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THESIS ABSTRACT
The purpose of this study was to examine and explore the process and
procedures used by school administrators, teachers, and other staff members involved
with creating and maintaining a positive school climate. The intent of this study was
to research one suburban high school in order to discover ways to help improve the
climate of the campus. Qualitative data was collected through individual interviews
with the principal, Athletic Director, Associated Student Body Director, a classified
employee, and four teachers. This study provides an overview of literature on the
need for a positive school climate, symptoms of negative school climates,
characteristics of schools with positive climates, principal roles, teacher roles, and
actions taken to create positive school climates.
Principals must make certain they execute their designated leadership role and
create a sense of direction for the school. Their campuses should have an atmosphere
of high expectations for all students by all teachers and should also be safe and secure
places where students and staff feel comfortable attending. This can only be achieved
if principals collaborate with and listen to teachers and other staff members. The job
of creating a positive school climate can not be achieved by the principal alone.
The findings in this study revealed many similarities in the participant
responses. Related themes important to the climate changes on this campus include:
sports and extracurricular activities; high expectations and a focus on academics for
all students; teacher collaboration and school wide teamwork; a new tardy policy;
and, along with other members of the school staff, the initiative of one main person.
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CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION
Background to the Problem
The combination of politics with the public school educational system has led
to district, school and student accountability. Many a politician has used educational
reform as one of his/her major platform goals. Because the education of our nation,s
children is so important to the future of this country, politicians have focused on the
success or failure of our nation,s schools. The state government is now holding
schools accountable for what they were designed to do. The Public Schools
Accountability Act of 1999 (PSAA) states:
The purpose of the California public school system is to provide for the
academic development of each pupil and prepare each pupil, to the extent of
his or her ability, to become a lifelong learner, equipped to live and succeed
within the economic and societal complexities of the 21st century. (chap. 6.1)
An example of this increased accountability is embodied in increased regulations
regarding student achievement. One specific example of this new level of
accountability is statewide graduation standards. Schools will no longer be able to
confer a high school graduation diploma to students unless they have exemplified
their ability to pass certain tests, namely, the California High School Exit Exam
(CAHSEE).
As the world has becomes more and more technologically advanced,
businesses and corporations have voiced concerns that schools were not adequately
preparing students to be successful in the work force. More specifically, prior to the
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new testing requirement, students were graduating who could not read, write, or do
basic math. As more and more incidents were reported of students graduating
without adequate skills, the realization became clear that something had to be done.
In California, politicians approach improving the educational system by
implementing laws and regulations such as the California State Academic Content
Standards, California High School Exit Exam, and the Academic Performance Index
(API). Most recently, the federal government followed suit. In January of2002 the
No Child Left Behind Act of2001 (NCLB) was signed into law as an amendment to
the Elementary and Secondary Education Act which was enacted in 1965. NCLB
addresses many of the same accountability issues as those found in the California
state laws mentions above. The federal and state reporting requirements have been
merged in California's Consolidated State Performance Report, Part 1, which was
created to comply with NCLB.
Schools are ranked according to their performance on these standardized tests.
Under the states accountability system, some schools ranked in the lower five deciles
of the API participate in California's Immediate Intervention/Under-performing
Schools Program. These schools receive additional state funding and external
assistance for two to four years. If these schools do not reach their growth target or
do not make positive progress toward their goal, they become "state-monitored"
schools. Further assistance and interventions are provided for the school. Yet, if the
school has still not improved after an additional two to three years, the school could
face being negatively sanctioned by the state. This is the reason why so many school

Positive School Climate

6

administrators are feeling the pressure of making sure their schools produce certain
academic results.
Schools are working harder then ever to increase student achievement and
become more effective overall. As the California Department of Education and the
State Board of Education state in regards to NCLB (200 1),
Over the past seven years, California has embarked on a comprehensive
public school reform effort that is based on a simple but profound proposition:
to prepare each student to meet or exceed world-class standards for academic
excellence. At the heart of this reform movement is a commitment, by both
individuals and institutions, to increase academic expectations and the
achievement of each student in every California public school.

