent work
units built upon trustworthy relationships among faculty members, and effective principals
focusing essentially on student learning. Kılınç (2013) stated that teachers become more
committed to teaching profession in positive school climates and principals will be more likely to
work to improve the quality of instruction by creating appropriate conditions for colleagues to
collaborate effectively. An open and positive school climate presents a wide variety of
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opportunities for faculty members to collaborate and reflect on different ideas in order to
influence student learning.
The Dimensions of School Climate
Research points to four dimensions that greatly affect school climate: safety, teaching
and learning, interpersonal relationships, and institutional environment. Additionally,
professional development, teacher workload, perceptions of job security, and administrative
support are also factors that influence school climate.
1. Safety
a. Rules and Norms: Schools should work together to develop a clear and
understandable set of rules about physical, verbal, and emotional abuse.
Everyone involved in the school should understand the expectations and the
enforcement that will be involved when dealing with issues revolving abuse.
A critical component of a strong and positive school climate is a school-wide
discipline policy that sets high expectations for behavior, provides clear,
developmentally appropriate, consequences for misbehavior, and uses
disciplinary incidents to help students learn from their mistakes, improve their
behavior, and meet high expectations (U.S. Department of Education, 2014).
Once the expectations are established, all rules and expectations should be
clearly communicated with all students. The U.S. Department of Education
suggests that in order to create a positive school climate, schools should create
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an instructional approach to discipline. Hence, schools must teach students
behavioral expectations and help students develop new behavior skills and
positive strategies to avoid conflict and focus on learning. For example, while
schools should make clear that bullying is unacceptable, schools should also
use the disciplinary process not just to hold those who bully accountable, but
also to help those students learn from their behaviors, grow, and succeed. In
doing so, schools should consider the most effective ways to teach new social
and emotional skills to students who bully in order to prevent future bullying
(U.S. Department of Education, 2014).
b. Sense of Physical Security: Students and staff should have a sense of safety
from physical harm while at school. Over the past two decades, school
security and disciplinary measures have increased in school districts, despite
overall declines in school violence nationally (Peguero, 2015). Today’s
public schools employ a variety of security measures, such as School
Resource Officers, security guards, surveillance cameras, metal detectors, and
random searches of students and lockers to control school buildings. The
security measures are used in hopes of decreasing violence related problems.
School safety is important for student learning to take place. In order for
students to focus on academics, they must not feel threatened by physical
violence or harm, and should feel safe while at school.
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c. Sense of Social-Emotional Security: Students and staff should feel safe from
verbal abuse, teasing, and exclusion while at school. Students should feel
emotionally secure and accepted so they can focus on learning. Jones (2016)
explains that the more one feels accepted and acceptable, the more one will be
able to express one’s self, act authentically, and be fully present to others. A
sense of belonging and acceptance is essential to a young person’s mental
health and ability to trust and take risks. The students will eager to participate
and be involved if a sense of community is established in the school and in the
classroom and the students feel as if he is a part of this community. Research
has shown a relationship between a sense of belonging with acceptance and
self-esteem (Jones, 2016). Moreover, building a sense of classroom
belonging, and the sense of self-and peer-acceptance has been shown to
promote higher achievement among students.

2. Teaching and Learning
a. Support for Learning: The process of teaching and learning is essentially
relational. One of the most important aspects of relationships in school is how
connected people feel to one another. Relationships refer to how people feel
in connection to other people, but also how people feel about themselves. Jia
(2009) concluded that for both Chinese and American students that when
students’ perceived teacher-student support and student-student support, these
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perceptions were positively associated with self-esteem and grade point
average while negatively associated with depressive symptoms. Also,
teachers’ interactions with students can directly affect students’ behavioral
and emotional engagement in the classroom. According to Skinner and
Belmont (2009), when teachers support and interact positively with students
and each other, then students are more likely to be engaged and behave
appropriately.
3. Interpersonal Relationships
a. Student/Teacher: The emotional dimension of engagement supports the
importance of relationships between teachers and students as well as teachers
to teachers. Students conceptualize emotional engagement as a feeling of
identification and investment and as a sense of belonging, feeling an important
part of the school body, and finding value in the school experience (Connor,
2015). Effective teachers will find a way to get to know their students on a
personal level and make them feel valued and important. By doing so, this
relationship will manifest into a positive working relationship within the
classroom. School teachers serve as mentors, role models, sources of
encouragement and support, and representatives of the educational system.
Therefore, students’ relationships with teachers can shape students’ behavior
in school as well as influence their educational progress and success. Connor
(2015) says that relationships build a sense of community and are a vital
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component of emotional human nature. According to Peguero (2015),
research consistently reveals that adolescents who report healthy and strong
relationships with their teachers show improved educational achievement,
motivation, cognitive, emotional, and social development, pro-social behavior,
and self-esteem. Student diversity must be respected and explored as
relationships develop in the classroom and in the school. Students will feel
valued and important if teachers take a personal interest in getting to know
them individually. Different cultures among students and faculty should be
embraced as ways to build relationships, get to know others, and as an
educational tool.
b. Collegial: Relationships among teachers are also important to building a
positive school climate. Research suggests that teachers need to construct
collegial and cooperative relationships as the first step to establishing rapport,
and then through trust and support, the process of authentic collaboration can
begin. Although caring teachers are devoted to supporting students through
their academic success, teachers must also encourage, support, and respect
one another. Connor (2016) explained that building relationships among
colleagues is no different from students. Colleagues should use various
occasions throughout the day to build more personal and professional
associations among coworkers. A more respectful and personal approach and
a feeling of camaraderie may lead to more problem solving and pedagogical
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collaboration among colleagues. Once a shared vision and common goals are
created for the school, teachers are able to work with one another to
accomplish these goals. Teachers should work together and try to help each
other become better. This could be in the form of working on lesson plans
collaboratively, professional development, classroom management, or any
other area that a teacher may need help or advice in. It is important for
students to see teachers working together, helping each other, and building
relationships amongst themselves. This will help to create an environment
and a culture of collaboration and will set the expectation for students to also
build these types of relationships. Connor (2016) stated, “The most powerful
strategy for improving both teaching and learning is to create the collaborative
culture and collective responsibility among school faculty” (p. 15).
c. Studies have argued that school climate is directly related to factors related to
positive relationships. In a school with a healthy school climate,
administrators know how to support teachers in their work, and such support
is noticed and valued by teachers. In a school with a healthy school climate,
teachers believe that they are influential in affecting what happens in the
school. Therefore, relationships are crucial to building a positive school
climate. The following types of relationships should be pursued when
working to develop a positive school climate: positive adult-adult
relationships between and among teachers, administrators, and staff; positive
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adult-student relation-ships; positive student-student relationships; shared
decision-making; common academic planning opportunities; diversity valued;
student participation in learning and discipline.
4.

Institutional Environment
a. School connectedness/engagement: A school environment that fosters a
positive and encouraging school climate will possess a sense of connectedness
among the teachers, students, administrators, and parents. Shared visions will
lead the direction of the school and drive daily instruction and effectiveness.
Teachers will feel comfortable working with one another, as students will feel
a sense of security to work with teachers and other students. The school
environment should always be a place where teachers and students feel
comfortable and supported if a positive school climate has been established.

5. The Role of the Principal/Administrative Support
a. The principal is said to be one of the most influential persons in the school.
The principal holds a position to have a great impact on students, teachers,
and all staff involved in educational environment. The principal’s primary
responsibility is to improve the teaching and learning that takes place in the
school. According to Engles (2008), because of the many aspects of
instructional leadership, a principal must utilize varying methods to lead the
staff, students, and parents of a school. A principal must create a school
climate that is conducive to change (Engles, 2008). McCarley (2009) claimed
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that the school principals in a positive school climate work to build a capacity
for change, embrace teachers as leaders, encourage professional development,
and provide opportunities for collaborative growth among the staff. As a
result, leadership styles must be developed that influence relationships
between the leader and followers, possessing a mutual commitment to the
school’s mission and fostering collaboration to facilitate continuous
improvement (McCarley, 2009). To create a positive school climate,
principals must have an innovative mindset in which they inspire teachers to
perform and meet goals.
b. Although the principal plays an important role in the development of
community and culture, the principal does not have the sole responsibility for
ensuring the success of a learning community. Cherkowski (2016) explained
how principals should work with his or her faculty to create a positive culture.
Shared leadership at many levels of the school is needed to ensure that any
implementation represents the values and visions of all members of the
learning community. Cherkowski (2016) stated, “Principals should join with
teachers to cultivate three forms of capital essential for improving teaching in
all schools: human capital (the knowledge and skills of teaching and learning);
social capital (the processes and structures that enable relationships built on
trust and respect to form bonds among teachers that support the hard work of
learning to improve teaching); and decision-making capital (the ability to
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make wise and informed decisions that reflect the level of professionalism
required as a teacher)” (p. 526).
c. Collaboration amongst administrators should be visible to teachers. Connor
(2016) explained that teachers need leadership support through professional
development, common planning, and team building activities. Administration
should establish a substantial commitment to not only supporting, but also
modeling positive relationships and a climate of trust within the school and
community.
d. One of the most influential tools for preventing disruptive student behaviors is
the use of rigorous instructional strategies that motivate and engage students
in learning. In addition, when prepared with strategies for responding to
inappropriate student behaviors, staff can help promote positive student
behavior. Administrators should provide all school based personnel who
interact with students with effective professional development and ongoing
support, and match professional learning opportunities with the needs of
various school personnel. In order to maintain a positive school climate,
administrators should provide staff with appropriate trainings and professional
development opportunities.
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Conclusion
Thapa (2012) summarized his ideas on the importance of school climate by explaining that
any sustainable, positive school climate will foster youth development and learning necessary for
a productive, contributive, and satisfying life in a democratic society. This climate includes
norms, values, and expectations that support people feeling socially, emotionally and physically
safe. People are engaged and respected. Students, families and educators work together to
develop, live, and contribute to a shared school vision. Educators model and nurture an attitude
that emphasizes the benefits of, and satisfaction from, learning. Each person contributes to the
operations of the school as well as the care of the physical environment (Thapa, 2012). A
positive school climate exists when all members of the school community feel safe, included,
and accepted, and actively promote positive behaviors and interactions. Principles of equity and
inclusive education are embedded in the learning environment to support a positive school
climate and a culture of mutual respect. A positive school climate is a crucial component of the
prevention of inappropriate behavior.
Theoretical Foundation
According to Maslow (1970), humans have five different levels of needs. The first two
levels deal with physiological and safety needs; the third with love and belonging needs. Levels
four and five (the higher levels) focus on esteem needs and the need for self-actualization.
According to Maslow, the levels of needs are hierarchical in nature — meaning that meeting
higher levels of needs is usually dependent on lower levels having been met (1970). Belonging
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is developed in a social context, and is something that all children desire in schools. In a positive
school environment where the leaders foster an inclusive environment for everyone, students will
feel like they belong. Wilson (2012) said that establishing a climate of inclusivity can be
difficult. She explained that all members of the group must be committed to making everyone
feel welcome and a part of and focusing on the same goals (2012). According to Maslow (1970),
belongingness and love needs are more basic than esteem and achievement needs. This means
that many children aren’t motivated to achieve until their belonging needs are met. Therefore, it
is imperative that educational environments focus on the needs of the students and work to build
and create a positive school climate where children can flourish.
The concept of school climate is related to the educational effectiveness, school
environment, and various modes of student achievements. School climate has been defined by
the National School Climate Council (2007) as the norms, values, and expectations that assist the
people in that environment feeling safe from the point of view of social, emotional, and physical
aspects (National School Climate Council, 2007). It is the atmosphere of a school building in
which impressions, moods, and feelings of the people involving in the environment can be
experienced. According to Alessandro and Sadh (1997), the school climate impacts upon the
feelings and willingness of the students to get involved in the school environment as well as their
enthusiasm to contribute in the educational activities being performed in the school. The
commitment of the teachers and students to extend the vision of inclusion and involvement
requires the climate of school to reflect the characteristics of respect, honesty, dignity, equity,
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justice, and protection (Higgins-D’Alessandro & Sadh, 1997). It can be considered as the social
environment in which the people who perform within the environment of the school reflect the
product of the norms, beliefs, and attitudes. For the purpose of this study, climate is defined as
the product of common attitudes, beliefs, and values as understood by the people in a school,
fundamental parts of which include pride, esprit, and cooperation.
Studies conducted by various authors have specified school climate as an essential
variable in the equation of school effectiveness. Rutter et al. (1979) conducted a study on the
impact of school climate on student achievement. After analysis, it was concluded that there had
been various factors that were responsible for influencing the achievement of students. The
authors conducted a survey of twelve secondary schools and the achievements of around 2700
students in them (Rutter, Maughan, Mortimore, Ouston, & Smith, 1979). The study reported that
the impact of school climate on achievement and behavior of students had no relationship with
the intelligence or home environment of the student. It was found that the climate provided to a
student in the school could raise the standards of behavior among all the students of a school. It
was also analyzed during the research that teachers also play an important role in this process,
and the initial step is required to be taken by them through conveying their expectations to the
students in the manner that how they themselves behave such as punctuality, accuracy, time
precision tasks, and many more (Welsh, 2000). The norms followed by the school are closely
linked to the appropriate behavior and test scores such as the standards of punishment should be
fair and consistent. Despite formal grading criteria of the school, students must be provided with
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feedback in other ways too in order to motivate them. Moreover, the findings of the study
indicated that the staff members of a school could also assist in developing a positive climate in
the school by keeping the norms and values as formal (U.S. Department of Education, 2016).
Stewart (1978) associated teachers' perceptions of school climate to the achievements by
the students. In the opinion of the author, the schools, which were regarded as having more
positive climate, had students who established higher scores on, standardized tests (Stewart,
1978).
The perceptions of teachers frame a significant portion of the common belief followed in
a school. Their thoughts, feelings, and ideas resonate through and assist in forming the school
climate (U.S. Department of Education, 2014). Furthermore, teachers are well aware about the
complex set of roles being played by the principal in their daily performance in the school. They
encompass the belief system and norms established in a school, and are considered as the
solution to the increasing issues in the educational environment. Lightfoot (1983) conducted an
interview study of six best schools and found that the effectiveness of the educational programs
in these schools was determined by the critical role of teachers. The author analyzed that teachers
were playing the central role in the educational process in these schools and their satisfaction
was significant for the smooth functioning of the school (Lightfoot, 1983).
Teachers appreciate the support of the principal at both personal as well as professional
level so as to make them comfortable performing their duties and responsibilities in the school.
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The principal must listen patiently to all the issues arising in the school, implement rules
appropriately and in a fair manner, and should communicate honestly and frankly with the
members of the staff. All these qualities in a principal are strictly associated with the positive
climate of the school.
Working relationships are also powerful factors that influence the school climate. Various
teachers pronounced that mutually respectful support, companionship, and positive group
chemistry assist in fostering high levels of professional commitment and positive climate as well.
They can also be promoted through mutual exchange of skills and enthusiasm to help each other.
The staff leaders are considered to be having a strong influence on the beliefs and opinions of the
other staff members. It was stated by various teachers that the opinion of a small group of staff
members influences the school climate to a greater extent. Therefore, important climate factors,
which influence the student achievement, incorporated academic emphasis, rewards and praise,
discipline, staff organization and student teacher interaction. The ability of a principal to create a
positive climate can also determine the efficiency and effectiveness of school in the progress and
development of students (Trocaire, 2016).
The most important educational goal is for students to learn. Another important goal is to
make this newly gained knowledge and information purposeful and profound to the students, so
that it may be recollected and useful throughout their lives. An indispensable factor involved in
meeting these goals is motivation. If students are unmotivated in one way or another, it is likely
that little learning will take place, or if by chance some learning should take place, it is likely that
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it will not be remembered. This theory has great impact on educational organization. In order to
maximize on the effectiveness of school-wide and individual classroom teaching programs,
administrators and teachers must consider student needs and their hierarchical order.
Administrators should make this a top priority in schools. The way an administrator leads his
school, or the way a teacher leads her classroom, has a great impact on the motivation of the ones
involved.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
The purpose of this phenomenological research study was to explore the dimensions of
school climate and to identify which aspects of school climate are the most influential in creating
and maintaining a positive school climate according to teachers and administrators. This study
utilized a qualitative methodology to help gain a deeper understanding of what aspects of school
climate impact the overall climate of the school.
Qualitative Research
Qualitative research was used in this study to explore the perceptions of teachers and
administrators regarding school climate.

Qualitative studies provide rich and descriptive

accounts targeted to understanding a phenomenon, a process, or a particular point of view from
the perspective of those involved (Ary et al., 2014). Ary et al., explained that the basic question
in qualitative research seeks to find out how an event or process is perceived by the participants
(2014). Qualitative research is conducted in a natural setting and seeks to explore human
behavior within the context of a bounded program. The qualitative researcher wants to answer
the “what” and the “how” questions. The “what” question may involve a phenomenon, a person,
or a program; whereas, the “how” question looks at the effects of the study focus on all
stakeholders within a bounded system (Hatch, 2002). Ary et al., (2014) described qualitative
researchers as ones who pursue to comprehend a phenomenon by looking at the total picture
rather than breaking it down into variables. The objective is a holistic picture and profundity of
understanding rather than numeric analysis of data. A qualitative approach was used in this

32

study to gain understanding of teacher and principal perceptions of which dimensions of school
climate are the most influential when trying to create and maintain a positive school climate.
Phenomenology
In order to capture the essence of the teachers and principals’ attitudes and perceptions, a
phenomenological research design was used. Phenomenology is a genre of qualitative research
where the researcher explores the lived experiences of the individuals participating (Ary et al.,
2014). Welman & Krugger (1999) stated, “The operative word in phenomenological research is
‘describe’. The aim of the researcher is to describe as accurately as possible the phenomenon,
refraining from any pre-given framework, but remaining true to the facts” (p. 189). According
to Welman and Kruger (1999) the phenomenologists are concerned with understanding social
and psychological phenomena from the perspectives of people involved. Christenson, Johnson,
and Turner (2010) said that the primary objective in phenomenological research is to explicate
the meaning, structure, and essence of the lived experiences of a person, or a group of people,
around a specific phenomenon. The phenomenologist attempted to understand human behavior
through the eyes of the participants in the study.