(~

2)

While principals, teachers, students, and parents/guardians all play a part in
ensuring the academic success of each child, ultimately, the principal, as the leader of
learning, is held responsible for the success or failure of the school. Administrators
and principals are challenged to create schools with positive school climates where
students feel safe, where there are high expectations of achievement for all students,
and where students are accepted and recognized for their achievement.
"How a person 'feels' about a learning situation determines the amount of
attention he or she devotes to it. Emotions interact with reason to support or inhibit
learning. Students need to feel an emotional connection to their work, their peers,
and their teachers" (Sousa, 1998, p. 23). When students feel good about the schools
they attend, they are more likely to achieve academic success. Therefore, if schools
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are going to improve and become more effective, the school climate must be
addressed.
With numerous reports of school violence, students can increasingly feel
unsafe on school campuses. It is the responsibility of administrators and educators to
help ensure their students feel secure when they come to school. Sousa (1998) tells
us, "Most teacher-training classes have told prospective secondary teachers to focus
on reason and avoid emotions in their lessons. Yet, student's must feel physically
safe and emotionally secure in their schools and classrooms before they can process
the enormous amount of information we give them" (p. 23).
Existing studies on this topic focus on the role of the principal and the product
of having a positive school climate. Stolp (1994) tells us, "By deepening their
understanding of school culture, leaders will be better equipped to shape the values,
beliefs, and attitudes necessary to promote a stable and nurturing learning
environment" (p. 2). He also informs readers that, "Healthy and sound school
cultures correlate strongly with increased student achievement and motivation" (p. 2).
Statement of the Problem
For students to achieve they must have an environment in which they are free
from psychological, emotional and/or physical harm; where they feel a connection to
their teachers; where their social interests can be partially addressed; and, where their
sense of future opportunities is accentuated. Secondary schools face many challenges
in providing such an environment. This thesis addresses the problem of establishing
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and sustaining a positive high school climate in order to promote student achievement
and social development.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study will be to explore what changes administrators,
teachers and other school employees must make to improve the school climate in one
San Diego County high school. The site which is the subject of this inquiry has a
demonstrated need to know more about the creation of a positive school climate on
the campus. The researcher will gather qualitative data through interviews with a
principal, an Athletic Director, an Associated Student Body (ASB) Director, teachers
and a classified employee.
Importance of the Study
The importance of this research is that there are specific behaviors principals
must demonstrate. Principals must envision their schools with a positive school
climate. Then, they must take necessary actions to ensure decreased absenteeism and
school violence, increased student achievement, and school wide recognition of
students for their academic achievement. By understanding the importance of
positive school climate, principals, teachers and school staff can become pro-active in
taking the necessary steps to create better climates on their campuses.
Principals must also ensure their schools have an achievement-oriented school
culture. "Most educators agree that one nebulous feature of effective schools is a
climate of academia. In such a climate, achievement is the prevailing norm in the
school" (Zigarelli, 1999, p. 103). School campuses must be places where students
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know it is acceptable to study and be successful. Students must also be
acknowledged and recognized by teachers and administrators when they achieve
certain goals. When students know they are being expected to perform, they will rise
to the occasion.
Limitations of the Study
The reader must be aware of the following limitations due to of the small
scope of this thesis:
1. Participants interviewed in the study were employed within only one San Diego
County high school. Schools and districts with different demographics should not
necessarily expect to replicate the results found in this study since only one principal,
one Athletic Director, one Associated Student Body Director, one classified employee
and four teachers at one high school will be interviewed. One must be careful not to
generalize the findings to be the same in every high school.
2. Qualitative data was collected from eight independent interviews. This sample
size may not necessarily reflect the larger population.
Even with the limitations described above, the results may give guidance to other
administrators and prospective principals in creating positive school climates on their
campuses. Other schools and districts may also be able to use the findings from this
study to improve their own school climates.
Definition of Terms

Academic Performance Index (API)- The purpose of the API is to measure the
academic performance and growth of schools. It is a numeric index (or scale) that
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ranges from a low of200 to a high of 1000. A school's score on the API is an
indicator of a school's performance level. The statewide API performance target for
all schools is 800. A school's growth is measured by how well it is moving toward or
past that goal. A school's base year API is subtracted from its growth API to
determine how much the school improved in a year.