The preliminary focus of this research was to gather data regarding the perspectives of
research participants about the phenomenon of school climate. Individual interviews were used
to gather data. The researcher identified the most influential dimensions of school climate
according to teachers and principals. Ary (2014) described a phenomenological study as one that
is designed to describe and interpret an experience by determining the meaning of the experience
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as perceived by the people who have participated in it (p. 501). The goal of the research
questions was to find the essence of an experience as perceived by the participants.
Description of the Study Participants and Setting
The middle school selected for this study was established in 1975. The school serves
students in grades 6th through 8th grade, and is located in the Southwest part of a city in
Tennessee. A team of teachers serves each grade level with various academic specialties. In
addition, a related arts team serves all students. Various resource programs are available for the
learning disabled and various other disabilities. The school has two administrators, one male,
and one female. The school consists of thirty-one female teachers, fourteen male teachers, three
female teacher assistants, and two male teacher assistants. Twenty-five teachers in the building
have their Bachelor’s degree, nineteen have their Master’s degree, and three have their
Educational Specialist degree. There are fifty-two staff members total that are being considered
as participants for this study. The researcher has chosen to interview the following for the
purpose for this study: Principal, Assistant Principal, 6th grade team leader, 7th grade team
leader, 8th grade team leader, related arts team leader, state teacher of the year, and one additional
teacher from each grade level for a total of 10 interviews.
Ary (2014) explained that the participants in a phenomenological study are chosen
because they have been through the experience being investigated and can share their thoughts
about it (p.503). Purposive sampling was utilized in this study. Welman & Kruger (1999)
explained that in phenomenological research, the phenomenon dictates the method (not vice-
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versa) including even the type of participants. Purposive sampling was utilized in this study, and
is considered the most important kind of non-probability sampling, to identify the primary
participants. The researcher selected the sample based on participants who have had experience
with the phenomena. Participants were chosen from the selected population of the middle school
chosen for this study. Purposive, criterion sampling was utilized in this study. According to Ary
(2014), criterion sampling requires all participants to experience the same phenomena (p. 459).
The school of focus in this study began implementing strategies to improve school climate four
years ago. As a high poverty school where 96 percent of the students qualify for free and
reduced lunch, the administrators and teachers felt it necessary to create an environment that was
welcoming, safe, fun, and exciting for students. The teachers and administrators have thus
attended several professional development sessions on school climate and implemented many
strategies to improve the climate. Therefore, the participants in this study have experience with
school climate, understand its importance for teachers, administrators, and students, and have
been working over the past three years to implement school climate strategies in hopes of
improving school climate.
Data Collection Procedures
The researcher completed documentation and submitted required documentation to the
IRB. Upon approval from the researchers attending university and IRB, the researcher began to
plan interview meetings. Ary (2014) said the main data collecting method in a
phenomenological study is the personal unstructured interview (p. 503). The researcher used the
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interview method to assess teachers’ and administrators’ perceptions of what creates a positive
school climate, which dimensions of school climate are the most beneficial, and descriptions of
the strategies implemented to improve school climate.
The purpose of the interview was to provide the participants with a chance to share their
story of the phenomenon studied and explain their experience with school climate strategies.
The interview was an in-depth interview that consisted of questions about what creates a positive
school climate. Ary (2014) explained the interview method: “The human instrument is the only
data collection instrument which is multifaceted enough and complex enough to capture the
important elements of a human experience “(p. 503). Therefore, the researcher designed
questions that were thorough and intended to capture the essence of the experience of the
participants. The interviewees consisted of the principal of the school, the assistant principal,
and teachers from the building. The interview questions were designed to gain understanding on
the factors that influence school climate, ways in which the interviewee creates a positive school
climate, and how they maintain a positive school climate, and which dimensions of school
climate are of the most significance. The interview responses were used as the main source of
data collection in this qualitative study. The researcher began with the principal and assistant
principal of the school, and then went on to interview all team leaders in the school, and then
other teachers. The researcher used a tape recorder to record all interviews for subsequent
analysis. The interviews were conducted in a classroom in the middle school that was selected.
The classroom allowed enough space and was small enough for the participants to feel
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comfortable to participate in discussion. The setting was chosen to make it accommodating for
the teachers. Interviews were conducted after school hours.
After the researcher conducted the interviews with the administrators, she analyzed the
data, logged the interview, and acknowledged common themes for summarization. The
researcher wrote descriptions of the participants’ experiences and how the experiences were
perceived. Through the process of reduction, the researcher developed an overall explanation of
the general meaning of the experience. Reduction is a phenomenological device that aims to
bring aspects of meaning into focus (Ary, 2014).
Interview Questions:
1. To what extent do you believe school climate is important at your school?
2. Tell me about the atmosphere of our school. If you were describing it to someone who
has never been here, what might you say it’s like to be a student, teacher, or administrator
at this school?
3. How would you explain the administration leadership style and how does it impact
school climate?
4. How does student discipline impact school climate? Does your school have a discipline
plan and how do you feel like it influences school climate?
5. Explain a time when experienced support from the administrators at your school.
Describe the situation and the actions that were taken that made you feel supported.
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6. Does parental involvement affect the climate of your school? If so, how does your school
work to involve parents?
7. What do you believe would make a good teaching and learning environment for teachers
and students? What are effective strategies for ensuring each student and parent is fully
engaged in the school?
8. How do you motivate students to take an active role in creating a positive school climate?
9. What do you see as the greatest challenges facing school climate?
10. What is the shared vision and set of norms for your school? Describe how the vision and
norms help to develop and maintain a positive school climate.
11. Tell me about a time when the school discipline process seemed to work well. How did
teachers and administrators respond in this situation? How do you think this worked well
for the students involved?
12. What is the role of the principal in dealing with discipline problems?
13. What do you consider to be the key elements of establishing and maintaining a safe and
secure learning environment?
14. What specific strategy do you feel has been the most effective in creating a positive
school climate in your school?
15. How do you motivate, encourage, and support your staff? (Administrators only)
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Ethical Considerations
In qualitative research, credibility refers to the truthfulness of the inquiry’s findings (Ary,
2014). The researcher must represent the data as accurately as possible. The researcher used
referential evidence of validity to accurately portray the data taken. Through member checks
and low-inference descriptors, the researcher will increase the validity of the data. Member
checks will be used after the interviews are taken and scribed. The researcher asked the
participants to review the tape recordings for accuracy. The researcher scribed the responses
verbatim to help the reader understand the participants’ world. Bias is possible in this study. To
control bias from occurring, the researcher used reflexivity, which is self-reflection to identify
one’s own bias and seek them out (Ary, 2014). Through descriptive adequacy, the researcher
endeavored to provide accurate descriptions of the participants to assist the reader in determining
transferability (Ary, 2014). To help with transferability, the researcher used reactivity, by
describing biases through a reflective statement and providing specific interview questions. To
establish dependability, the researcher used an audit trail. This will allow others to determine
how decisions were made. The researcher kept organized notes throughout the data collection
process. The researcher has relationships with the participants because they work in the same
school with each other. Because of this working relationship, ethical issues could arise. The
researcher may face ethical dilemmas involving confidentiality, the relationship to the
participants, and reciprocation.
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Although the researcher does not expect any identifiable risks associated with the study,
precautions were put into place to ensure the research will be neutral. The researcher provided
participants with written documentation informing them about the voluntary nature of the study,
and with an overview of the study. The participants signed the consent forms and returned them
to the researcher.
Data were collected as stated and not altered. Member checking was used to allow the
participants to elucidate the data that was provided in the study. Triangulation through the
methods of the interviews was used to confirm the validity of the data. Gathering data from
different participants and developing themes from the data provided from the participants
conveys the credibility of the data.
Data Analysis Procedures
The researcher attempted to comprehend the phenomenon, which has been studied in this
research study. The researcher will organize the data, and then begin to engage with the data
through reading and reflecting (Ary et. al, 2014). The researcher followed the concept of data
analysis spiral in order to analyze qualitative data: familiarize and organize; code and reduce;
interpret and represent (Ary et al., 2014).
Moustakas (1994) described the process in of phenomenological analyses that includes:
immersion: the researcher is involved in the world of the experience, incubation: a space for
awareness, intuitive or tacit insights, and understanding, illumination: active knowing process to
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expand the understanding of the experience, and explication: reflective actions Creative
synthesis: bringing together to show the patterns and relationships. Moustakas (1994) explained
that during the data analysis process the focus is on understanding the meaning of the description
of the phenomenon. To get at the essential meaning of each individuals experience, a common
approach is to use the methodology of reduction, and analysis of specific statements to recognize
overarching themes.
The researcher began by familiarizing herself with the data by working through the data
several times, listening to the interviews over and over, and reflecting on the data. While doing
so, the researcher transcribed all data received through the research. Words will be transcribed
directly to avoid potential bias. When transcribing, the researcher used pseudonyms to protect
confidentiality of the participants. The researcher completed a reflective log while working
through the data to capture thoughts as they occur. The researcher completed a list of data
sources and organized the data by interviews. Next, the researcher began the coding and
reducing process. Ary (2014) said that coding and reducing is the core of qualitative analysis
and includes the identification of categories and themes and their refinement (p. 515). To begin
this process, the researcher reviewed data and sorted it by units of meaning. The dimensions of
school climate will be reviewed and turned into codes of meaning. The dimensions of school
climate that teachers and administrators find to be the most influential in developing and
maintaining a positive school climate will be developed into organizational categories. Once
codes are established, the researcher combined the units that have the same coding.
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The researcher looked for themes that ascended from the categories. Major themes were
established based on the data and categories that were drawn from the research. Summarization
occurred next. The researcher examined the data with the same code and merged them into
categories (Ary, 2014). The researcher looked for relationships among the different categories.
The researcher used the constant comparative method strategy for qualitative analysis. Ary et
al., (2014) explained this process is combining the inductive category coding with simultaneous
comparison of all units of meaning obtained (p. 522). The concepts were examined to determine
its characteristics. Then, comparison was made between categories. The researcher used Nvivo,
a computer analysis program, to assist with coding.
Finally, the researcher entered the interpreting and representing stage of the study. The
researcher reflected and made generalizations based on the connections and common aspects
among the categories. Interpretation is about bringing out the meaning and developing
explanations (Ary, 2014). The researcher attempted to examine the essence of school climate.
The researcher reported themes through descriptive detail. The researcher provided a narration
related to the essence of school climate. The researcher reported the findings and conveyed the
participants’ thoughts, feelings, and experiences.
Summary
Through in depth interviews with teachers and principals, the researcher strived to
determine the most influential dimensions of school climate that can be used when trying to
develop and maintain a positive school climate. The researcher sought to determine the elements
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that can enhance school climate in a particular school. Qualitative design was used to determine
teachers and administrators perceptions of what is useful in fostering a positive school climate.
The research questions were answered by themes that emerged from interview data, and were
reported in Ch. 4. This chapter provided a detailed description of the research methodology used
in this study.
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Chapter 4: Findings
The purpose of this study was to identify the most influential factors that can be used
when creating and maintaining a positive school climate based on the perceptions of teachers and
administrators in a middle school setting. The researcher interviewed ten participants from a
middle school where the teachers and administrators have worked diligently to improve the
climate and culture of the school. Participants gave their opinions and thoughts on ways to
create a positive school climate, and factors that they believe influence the school climate. As
outlined in chapter three, the data were collected using the interview method. Data were
analyzed in order to provide answers to the following research question guiding this study:
1.

What dimensions of school climate do principals and teachers perceive to be the most
influential when trying to create and maintain a positive school climate?
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Demographics of Participants
Participant

Age

Gender

Degree

Years of
Experience

P1

43

M

Masters

19

P2

40

F

Masters

17

P3

29

M

BA

3

P4

30

M

BA

5

P5

59

F

Masters

33

P6

29

M

EDS

5

P7

29

F

EDS

5

P8

35

F

BA

10

P9

40

M

BA

16

P10

42

M

BA

18
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Data Analysis and Coding
The motivation for this study was based on the climate transformation that has taken
place in the school that this particular study focuses on. The researcher set out to discover the
most influential factors, according to teachers and administrators, that impact school climate.
The research questions were answered by themes that emerged from the interview data, and are
reported in chapter 4.
Upon completion of the interviews, the researcher began analyzing the data. Ary (2014)
said that analysis of the data includes the following: reducing and organizing the data,
synthesizing, searching for significant patterns, and discovering what is important (p. 510).
Hogan, Dolan, and Donnelly (2009) described the phases of qualitative data analysis as data
generation, managing data, and analysis. Ultimately, all qualitative analysis attempts to
comprehend the phenomenon under study, synthesize information, and explain the relationships
that have emerged (Ary, 2014).
The first stage of qualitative analysis is familiarization and organization. The researcher
listened to the audiotapes over and over to familiarize her with the data. The researcher began
with open coding. Charmax (2006) said that using open coding allows the researcher to remain
open to all possible theoretical directions indicated by the readings of the data (p. 46). In this
phase of the analysis, the researcher looked for consistency within the interviews to develop
trends or themes within the data taken. As she was familiarizing herself with the data and
listening to the recordings, she transcribed the data verbatim. The researcher transcribed the in-
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person interviews into electronic format. She continued to read the interview data and kept a
reflective log of the key ideas that developed from the transcripts. The data was organized by
interview. The researcher used highlights to help identify what teachers described as influential
factors and to discover concepts or themes throughout the interview data. The researcher also
used a text analysis tool to analyze the interview syntax and identify keywords and phrases that
were revealed. These key words became the codes in the initial phase. This type of coding was
used in order to identify similarities and differences within the data.
The second step was to compare the codes, or categories, that were developed in the first
stage. By completing axial coding, the researcher was able to group the first set of codes into
categories that are related.
Lastly, triangulation of the patterns and themes took place. This created a new level of
understanding of the current knowledge by reviewing the interviews and completing a
comparative analysis. The researcher used the constant comparative method throughout the
analysis process. Ary et. Al (2013) describes the process as one that combines inductive
category coding with simultaneous comparison of all units of meaning obtained. Ary (2013)
states, “You examine each new unit of meaning (topic or concept) to determine its distinctive
characteristics. Then you compare categories and group them with similar categories. If there
are no similar units of meaning, form a new category. Thus, there is a process of continuous
refinement; initial categories may be changed, merged, or omitted; new categories are generated;
and new relationships can be discovered” (p. 522).
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Themes
After detailed analysis of the data, the researcher identified themes that emerged that
indicate factors that impact and help to create a positive school climate. While much research
has been conducted to prove that a positive school climate will increase academic achievement
and have other positive outcomes in a school setting, research is lacking in the area of the
creation of a positive school climate. This study sought to determine the measures that can be
taken to impact the school climate itself, and therefore have the positive outcomes of a positive
school climate. To find out this information, the researcher sought to understand the perceptions
of the professionals who are involved in the school daily. Teachers and administrators were the
researchers main source of participants. These participants were vital to the understanding of
climate development because they are the ones who are involved in climate creation daily. The
conclusions drawn from the interviews were based on careful investigation of the central themes
and revealing expressions from the views of participants. The principals and teachers are
referred to as participant 1, participant 2, etc. to protect identity of the participants involved.
Several dominant themes emerged throughout the analysis of the data, and identified the
most influential dimensions of creating and maintaining a positive school climate based on the
perceptions of teachers and administrators. The following themes are the most influential
dimensions in creating and maintaining a positive school climate according to the perceptions of
teachers and administrators: Relationships, school leadership, safety, school vision, school
discipline, choosing the right people, and creating pride.
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School Climate: The first research question that was asked to all interviewees asked
them to explain how important they felt like school climate was at their school. The results
showed that all participants feel that school climate has overwhelming impact on the school as a
whole, and it is very crucial to the school.
P1: I think the role of climate has changed at our school for the last six years. It has been the
most important thing at our school because we needed to have a positive school climate for the
school population that we are educating.
P2: I think the climate is crucial.
P3: I think it is the most important thing. If your climate is not what it should be then they will
not pay attention to anything else.
P4: I feel that school climate is very important at our school, not only for the students but also
for the staff. I feel like it is very important to build a culture and climate where students feel
welcome, loved, and safe.
P5: I think it is the most important thing at our school. It is the most important thing because the
climate is what creates the motivation for student success. Without a positive school climate,
quality instruction won’t be as effective. You can have great teachers in a school that has a poor
climate, and it would not be as successful. The climate controls all aspects of the building.
P6: School climate is the utmost important thing at our school. It determines the day-to-day
atmosphere, attitude of the students and teachers, and how successful the students are.
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P7: School climate drives every aspect of a school.
P8: I feel like it is very important at our school.
P9: The climate is what drives our success.
P10: School climate is the absolute most important thing at our school.
Relationships: Participants agree that building relationships, both colleague to
colleague, and student to teacher, is an influential factor in developing and maintaining a positive
school climate. The participants expressed their relationships with the students and other
teachers as family. They described their relationships as being there for each other, drowning
out negativity, and motivating each other.
P1: I hope the students come here every day and feel like the teachers care. Each student should
feel like they have one very important relationship with a teacher.
P2: We have to focus on building relationships. We have to work on relationships and building
social concept with climate. It plays a huge part in how the schools are going to succeed and
why we have been successful. Positivity is contagious and overrides the work demands that we
have to put in. The atmosphere is demanding, the kids need us to coach them, love them, mother
them, discipline them, but the positivity and the inspiring climate overtakes the demands that are
being asked of us. Relationship building is huge in creating a positive learning environment.
The students here need relationships with adults. Therefore, it has been sort of easy to build
those relationships. Complimenting a student here is a great way to just open those doors of
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building relationship with students. For me, it is important to recognize the different
personalities of the staff that I work with and try to enhance our relationship. It is crucial that the
administrators strive to strengthen each teacher in their own way. Relationship building and
having crucial conversations with kids themselves is important. You must know the student and
the personal situation that the kid is going through.
P3: Our school is family. As a teacher, I believe that we are nurturing. The majority of our
teachers feel that they have been called to this career and approach it as a parenting job. In my
classroom I work to keep it family oriented. I work to build relationships with my students, but
also encourage the students to make relationships with one another.
P4: Students are engaged with not only their teachers, but also their administrators. You walk
through the hallways and see the students smiling and laughing. At the same time, students
know and realize that there are consequences for their actions.
P5: The houses are a great way to get to know students across the building that you may not see
on a daily basis, as well as teachers from other grade levels. I also like that the houses allow
students to continue relationships with teachers that they no longer have. Relationships are very
important at this school. I think positivity is huge. Staff to staff, administration to staff, and staff
to student, should all be about positive relationships.
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P6: Being a student at this school would feel like so much fun. Students at our school feel safe,
loved, and they believe that the teachers are invested in them individually. Teachers feel support
from above, and have great relationships amongst each other and with the students.
P8: Students at this school are listened to and cared for but also pushed. Being a teacher at this
school consists of a lot of respect between the grade levels. The teachers respect each other.
Understanding the students and meeting them where they are at makes a good learning
environment. Building relationships with students helps to get them involved. Getting to know
the students and understanding what is going on in their lives helps to understand them as a
person.
P9: The teachers’ work really hard to build relationships with the students and show them that
they care. Students should feel like they can do to their teachers with any problem they might be
experiencing and get advice. Working here is like being a part of a big family. If relationships
are built with the students, then the discipline will be where it needs to be. The students need to
have relationships with the staff so that they feel safe in the environment. They need to trust the
teachers.
P10: The principal’s presence in the building and working on relationships with the students
helps with discipline. Relationships are huge. Trust is key.
School Leadership: The data revealed that school leadership is an influential factor
when creating and maintaining a positive school climate. Many of the interviewees mentioned a