California High School Exit Exam (CAHSEE)- The purpose of the CAHSEE is (1) to
improve student achievement in high school; and (2) to help ensure that students who
graduate from high school can demonstrate competency in state academic content
standards adopted by the State Board of Education.

California State Academic Content Standards - Designed to encourage the highest
achievement of every student, by defining the knowledge, concepts, and skills that
students should acquire at each grade level.

Comprehensive School Reform Program (CSR) - A federally funded school reform
initiative that offers schools and districts the opportunity to implement school wide
research-based reform strategies to increase student achievement.

Effective Schools - Schools where there is "high academic achievement, low rates of
vandalism and absenteeism, a sense of community, and a stable staff' (Russell,
Mazzarella, White, and Maurer, 1985, p. 1).

Immediate Intervention/Underperforming School Program (1//USP) - Schools that
scored below the 50th percentile on the achievement tests administered both in the
spring of 1998 and in the spring of 1999 were invited to participate in the 11/USP
Program. A school invited to participate may take any action not otherwise
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prohibited under state or federal law and that would not require reimbursement by the
Commission on State Mandates to improve pupil performance.

Mediating Structures - "The beliefs that children hold about themselves and their
abilities, built in those children by the adults with whom they interact" (Austin,
1981 ). Adults share their own judgments and comments with children which in turn,
influence the children to believe certain things about themselves.

No Child Left Behind Act of2001 (NCLB)- Reauthorizes the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA), incorporates principles and strategies
proposed by President Bush. These include increased accountability for States, school
districts, and schools; greater choice for parents and students, particularly those
attending low-performing schools; more flexibility for States and local educational
agencies (LEAs) in the use of Federal education dollars; and a stronger emphasis on
reading, especially for our youngest children.

Positive School Climate-" ... a positive climate includes everyone's focusing on
school goals and student outcomes as well as on personal relationships and salutary
feelings. The ideal school climate engages everyone enthusiastically in achieving the
individual and group goals at hand" (Kelley, 1980, p. v). Administration and teachers
hold high expectations for all students, and a main goal of the students is academic
achievement.

Preliminary Scholastic Aptitude Test (PSAT) -It's a standardized test that provides
firsthand practice for the SAT I: Reasoning Test and SAT II: Writing Test. It also
gives you a chance to enter National Merit Scholarship Corporation (NMSC)
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scholarship programs. The PSAT measures (a) verbal reasoning skills, (b) critical
reading skills, (c) math problem-solving skills, and (d) writing skills.

School Climate - "The composite of norms, expectations, and beliefs which
characterize the school social system as perceived by members of the social system"
(Brookover and others as cited in Lindelow, Mazzarella, Scott, Ellis, and Smith,
1989, p. 168).

School Culture - "The historically transmitted patterns of meaning that include the
norms, values, beliefs, ceremonies, rituals, traditions, and myths understood, maybe
in varying degrees by members of the school community" (Stolp and Smith, 1994 as
cited in Stolp, 1994, p. 2).
NOTE: For the purposes of this research paper, 'climate' and 'culture' will be used
interchangeably. This is due to the fact that during the research of past literature on
this topic, authors have used both words with the same meaning/definition.