52

motivational leadership style where the administrators support them and allow the teachers to be
involved in the decision making process. Participants say that positivity should be a big part of
the administrator’s leadership style, and that the leaders should have high expectations.
P1: I try to model the culture I want for the students and the staff at this school. I try to be up
beat and positive and talk about our school in a positive light. I try to model what the
expectation is for staff and students in this school. Giving the teachers the autonomy to go in
and teach using the strategies that are research based to be effective and giving freedom creates a
learning environment that is positive for teachers. The teachers can then look at the data and
assess their own strategies and ideas, and reflect on what is effective and not effective. I believe
this works much better than dictating what they will do.
P2: Administration at this school is described as defined autonomy. We have boundaries, and
we know the non-negotiable. However, we have the autonomy of changing it and making it fit
the needs of the teachers and kids based on what they are lacking and what they need. We have
defined boundaries, but we have so many options based on what we deem necessary and most
effective. As an administrator, you have to keep an open mind and be willing to be fluent in
your leadership and decision-making. You have to be flexible. The administrative team and
their relationships are huge to the school climate. Trust is key. Collaborative trust and
expectations in the building is something that we tend to focus on.
P3: Our leadership style is really good at keeping the tone as teamwork. I’ve never felt like
either one of our administrators dictate.
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P4: The leadership style of our school is very open to the input of teachers.
P6: We have a motivational leadership style at our school. He leads by example and tries to
better himself. He holds the same expectations for both students and staff. I think he is very
open and positive. He is laid back but stern. I think it extends into our climate by being so
motivational and upbeat. Because students see him being positive and working hard, they are
motivated to follow in his footsteps. He has always been very supportive in those situations and
been on our side in any decision that we have made.
P7: Our leadership does not “allow” complaining or negativity. Administrators generally leave
teachers to run their individual classrooms as if teachers are professionals. These characteristics
of our school’s leadership are only a few of the behaviors that drive the school climate. More
than once I have received complete support from the administration when dealing with students
who do not comply with classroom/school policies.
P8: They do not talk down to the teachers. They are very uplifting and try to help everyone. I
get a lot of support at this school. They support us in what we do and the decisions that we
make.
P9: The leadership style at this school is motivational, and defined by teacher autonomy. The
principal seems to allot responsibilities to other leaders in the school so that they have a say in
what happens. He puts smart, dedicated, positive people in positions so that they can have some
decision-making in the school and create a positive influence. He is very good about listening to
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teachers and giving them what they think will help the students. For example: materials,
technology, professional development, etc. He lets the teacher be in control of their classroom,
and tries to involve everyone in the decision making of the school. He is a huge supporter of
professional development and doing whatever he needs to do to help his teachers continue to
grow. He is very supportive about continuing education and advancing in the profession.
P10: The style is strict, but supportive. He has very high expectations and we are to meet them.
However, he backs us and helps us as much as he can. He is motivational and a great leader.
Safety: The data concluded that establishing a safe and secure learning environment is
very important to establishing and maintaining a positive school climate. To create a safe and
secure environment, many believe that rules and norms must be in place, be familiar to anyone
involved in the school, and be implemented consistently. Rules and expectations should be
communicated clearly to all involved in the school. It is very important that administrators,
teachers, and students know what the rules and expectations are in the school. Consistency is
crucial so that students and teachers know the everyday practices and what to do in the
occurrence of an abnormal day.
P1: They feel safe here, and they need to be in this school. They are in a place where they feel
safe, challenged, and encouraged. To create a safe and secure learning environment the school
must have consistent policies and routines in place.
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P2: Being consistent in policies, regardless of whom it involves, is hue in keeping the school
safe and secure. Practicing procedures is important too. Making students feel like it is just
another part of the day to prevent panic will help in the real situation so that they feel
comfortable in knowing how to react.
P4: Key elements of a safe and secure learning environment would be establishing firma and
clear expectations in your own classroom and maintaining that those are followed at all times to
ensure that all students feel like the environment is consistent and structured for learning. Also,
following the safety procedures set forth in your own building give you and the students an even
greater sense of safety in the building.
P6: A good working plan and communication is crucial to creating a safe and secure learning
environment.
P7: A solid safety plan is necessary to maintain a safe building. Prepping for a variety of
scenarios is essential but still not completely fail-proof. Safety is key and making sure
individuals within the building uphold security measures is a must.
P8: I think having rules and expectations for your students helps to create a safe and secure
learning environment.
P9: Policies need to be familiar and practiced. Students should not be shocked when things
happen. They should be so rehearsed in the policies that they don’t miss a beat.
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Creating a School Vision: The data concluded that creating a shared school vision is
crucial to increasing and maintaining a positive school climate. Several participants said that the
vision drives the school climate and the vision should be acted upon on daily. The school vision
for this school is good to great. Within this vision, every student is held to high expectations.
Students are motivated to succeed by teachers and administrators. The vision of good to great is
the idea that all students will grow while being at this school. Students will grow academically,
socially, emotionally, and more. Students will improve daily and continue to learn. When
students understand the school vision and what the teachers are trying to get them to do while in
the school, they develop a sense of pride in the school. Instilling a school vision in the teachers
and students increases the school climate.
P1: The shared vision of our school is good to great. This is our key to success. We look for
growth, growth, and more growth. Then, the achievement will come. This is a great way to
maintain and develop our positive school climate.
P2: In our school, when we go to the root of our success, it is good to great. We want to change
the belief in our community about what goes on in this building.
P3: Good to great. All means all. High expectations.
P4: Our shared vision is good to great. We strive to move students from just being good to
being great. It is our goal for every student to achieve greatness.
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P5: Good to great is the motto of our school. We promise to grow all students while they are in
our building. Focusing on the student and helping them to become better is a part of our positive
school climate.
P6: We give students the opportunity to take control and make it into what they want so that
they have a sense of ownership and pride in what they are involved in. Our main goal is to
improve every single student that comes through our building.
P10: Our vision is good to great. We set high expectations for ALL of our students and we
watch them accomplish. Good to great means that our students will leave our building great, and
they will grow while they are here.
School Discipline: Teachers and administrators described school discipline as an
influential factor when creating and maintaining a positive school climate. Without an
appropriate school discipline plan, discipline could bring a negative impact to school climate.
By implementing a proper discipline plan, discipline problems are decreased, and the climate is
increased. Also, creating high expectations within the discipline plan has increased the climate.
The plan has also allowed the staff to build relationships and create trust with the students by
showing them that mistakes will happen.
P1: School discipline gives you an opportunity to set your expectations for the school. The plan
gives the kids the understanding that they are allowed to make mistakes. It also teaches them
that they have to learn from the mistakes because as they continue to mess up the consequences

58

become more severe. As far as the culture goes, it shows them they can mess up, keep working
on it, and that we have expectations that we demand for them to meet.
P2: I think school discipline is a large component when it comes to our school climate. It takes
being consistent, and having hard days, to keep the climate what we want it to be We have a
climate with expectations, and our discipline must be consistent to maintain the climate that we
want to have. The plan is in place to allow them to make mistakes and create improvement
opportunities. When they don’t take those opportunities, it is the administrator’s job to adhere to
the expectations and make them realize that they must rise to our expectations. The discipline
must stay consistent with the climate that we want to build.
P3: Our discipline plan is very focused on creating success for the students in that it allows the
student the time and opportunity to self reflect and fix their mistakes before reaching a more
severe level of discipline. It is our hopes that through this, students will learn from their
mistakes and help to increase the overall climate of our school.
P5: Student discipline is controlled by the high expectations that we implement. High
expectations are demanded.
P6: Consistency helps students to understand that rules will be followed and that actions always
have consequences. The school discipline plan influences the school climate because it sets the
boundaries for what will go on in our school. Because our discipline plan is based on rewards, it
leans more on the positive aspect than the negative.
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P10: Our school follows the countywide assertive discipline plan. I believe that it works very
well for our students because it allows them a chance to correct their behavior and mistakes
before the consequences move to more severe levels. Student discipline has a huge impact on
school climate. This has a lot to do with expectations. We hold our students to very high
expectations, keep them engaged, and implement full rigor into our lessons. Also, if
relationships are built with the students, then the discipline will be where it needs to be.
Therefore, if all the right things are in place, school discipline should not be a problem.
However, it is important that students know that they do have a chance to mess up, they
understand that we will give them chances, but that we will also hold them accountable and to
very high expectations.
The right people and creating pride: Researchers agree on two things as the most
influential dimensions that impact school climate: choosing the right people to be a part of the
school, and creating a sense of pride in the building. The teacher is the one interacting with the
student daily, hourly, and has a huge impact on how the school runs and how the students feel
about the school. To increase the climate, the participants in this study confirmed that the school
must have the right teachers in the building, or as they referred to, the right people on the bus!
By incorporating a school wide professional development plan and sending teachers to The Ron
Clark Academy, teachers were able to see the positive outcomes of increasing the school climate.
Hence, all teachers came together to create a plan to transform the climate of the school.
Without the right people, the climate will not change. Second, creating a sense of pride in the
students and getting them invested in the school is the other very effective strategy to create a
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positive school climate. Participants agreed that the most effective way to accomplish this was
implementing the house system. In the house system, everyone in the building is placed in a
house. The houses are like sororities. They have team names, colors, mottos, etc. Competitions
take place weekly in each house. The houses allow everyone to be a part of something, create
relationships, and have fun.
P1: Hiring the right people and making sure that the people in the building are here for the right
reason, believe in what you are trying to do as a school, put those people in leadership positions
so that they are sharing that vision throughout their teams, continue to actively search for people
that are on the wrong bus, get them off the bus, it is very important to have the wrong people off
the bus and have the right people in the building. Sacrificing good teachers for teachers that are
the right fit regarding to the school climate. We try to create an atmosphere of pride and make
sure we all make decisions to where everyone is proud. We want everyone to be prideful at our
school. It is important to develop pride in the students so that they are proud and want to be
here.
P2: We always try to keep motivation as the center of our focus because we feel that it is our
key to success. Our teachers are our sheep, and you must keep your flock at the center of your
focus. Their will always be wolfs at the door (testing, RTI, standards, parents, etc.). We
emphasize to ourselves not to let those outweigh the importance of the flock! It is key that the
flock is the purpose of being there. It is important that the main thing is kept the main thing. We
get caught up in everything else that we don’t always do enough. Keep the main thing the main
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thing. Let’s remember why we are here, let’s motivate them and coach them, laugh, and help
them realize why they are here. Recognizing what our staff needs and catering to that, patting
them on the back, feeding them, coaching the, and hearing them when they cry are things that
you must do as an administrator. We can’t lose sight of the teachers and who they are. You
must take care of who is in the trenches with you. They are the ones fighting, so we must find
the fun, find the laughter, and celebrate together. Motivate and celebrate! Sending teachers to
RCA every year has had a huge impact. We can’t lose this. It is an incredible tradition that
helps to motivate and fan the fire. It keeps things going for us. In particular, those non Kool-Aid
drinkers. There is tremendous value in this professional development. We want to make sure
the kids, the staff, and visitors feel welcome. We try to create an atmosphere of pride and make
sure we all make decisions to where everyone is proud. Our house system is huge in getting the
kids involved. Indoctrinating them into believing that they are a part of this. We have to find
something for everyone so that they have a connection and investment in our school.
P3: Me wanting to be here is huge for the kids wanting to be here. Putting a smile on my face is
key to creating the climate. Students are extremely perceptive, so they will immediately get it if
I am not feeling it for a day. So regardless of how I am feeling, I have to put a smile on my face
and work for the kids. The house system has changed the climate at our school. The house
system gives everyone the chance to be involved.
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P4: Students are encouraged to take an active role in our school climate through a variety of
activities, clubs, and sports. We have a house system where every student is divided into one of
four houses.
P5: The atmosphere in the building provides me with enough energy and encouragement to get
through the tough days. Knowing the climate, and what I’m walking into on a daily basis, helps
me to disassociate with everything going on in my life, and to focus on my career and the
importance of these kids. The students are depending on me, and the climate only helps me to
remember what is important and push through. This school is very inviting, high energetic, and
offers a lot of opportunities to be involved. The houses are a great way to get to know students
across the building that you may not see on a daily basis, as well as teachers from other grade
levels. The high expectations at this school encourage students to strive for success. The house
system supports relationship building and a sense of connectedness in our school. Developing a
house system for our school has been the single most effective strategy to improve school
climate.
P6: Kids are at a place where the teachers and staff’s influence is the total influence when we
are here. The staff chose to go in all together and get on board with school climate. We wanted
to change our climate, and we did. We chose to include everyone in the transformation of our
school: cafeteria, students, teachers, administrators, custodians, etc. Everyone has a contributing
role.

63

P9: We really work to create a sense of pride in our students. We want them to be proud of this
school, their teachers, their friends, clubs, events, etc. We want our students to feel like this is
their home, their family, and want to protect it and make it better. We feel like that if the
students are invested in the school itself, then the culture and climate will increase because they
are involved. We offer several after school activities and extra curricular activities for the
students to get involved in. This helps also. Our house system, and RCA professional
development, has played a huge role in creating a positive school climate. Going to RCA has
allowed our entire school to get on the same page. I can honestly say that our teachers have the
same goal in mind. We are on the bus! Our principal always says that if you are not on the bus
and here for the right reasons, you need to find another bus. We all want to change our
environment and be positive. The house system has helped in creating a sense of family,
community, and helped to build relationships. It has also gotten the students involved in
something and allowed them to feel a part of. We do competitions and give rewards through our
house system. It has really changed the way our students feel about coming to school.
P10: The house system has been the best way to get the kids involved and care about the school.
It allows them to feel a part of something.
Additional Findings
The following topics emerged from the interview data as areas pertaining to school
climate that many of the participants agreed on.
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Greatest Struggle Facing School Climate: Most participants agree that the biggest
struggle in transforming or maintaining the school climate is complacency. School climate must
be fostered; it must be worked on constantly. Negativity can creep in and have a terrible impact
on the climate. Teachers and administrators must not get comfortable, not be complacent, and
continuously work to find new ways to increase the climate.
P1: Climate must be continually fostered and is a huge part as to why we are so successful. I
think understanding that it is something that you have to reinvent is a challenge. I started reading
a book about being so prideful and not willing to change and that is not the best way to go about
creating a positive school climate. We do not need to become immune. We need to always
understand the purpose and do things passionately instead of compliantly. We cannot forget the
passion that comes behind it.
P2: The greatest challenge facing school climate is complacency. I’m just in my third year of
administration. Just through my experience with RTI, that change has had an effect. We are
experiencing feet draggers. Some just want to do the same thing over and over. We must have
that “us” invested attitude. That is a struggle in improving the problem. What I’m doing works
and I don’t need to change has a very negative impact. When something new is asked this
happens sometimes.
P3: I think the administration have a burden to keep the climate inviting. They set the tone.
They have to work to make sure the environment is fun and loving.
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P5: It would present a challenge to make sure you continue the positivity. I think that it is
crucial for the administrators to control any negatives that come up in the building immediately
so that they do not impact the climate in any way. Negativity can have a ripple effect, so it must
be caught and dealt with fast so that the climate is not negatively affected. Climate is something
that needs nurturing. We have to keep the momentum. We must always make it fresh and take
it to the next level. Complacency is not good. Still water in a lake doesn’t move, so it gets
stagnant. If you go into the mountains and go in the spring, you will see fresh water. The water
is continually moving in the spring, so it refreshes itself. We must constantly be moving and
doing things to work on the climate in order for it to stay positive. Being open to change is also
important. If a principal or a teacher is set in their ways, then new strategies are not welcome.
This can decrease the climate. Being open to change and constantly working on the climate is
the key to keeping it positive.
P6: It would be challenging to maintain the positive climate that we have worked very hard to
create. Climate must be worked on all of the time. Positivity can run out quickly when people
are tired and feeling burnt out. So it is so very crucial that the principal is the cheerleader,
constantly encouraging his staff, and not letting his own bad days get in the way of continuing
the climate of the school. Maintaining motivation is a challenge that should be addressed if a
school wants to create a positive school climate.
P9: Being an administrator at this school would be challenging because you would constantly
have to work to continue the positivity and build the school climate. However, the rewards
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would be endless. The greatest challenge facing school climate is keeping it going. We have
had such a positive increase in the school climate. We have really turned our school around.
Now, we have to find ways to continue the positive movement. Positivity can get knocked down
with just a tad bit of negativity. It is crucial that the administrators and teachers are constantly
working to improve the school climate, keep the positivity present, and never let the teachers or
the student get complacent.
P10: Complacency and negativity.
Parental Involvement: Another interesting theme that emerged from this data is that
parental involvement does not impact the climate of this particular school. This school does not
have a high volume of parent involvement, but this does not have a negative impact on the
school, according to teachers and administrators. Due to the fact that they have never really had
much parental involvement, the teachers just took the responsibility of working overtime to
increase the climate and fill the void of parental involvement. However, participants agreed that
although the lack of parental involvement doesn’t impact their school in a negative way, parent
involvement could only increase school climate. Therefore, parent involvement is something
that should be worked on and possible dimension that can increase school climate.
P2: We don’t have a lot of parental involvement. I really pin pointed as an area that we need to
get more parents involved. When we really look at parental involvement, I don’t feel like the
lack of parental involvement was having a negative impact on us. Do I feel like it could make
our climate better? YES! Absolutely! We need to work on PTO and work on ways to get parents
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more involved. I do think it could serve to strengthen our climate, but I do not think that we are
negatively impacted because we do not have a lot of parents working right now. Our teachers
carry the weight of that lack of parental involvement.
P3: Our school climate is good despite the fact that we do not have much parental involvement.
We call parents often and communicate with them regarding their students. We work hard to
keep the parents informed. However, many of our parents are more reluctant to be involved.
P4: Unfortunately, we do not have a lot of parent involvement at our school. The parents that
are involved do greatly contribute to the climate of our school by providing extra opportunities
for students as far as dances and extra activities. I do believe that parental involvement could be
of great help to our school climate, but I do not feel that it is a key factor in the success of our
school.
P5: I don’t think it affects the climate in our building. More parental involvement could
certainty help. This may be the next step to improving and maintaining our school climate.
P6: Kids are at a place that the teachers and staff’s influence is the total influence when we are
here. The teachers take the responsibility for the lack of parental involvement, which is a
positive influence for the kids and the climate.
P9: Although I believe that more parental involvement would boost our school climate, I do not
believe that parental involvement really has an affect on the climate of our school. We do not
have very much parental involvement at all. The teachers work hard to communicate with
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parents about grades, reading points, sports, events, etc. However, we do not have active parents
in our building. This may be because of our demographics, or maybe the teachers could do more
to get them involved. Even though our parental involvement is low, this doesn’t negatively
affect our climate. It could definitely help the climate, but it doesn’t put a negative impact on it.
The teachers work day in and day out to build relationships with the students and to increase our
climate. Because of all the things that we are doing to increase our climate, we are building it up
without parents.
P10: No. The teachers and administrators work to create a positive climate. The parents do not
play a role.
This study determined several themes that are identified as factors that influence school
climate in a positive way. The researcher identified the following as the most influential
dimensions of school climate, according to teachers and administrators: relationships, school
leadership, safety, school vision, right people, and pride. It was also determined that a low
amount of parental involvement doesn’t have to have a negative effect on school climate, as long
as the teachers and administrators work hard to fill that void. Although, participants said that
more parental involvement would only make a positive impact on the school climate.
Participants also agreed that the greatest struggle related to school climate is complacency.
School climate is something that should be fostered and constantly worked on in order to
maintain positivity.