Social Capital- Norms, obligations, and trusts that are generated by relationships
among people in a community, neighborhood, or society.
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CHAPTER2
Review of the Literature
This review of existing literature and studies relates to positive school
cultures. In examining the literature, several researchers use the term school climate
instead of school culture, but the meaning is the same for both terms. Literature
included addresses the issues of the need for a positive school climate, symptoms of
negative school climates, characteristics of schools with positive climates, principal
roles, teacher roles, and actions taken to create positive school climates.
The Need for a Positive School Climate
"Does it really matter whether a school has a 'healthy' climate? Is it worth
taking the trouble to try to improve climate? What would be the rewards of such an
undertaking" (Lindelow, Mazzarella, Scott, Ellis, & Smith, 1989, p. 174)? These are
questions every good school leadership team has asked themselves or should be
asking themselves. Stenson (1985) says this about school climate,
Walk into any school or classroom and you get either a feeling of warmth or a
certain chill - a sense of not wanting to be there. That warm or cold feeling
you get is "school climate". School climate is the total of the forces to which
the individual responds in the school environment. Every school, every
classroom, and for that matter, every hospital and other institution has a
"climate". It can be positive or negative, but is seldom neutral. A warm,
positive climate contributes greatly to the productivity of an institution. (p.
54)
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Several studies have shown the overall success or failure of the school is highly
dependent on the climate of the school. "School climate, an elusive but
encompassing component of secondary education, is gaining new recognition today.
Not only is it essential to good student achievement but it is important to positive
student attitudes" (Kelley, 1980, p. v).
According to Lindelow et al. (1989), "each [school] has its own distinct 'feel'
or 'personality' that can be recognized soon after entering its doors" (p. 168).
Lindelow et al. (1989) further state that some schools are "places where one would
probably not spend much time were it not for legal or financial compulsions to do so"
(p. 168). Students and staff should have a sense of pride in their school, and they
should want to come to their school. If they have no desire to be there, then the
school has not been successful in creating a positive climate conducive to learning
and working.
In the United States, by law students have to attend school. Therefore, if
schools are going to be successful, they "must provide a warm, caring environment
for students to learn and prosper" (Hanna, 1998, p. 83). Another practical reason
schools should attempt to create a positive climate is because students spend a lot of
their waking hours at school. From kindergarten to twelfth grade, the time students
spend at school averages about 15,000 hours (Rutter, Maughan, Mortimore, &
Guston, 1979, p. 1). With so much time being spent at school, it is imperative for
schools to create climates where all students feel safe, are able to learn, and desire to
be at that school.
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Sousa (1998) contends that a child's feelings about his or her school have a
direct link to his or her ability to learn. He states,
How a person "feels" about a learning situation determines the amount of
attention he or she devotes to it. Emotions interact with reason to support or
inhibit learning. Students need to feel an emotional connection to their work,
their peers, and their teachers. For an increasing number of students, school is
a place where making emotional connections is more important than anything
else. (p. 23)
Without a sense of place, students, and people in general, feel lost, disconnected, or
that they do not belong. "A sense of place is important to students- particularly high
school students .... Yet, we continue to operate large high schools with the free-range
theory that allows students to wander anywhere and everywhere. When students
belong anywhere and everywhere, in reality they belong nowhere" (Sergiovanni,
1999, p. 12)
The term "social capital" is used to describe the "norms, obligations, and
trusts that are generated by relationships among people in a community,
neighborhood, or society" (Coleman, 1988·as cited in Sergiovanni, 1999, p. 14).
When social capital is available and students can access it, they find the support they
need for learning. Sergiovanni (1999) continues this idea of social capital with the
following:
But when social capital is not available students generate it for themselves by
turning more and more to the student subculture for support. The too-frequent
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result is the development of norms and codes of behavior that work against
what schools are trying to do. This seeking of support elsewhere often takes
its toll on both academic performance and social behavior. (p. 14)
If students feel school is not beneficial to them or boring, they will try to liven up
their school day, usually in ways that dismay teachers. One way to increase student
interest in their school and help students feel connected to their school is to build
student pride through a positive school climate.
In the work of Beachum (1985), he says, "At East High School my first
objective is to build pride. I want my students to feel good about themselves" (p.
106). When students feel good about themselves, this feeling of pride can lead to
accomplishments not only in school, but also in other areas of their lives. "It is part
of the school's responsibility to instill in these young people a feeling of self-pride.
Success is the key word that must become part of their psychological makeup" (p.
106). He notes that the first thing they did at East High was to use the phrase "We
Are Somebody" over and over until it became a part of every student's psyche.
When being interviewed by Northwest RegionafEducational Laboratory,
Andrew Kulak, a teacher at Jefferson High School in Portland, said, "What I see as
the most important thing is to cultivate that spark of ability. What I would like to see
is a way for students to develop that inner voice, that internal motivation that tells
them, 'I want to be here, I need to be here"' (cited in Sherman, 2002). Schools play a
significant role in instilling these beliefs in students. Dr. David Elkind believed that
adults have a substantial impact on the students around them. "The beliefs that
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children hold about themselves and their abilities, built in those children by the adults
with whom they interact, and the mediating structures -the judgments and comments
of adults, insights shared with the child, interpretations of what is being seen and
talked about - ... make the greatest impact on the child" (cited in Austin, 1981, p.
45).
Paying attention to school climate is important because students bring a
variety of beliefs and perceptions to school. A positive school climate can help reduce
or magnify these "mediating structures." Good examples of mediating structures that
can negatively impact school climate are prejudice and hate. Children are not born
with these feelings of prejudice and hate toward others. They are trained to hate and
be prejudice by their parents and other adults around them. They learn these
destructive views by witnessing adult interpretations of hundreds of situations that the
child and adult share.
In exceptional schools, with positive climates, negative mediating structures
are challenged with a different approach. "A surprisingly high number of mediating
structures in these exceptional schools are presented to the child in a positive sense,
particularly as they reflect on the child's self-concept of his or her ability to interpret
the situation and to gain some insight into his or her own competence in a wide
variety of areas" (Austin, 1981, p. 45).
Whenever a person visits a school for the first time, they most likely will
make a judgment about the school's climate. Howard, Howell, and Brainard (1987)
contend that:
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A school's climate is its atmosphere for learning. It includes the feelings
people have about school and whether it is a place where learning can occur.
A positive climate makes a school a place where both staff and students want
to spend a substantial portion of their time; it is a good place to be (p. 5).
According to Stolp (1994) increased student achievement and motivation, as well as
teacher productivity and satisfaction, correlate strongly with healthy and sound school
cultures (p. 2).
Zigarelli ( 1996) completed a study on the correlates of effective schooling. In
his discussion about the culture of academic achievement, he says:
Most educators agree that one nebulous feature of effective schools is a
climate of academia. In such a climate, achievement is the prevailing norm in
the school. It is an accepted value of the school's culture.
Although intangible, indicators of an academic culture are high
expectations for students, frequent monitoring of student progress, emphasis
on basic skill acquisition, a significant amount of time in class, and a clear,
academically-oriented mission of the school. (pp. 103-104)
Zigarelli used the National Educational Longitudinal Study of 1988 to assess the
effects of six effective schools variables on student achievement. The results of this
study showed that "school culture, as measured by the extent to which the school
emphasizes achievement and the number of minutes student spend in class each day,
had a positive and significant effect" (p. 106). Just as there are favorable results
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when schools have a positi~e culture, there are also certain symptoms and/or certain
results when schools have negative or weak cultures.
Symptoms ofNegative School Climates