69

Chapter 5
School climate is often linked with positive student outcomes and an increase in
achievement. Climate development has not been researched thoroughly; therefore, this study
sought to discover the influential factors that impact school climate. Deel (2009) says too little
attention has been placed on what schools can do to improve themselves from within and shape
the school culture. Teachers and school leaders can benefit from research on ways to improve
the school climate. Through qualitative research, 10 interviews were conducted to collect the
data. Interviews were taped, transcribed, coded, and analyzed to determine common themes.
The researcher sought to find the answer to the following research questions:
RQ1. What dimensions of school climate do principals and teachers perceive to be the
most influential when trying to create and maintain a positive school climate?
Limitations
Several limitations in this study should be indicated. Since the sample was taken from a
self-selecting group, some bias could have entered into the sample. The sample was only from
one public school, which also limits the range of the conclusions.
Relation to Existing Literature
The participants seemed to be in agreement with the dimensions of what creates, or helps
to maintain, a positive school climate. Their consensus was supported in the literature. The
following seven themes were identified as the most influential factors effecting school climate:
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relationships, school leadership, safety, school discipline, creating a school vision, the right
people, and creating pride. Participants in this study, as well as exiting literature, agreed that
school climate is crucial the success of the school. Participants in this study expressed
agreement with Deel (2009) when he stated that school culture plays a dominant role in
performance (p. 1).
Participants in this study identified relationships as an important dimension that affects
school climate. According to the participants and related research, relationships should be built,
fostered, and a main focus in schools. In her book Crash Course, Kim Bearden (2014) explained
the importance of building relationships with students, “I teach to plant seeds that will one day
help young men and women grow to be their best. Every word, every deed, every outpouring of
love has the potential to instill something that will later empower that child and give him or her
strength from which to draw. Just as the smallest of seeds can yield the most magnificent trees,
so we cannot underestimate the power of the simplest gesture or comment” (p. 99).
Deel (2009) believed that having a mission, or vision, is crucial to the success of a
business and a school. Deel explained, “At the hub of a school’s culture are its mission and
purpose-the revered focus of what people do. Mission and purpose trigger intangible forces that
inspire teachers to teach, school leaders to lead, children to learn, and parents and the community
to have confidence and faith in their school” (Deel, p. 61). The vision reflects the purpose of the
school, and what the people involved hope to accomplish. According to Deel (2009), “Most
important is that people share beliefs of what the school wishes to realize” (p. 61). A shared
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vision is the driving force of the school: it motivates, strengths, guides, and energizes all
involved. The participants of this study agree that creating a school vision is a necessity when
trying to create or maintain a positive school climate. Participants expressed that it is very
important that everyone involved be on board, share the same goals and beliefs, and work
together to improve the climate.
Participants’ perceptions supporting the findings of Deel (2009) in regards to the
struggles facing school climate. Participants agreed that complacency is the greatest struggle
facing school climate. Participants expressed that school climate needs continuous work and
focus in order for it to maintain positivity and improve. Deel (2009) agreed that cultural
traditions can quickly weaken or stray. Deel (2009) explained this idea by discussing Starbucks
when they were experiencing a downfall of success because they were not being innovative and
keeping up with their competitors, “It’s time to get back to the core and make the changes that
are necessary to evoke the heritage, the tradition, and the passion we have for the experience” (p.
3). This scenario applies to schools as well. Schools should evaluate constantly and look for
ways to improve the climate and keep the climate moving in a positive direction. If teachers and
administrators become stagnant, or complacent, the climate will not improve. Finally, Deel
(2009) said that the value of learning and improving is part of what keeps the school moving
forward. The research and the participants agreed that continuous growth and work is crucial to
school climate.
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Participants expressed that a school leadership is important to the climate of a school.
They also expressed that in a positive school climate, the leader will not dictate, but support and
motivate. According to the participants in this study, this type of school leader will also create
other leadership positions within the school and give them responsibilities to allow the teachers
to be involved in the decision-making process. Deel (2009) agreed, “Ideally, everyone in a
school should share leadership. Leadership in successful schools is parceled out generously to
staff and community. The idea of a single omniscient leader who does it all is misleading,
except when staff are unwilling or unable to pick up the slack” (p. 199).
Recommendations for Further Research
Researchers could study the topic of school climate, but they could look into areas with
different populations and demographics to see what strategies are effective in those areas for
increasing school climate. A study could also be completed by using surveys, including the
parents and students, and quantify the data. Further research should be conducted on the effect
of parent involvement and how this impacts school climate. Also, research can be completed on
ways to get parents involved in improving the climate. Lastly, further research could be
conducted on the areas that were found from this study to be effective in increasing school
climate. Researchers could look at the dimensions found effective and research how these things
could be implemented into other schools and expanded.
Based on the data collected from this study, it was discovered that parental involvement
could defiantly improve school climate if the parents were involved in the appropriate ways.
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More research should be conducted to find out what educators can do to get parents involved in
schools and ultimately transform the school climate. Specifically, a study looking into parental
involvement in schools that consist of similar demographics, low-level income families and a
high percentage of free and reduced lunch would be beneficial to teachers.
Summary
This study sought to understand the phenomenon of what creates a positive school
climate. The researcher followed a phenomenological approach to determine the most influential
dimensions of school climate. In doing so, the researcher conducted interviews with teachers
and administrators who have been in a school setting and had great detail with the phenomena it.
Through multiple interviews with administrators and teachers, the researcher found the following
to be the most influential factors effecting school climate: Relationships, school leadership,
safety, school vision, school discipline, choosing the right people, and creating pride. The study
also revealed that a low amount of parental involvement does not negatively affect the climate at
this school, but more parental involvement could only help to improve the school climate. It was
also discovered that the greatest struggle facing school climate is complacency and getting
satisfied. School climate is something that should be worked on continually.
Chapter 5 concludes this research study. The findings produced 7 themes that influence
school climate: relationships, school leadership, safety, school vision, the right people, and
creating pride. This study is beneficial to educators because it identifies the key factors that
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influence school climate based on the perceptions of teachers and administrators. This study
provides specific strategies that educators can implement to increase school climate.

75

References
A Resource Guide for Improving School Climate and Discipline. (2014). Education Digest,
80(1), 57-60. Center for Comprehensive School Reform and Improvement. (2009, April.)
Developing a Positive School Climate. Retrieved from http://www.centerforcsri.org
Ali, Z. z., & Siddiqui, M. (2016). School Climate: Learning Environment as a Predictor of
Student's Academic Achievement. Journal Of Research & Reflections In Education
(JRRE), 10(1), 104-115.
Ashley, D. M. (2016). It's about Relationships: Creating Positive School Climates. American
Educator, 39(4), 13-16.
Bearden, Kim. (2014). Crash Course. New York: Simon & Schuster.
Blumberg, R. (1995). Full steam ahead: The race to build a transcontinental railroad. New
York: Simon & Schuster.
Boyer, E. L. (1983). High school: A report on secondary education in America. New York:
Harper and Row. Brookover, W., Beady, C., Flood, P., Schweitzer, J., & Wisenbaker, J.
(1979). School Systems and Student Achievement. Schools Can Make a Difference.
New York: Praeger.

76

Bradshaw, C. P., Waasdorp, T. E., Debnam, K. J., & Johnson, S. L. (2014). Measuring School
Climate in High Schools: A Focus on Safety, Engagement, and the Environment. Journal
Of School Health, 84(9), 593-604. doi:10.1111/josh.12186
Charmaz, K. Constructing Grounded Theory: A Practical Guide Through Qualitative Analysis.
Sage Publications, Thousand Oaks, CA, 2006.
CHERKOWSKI, S. (2016). Exploring the Role of the School Principal in Cultivating a
Professional Learning Climate. Journal Of School Leadership, 26(3), 523-543.
Christensen, L. B., Johnson, R. B. & Turner, L. A. (2010). Research methods, design, and
analysis (11th ed.). Boston,MA: Allyn & Baco.
Christensen, R. c., & Knezek, G. (2015). The Climate Change Attitude Survey: Measuring
Middle School Student Beliefs and Intentions to Enact Positive Environmental Change.
International Journal Of Environmental & Science Education, 10(5), 773-788.
doi:10.12973/ijese.2015.276a
Cohen, J., & Thapa, A. (2013, April 13). A Review of School Climate Research. Review of
Educational Research, 1-29.
Conant, J. B. (1959). The American High School Today. New York : McGraw-Hill Book Co.
Conderman, G., Walker, D. A., Neto, J. R., & Kackar-Cam, H. (2013). Student and Teacher
Perceptions of Middle School Climate. Clearing House, 86(5), 184-189.
doi:10.1080/00098655.2013.802214

77

Connor, T. (2015). Relationships and Authentic Collaboration: Perceptions of a Building
Leadership Team. Leadership and Research in Education: The Journal of the Ohio
Council of Professors of Educational Administration, 2(1), 1-24.
Deel, T.E., & Peterson, K.D. (2009).. Shaping School Culture. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Downey, J. (2014). Indispensable Insight: Children's Perspectives on Factors and Mechanisms
That Promote Educational Resilience. Canadian Journal of Education, 37(1), 46-71.
Fullan, M. (2011). Change Leader Learning to Do What Matters Most. Hoboken: John Wiley &
Sons.
Freiberg, H. J. (1999). School climate. [electronic resource] : measuring, improving, and
sustaining healthy learning environments. London ; Philadelphia : Falmer Press, 1999.
Goldenberg, S. (2013, April). Climate change included in US Science Teaching Guidelines for
the first time. Retrieved from The Guardian:
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2013/apr/09/climate-

change-us-science-

teaching
Guthrie, J., & Wigfield, A. (2005). Roles of motivation and engagement in reading
comprehension assessment. Childrens Reading Comprehension and Assessment, 187213.

78

Hatch, J. (2002). Doing qualitative research in education settings. Albany, NY: State University
of New York Press.
Higgins-D’Alessandro, A., & Sadh, D. (1997). The dimensions and measurement of school
culture: Understanding school culture as the basis for school reform. International Journal
of Educational Research, 27, 553-569.
Ivey, G. (2014). The Social Side of Engaged Reading for Young Adolescents. The Reading
Teacher, 68(3), 165-171.
Ivey, G., & Broaddus, K. (2001). “Just plain reading”: A survey of what makes students want to
read in middle school classrooms. Reading Research Quarterly, 36, 350-377. doi:
10.1598/RRQ.36.4.2
Jones, A. (2016). Exploring the School Climate - Student Achievment Connection: Making
Sense of Why the First Precedes the Second. Educational Leadership and
Administration, 35-51.
Jorgenson, G., Klein, N., & Kumar, V. (1977). Achievement and behavioral correlates of
matched levels of student ability and materials difficulty. Journal of Educational
Research, 71, 100-103.
Kılınç, A. c. (2013). The Relationship between Individual Teacher Academic Optimism and
School Climate. International Online Journal Of Educational Sciences, 5(3), 621-634.

79

Layne, S. (2009). Igniting a passion for reading successful strategies for building lifetime
readers. Portland, Me.: Stenhouse.
Lightfoot, S. L. (1983). The Good High School: Portraits of Character and Culture. New York:
Basic Books.
Mart, C. (2011). How to Sustain Students' Motivation in a Learning Environment. 1-14.
McCarley, T. t., Peters, M. L., & Decman, J. M. (2016). Transformational leadership related to
school climate. Educational Management Administration & Leadership, 44(2), 322-342.
doi:10.1177/1741143214549966
Melekoğlu, M. A., & Wilkerson, K. L. (2013). Motivation to Read: How Does It Change for
Struggling Readers with and without Disabilities?. International Journal Of
Instruction, 6(1), 77-88.
Miller, D., & Anderson, J. (2009). The book whisperer: Awakening the inner reader in every
child. San Francisco, Calif.: Jossey-Bass.
Morrow, L.M. (2003). Motivating lifelong voluntary readers. In J.Flood, D. Lapp, J. Squire, & J.
Jenson (Eds.), Handbook of research on teaching the English language arts (2nd ed., pp.
857-867). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.
Moustakas, C. (1994).Phenomenological research methods. Thousand Oaks,CA: Sage.

80

National School Climate Council. (2007). The School climate challenge: Narrowing the gap
between school climate research and school climate policy, practice guidelines and
teacher education policy. Retrieved from schoolclimate:
www.schoolclimate.org/climate/documents/policy/school-climate-challenge-web.pdf
O’Brennan, L., & Bradshaw, C. (2016). Importance Of School Climate. National Education
Association.
Olson, K.M. (2001). Chinese Immigrants 1850-1900. Bloomington, IN: Capstone Press.
Owens, R., & Valesky, T. (2007). Organizational Behavior In Education: Leadership and School
Reform. New Jersey: Pearson Education, Inc.
Peguero, A. A., & Bracy, N. L. (2015). School Order, Justice, and Education: Climate,
Discipline Practices, and Dropping Out. Journal Of Research On Adolescence (WileyBlackwell), 25(3), 412-426. doi:10.1111/jora.12138
Peters, T. J., & Waterman, R. H. (1982). In Search of Excellence. New york: Warner Books.
Rog, L., & Burton, W. (2001). Matching Texts and Readers. The Reading Teacher, 55(4), 348352.
Rutter, M., Maughan, B., Mortimore, P., Ouston, J., & Smith, A. (1979). Fifteen Thousand
Hours, Secondary School and Their Effects on Children. Cambridge: Harvard University
Press.

81

Senn, N. (2012). Effective Approaches to Motivate and Engage Reluctant Boys in Literacy. The
Reading Teacher, 66(3), 211-220.
Servilio, K. (2009). You get to choose! Motivating students to read through differentiated
instruction. TEACHING Exceptional Children Plus, 5(5), 1-11.
Shabait. (2010, October 1). What Motivation Is and Why it is Important in Classroom Situation.
Education Horizon, 1-3.
Stewart, J. W. (1978). Bureaucratic structure, interpersonal climate and student achievement.
University of Kansas.
Trocaire. (2016). Climate Change Climate Justice .
U.S. Department of Education. (2016). School Climate and Discipline. Retrieved from ed.gov:
http://www2.ed.gov/policy/gen/guid/school-discipline/index.html
U.S. Department of Education, (2014). Guiding Principles: A Resource Guide for Improving
School Climate and Discipline, Washington, D.C.
Welman, J. C., & Kruger, S. J. (1999). Research methodology for the business and
administrative sciences. Johannesburg, South Africa: International Thompson.
Welsh, W. N. (2000). The Effects of School Climate on School Disorder. The ANNALS of the
American Academy of Political and Social Science, 567, 88-107.

82

APPENDIX A
Information Letter

83

Appendix A: Information Letter

Dear (Participant’s Name),
I am writing to ask for your participation in a research project that I am conducting as
part of my dissertation study at Carson-Newman University. The study pertains to the factors
that affect school climate based on teacher and administrator perspectives. You have been asked
to participate in this study since the school in which you work has implemented strategies to
improve school climate. I am attempting to investigate what factors are the most influential in
creating and maintaining a positive school climate based on the thoughts and experience of
teachers and administrators in this particular school. I would like to ask you about your
experience with school climate. If you volunteer to participate in this study, I would schedule a
time to interview you using the guided interview questions. The interview would last
approximately 45 minutes. All information that you share would be kept highly confidential.
Identifiable information, including your name and your school will never be disclosed.
If you choose to participate, you will be asked to sign an informed consent prior to the
interview, which I need to obtain for the university in order to exhibit evidence that I have
described the study thoroughly to you. The consent form is attached. Your participation in this
study is completely voluntary, and you would be able to withdraw from the study at any time, for
any reason, without penalty. The information that you give will be maintained in a secure
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manner that others will not be able to access. If you should have any questions about this study
please feel free to contact me. Thanks for your consideration of this request. I would be greatly
appreciative of your time and effort to help me complete this study.
Thank you,
Crystal D. Thacker
Carson-Newman University Doctoral Student
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Appendix B: Consent to Participate in Interview
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN INTERVIEW
Middle School Climate: Teacher and Administrator Views of Influential Factors
You have been asked to participate in a research study conducted by Crystal Dawn Thacker from
the education department at the Carson-Newman University. The purpose of the study is to
identify the most influential factors that impact school climate according to the perceptions of
teachers and administrators. The results of this study will be included in Crystal Thacker’s
dissertation. You were selected as a possible participant in this study because you are employed
in a school that has implemented strategies in hopes of improving school climate. You should
read the information below, and ask questions about anything you do not understand, before
deciding whether or not to participate.

• This interview is voluntary. You have the right not to answer any question, and to stop the
interview at any time or for any reason. /I expect that the interview will take about 45 minutes.

• You will not be compensated for this interview.

• Unless you give us permission to use your name, title, and / or quote you in any publications
that may result from this research, the information you tell us will be confidential.
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• I would like to record this interview so that I can use it for reference while proceeding with this
study. I will not record this interview without your permission. If you do grant permission for
this conversation to be recorded, you have the right to revoke recording permission and/or end
the interview at any time.
This project will be completed by March, 2017. All interview recordings will be stored in a
secure work space until March 2018 after that date. The tapes will then be destroyed.
I understand the procedures described above. My questions have been answered to my
satisfaction, and I agree to participate in this study. I have been given a copy of this form.
(Please check all that apply)
[] I give permission for this interview to be recorded.
[] I give permission for the following information to be included in publications resulting from
this study:
[] my name [] my title

[] direct quotes from this interview

Name of Subject
Signature of Subject _____________________________________ Date ____________
Signature of Investigator _________________________Date _________

Please contact the following if you have any questions:
Crystal Thacker 423-258-9903
Patricia Murphree (Chair) pmurphree@cn.edu
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Appendix C: Permission to Conduct Research

Dear Administrators,
I am writing to ask for your permission to conduct a research project and conduct
interviews with the teachers at your school. The study pertains to the factors that affect school
climate based on teacher and administrator perspectives. I am attempting to identify what factors
are the most influential in creating and maintaining a positive school climate based on the
thoughts and experience of teachers and administrators in this particular school. All information
shared during the interviews and specific information about the school will be kept highly
confidential. Identifiable information, including your name and your school will never be
disclosed. By signing below, you agree to allow the research student, Crystal Thacker, to
conduct the study.
Principal

Date

Assistant Principal

Date
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Appendix D: Interview Questions
Middle School Climate: Teacher and Administrator Views
Interview Questions:
1. To what extent do you believe school climate is important at your school?
2. Tell me about the atmosphere of our school. If you were describing it to someone who
has never been here, what might you say it’s like to be a student, teacher, or administrator
at this school?
3. How would you explain the administration leadership style and how does it impact
school climate?
4. How does student discipline impact school climate? Does your school have a discipline
plan and how do you feel like it influences school climate?
5. Explain a time when experienced support from the administrators at your school.
Describe the situation and the actions that were taken that made you feel supported.
6. Does parental involvement affect the climate of your school? If so, how does your school
work to involve parents?
7. How do you motivate, encourage and support your staff? (Principal only)
8. What do you believe would make a good teaching and learning environment for teachers
and students? What are effective strategies for ensuring each student and parent is fully
engaged in the school?
9. How do you motivate students to take an active role in creating a positive school climate?
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10. What do you see as the greatest challenges facing school climate?
11. What is the shared vision and set of norms for your school? Describe how the vision and
norms help to develop and maintain a positive school climate.
12. Tell me about a time when the school discipline process seemed to work well. How did
teachers and administrators respond in this situation? How do you think this worked well
for the students involved?
13. What is the role of the principal in dealing with discipline problems?
14. What do you consider to be the key elements of establishing and maintaining a safe and
secure learning environment?
15. What specific strategy do you feel has been the most effective in creating a positive
school climate in your school?
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Appendix E
Demographics of Participants
Participant

Age

Gender

Degree

Years of
Experience

P1

43

M

Masters

19

P2

40

F

Masters

17

P3

29

M

BA

3

P4

30

M

BA

5

P5

59

F

Masters

33

P6

29

M

EDS

5

P7

29

F

EDS

5

P8

35

F

BA

10

P9

40

M

BA

16

P10

42

M

BA

18