When a gardener plants his garden, he knows that in order to get the best
results, he must plant his seeds in fertile, healthy soil. Saphier and King (1985) use
this same analogy for schools. They argue that "if certain norms of school culture are
strong, improvements in instruction will be significant, continuous, and widespread;
if these norms are weak, improvements will be at best infrequent, random, and
slow.... In short, good seeds will not grow in weak cultures" (p. 67).

Schools with

weak cultures also have other characteristics.
There are several important differences between effective schools with
positive cultures and ineffective schools with weak cultures. Sergiovanni (1984)
states the following about weak schools:
Typically, such schools are characterized by confusion and inefficiency in
operation and malaise in human climate. Student achievement is lower in
such schools. Teachers may not be giving a fair day's work for a fair day's
pay. Student absenteeism, discipline, and violence may be a problem.
Conflict may characterize interpersonal relationships among faculty and
supervisors. Parents may feel isolated from the school. (p. 6)
When these problems begin to become more common at a school, the principal
should begin to take a closer look at what is happening with the climate on the
campus.
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A school climate program would get at the causes of the negative symptoms,
assist in changing the behaviors and attitudes, and help everyone who is involved to
gain some worthwhile people skills. The high school in the Widefield School District
#3 in suburban Colorado Springs, Colorado, participated in a school climate program
in the mid 1970's because of their problems with transciency, attendance, enrollment
decline, vandalism, low socio-economic status and limited expenditures per-pupil
(Stenson, 1985). After participating in the climate program, the changes were very
beneficial for the school (see Table 1). The symptoms of the negative school climate
were reduced by more than half in all cases except for one.
Table 1. Symptoms of Negative Climate.
Average
1975-1976
1976-1977

1979-1980

Percent of
Change

1. Discipline referrals

744

410

-51%

2. Reported thefts during school

154

70

-55%

$19,272.00

$365.00

-98%

4.1%

-20%

3. Vandalism
4. Percent, daily absentee rate

5.1%

Characteristics ofSchools with Positive Climates

There are several benefits for a school with a positive climate. According to
Stolp (1994), "healthy and sound school cultures correlate strongly with increased
student achievement and motivation, and with teacher productivity and satisfaction"
(p. 2). Along with Stolp, Wallich (1981) agrees that a healthy school culture will
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promote productivity and a relaxed working atmosphere (p. 3). Schools with positive
and strong cultures also tend to be more successful. Sergiovanni (1984) states,
There exists in excellent schools a strong culture and clear sense of purpose,
which defines the general thrust and nature of life for their inhabitants. At the
same time, a great deal of freedom is given to teachers and others as to how
these essential core values are to be honored and realized. This combination
of tight structure around clear and explicit themes, which represent the core of
the school's culture, and of autonomy for people to pursue these themes in
ways that make sense to them, may well be a key reason for their success. (p.
13)

Later in 1999, Sergiovanni relates a school's character to it culture. He states,
"Character as an individual concept linked to leadership is similar to character as an
organizational concept linked to a school's culture" (p. 13). Schools with character
have unique cultures. They have developed a common understanding of their
purposes and have faith in their ability to achieve their goals. This is so important
because a school's character is "linked to effectiveness. School effectiveness can be
broadly defined as achieving higher levels·of pedagogical thoughtfulness, developing
relationships characterized by caring and civility, and achieving increases in the
quality of student performance" (p. 13 ).
Two other key components of successful schools, and an enormous factor in
maintaining a positive school climate, are intramural programs and extra-curricular
activities. Extra-curricular activities are important as symbolic rallying points in
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building the perception of a good school (Dinham, 1993, p. 27). Because the attitudes
and dispositions of the students are so important to the culture of the school, Etzioni
(1998) states that what matters most is, not textbooks, but the total social culture (p.
35). He further states that "sports belong in the core curriculum of character building
and certainly are not 'extra' from this viewpoint. Schools that cut back on team
sports and physical education should note that they diminish one of the most potent
sources of character education" (p. 36).
Sports, intramurals, and extra-curricular activities make up a vast part of the
climate in most schools. Without them, many schools would not have the "school
spirit" which is centered on these competitions. These types of activities bring
students and staff, parents and community together. Hanna (1998) concluded that
Intramurals affected three areas of climate: teacher-student
relationships, parent and school-community relations, and instructional
management. By nature, intramural programs' fun atmosphere would draw
parents and community members into an environment that is nonconfrontational, exciting, and consumed with school spirit. These traits foster
a pleasant environment, promoting the school's ambience. This same
ambience is carried over into the classroom atmosphere, and the instruction
management is eased.

(,-r 10)

Sports are one of the world's greatest past times. When schools use them wisely,
they not only create a fun atmosphere and build relationships, they also teach students
about getting along with others through teamwork.
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Principal Roles
"The principal, more than any other individual, is responsible for a school's
climate" (Kelley, 1980, p. 33). A great deal of research has been done to give
principals help and suggestions about ways they can create or maintain a positive
climate on their campus. Sousa (1998) offers principals these suggestions:
•

Keep your school free of weapons and violence.

•

Make sure your teachers are knowledgeable about how emotions consistently
affect attention and learning.

•

Work with teachers to promote emotional security in the classroom by
establishing a positive climate that encourages students to take risks.

•

Discuss with your staff ways to teach students about their emotions.

•

Establish an emotional climate that makes your school a place where people
want to come to work. Remember that teachers have emotions too. Be sure
to reward appropriate risk taking. (p. 23)
Teachers who participated in a survey by Harris and Lowery (2002) were

asked to respond to this question: "Reflecting on principal behaviors that you have
observed, describe the most effective thing that the principal does for students at your
school to contribute to a positive school climate" (p. 64). The teachers represented all
grade levels, K-12, and taught in schools ranging in size from 250 to 1,000 students.
"Three themes emerged from the responses: respecting students, communicating with
students, and supporting students" (p. 64). Principals who do these three tasks
emphasize behaviors that create positive school climate.
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Russell, Mazzarella, White, and Maurer (1985) state, "time and time again the
literature on effective schools identifies the principal as an important factor that sets
an effective school apart" (p. 1). Coppedge (1993) articulates that "leadership for
change is borne by the principal" (p. 35). He lists in his article that as the leader of
the school, principals must ensure: (a) high expectations are established for student
achievement. These expectations must be clearly communicated to students and
parents; (b) the standards of performance for teachers should be established at a level
that demands excellence; and (c) they are effective instructional leaders (p. 39-40).
He further articulates "as the principal teacher, the building administrator is the key to
establishing a school climate that supports learning" (p. 40).
The way in which a principal leads his staff also influences the climate of the
school. The style of leadership has a direct affect on the success of a school
attempting to improve its climate.
The autocratic and hard-nosed administrators seemed to negate most
improvement endeavors, while the committed, involved and knowledgeable
principals kept the climate goals 'alive' for the staff and students. Our
appraisals found a high correlation between student and staff perceptions of
the school's climate and perceptions of the quality and support of that school's
leadership. Bluntly stated, the key to the quality and climate of the school is
its leadership. (Stenson, 1985, p. 55)
If the principal monopolizes the decision-making of the school, it tends to ruin the
climate improvement efforts of others on the campus. In order to bring about
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essential change in the school's culture, a principal needs to have the ability to share
authority, facilitate the work of staff, and participate without dominating. Forging
such a new relationship between administrators and teachers leads to shared and
collegial leadership in the school.
This is why Sergiovanni (1999) says leadership in schools should be idea
based. Idea based leadership is "leadership [that] calls on everyone- teachers,
parents, and students - to join the principal in accepting responsibility for what
happens in the school" (p. 14). Although building or maintaining a positive school
climate is ultimately the job of the principal because he or she is the leader of the
school, he or she can not do the job alone. It requires involvement from every person
that has a stake in the school.
Because the role of the principal is a major factor in creating or maintaining a
healthy school climate, the principal must maintain his or her own well-being. Kelley
(1980) informs administrators that,
Mental and physical health, feelings that life and life's roles are both
productive and satisfying, are key personal determiners of readiness for
leadership. All people are influenced by their biochemical, physical,
sociocultural, and psychological environments. An individual not satisfied
with his or her personal life, i.e. relationships with significant others, cannot
serve adequately as a leader for climate development. A person in poor health
is also unable to serve as a leader for climate development. (p.40)
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Awareness, health, an upbeat attitude, and an optimistic outlook are essential to the
principal's efforts to improve or maintain the Climate of the school.

Teacher Roles
Teachers play a key role in contributing to or hindering the improvement of
the school climate. According to Stolp (1994), "school culture also correlates with
teachers' attitudes toward their work" (p. 1). It should also be noted that in schools
where teachers are more satisfied with the various aspects of their work, this certainly
contributes to a positive school climate. In his research of exemplary schools, Austin
(1981) found "teachers tend to be more mature, more experienced, more capable, and
more dedicated than teachers in schools that are not as successful" (p. 45).
Along with the principal, school climate improvement "depends equally on
the teachers' will and commitment" (Saphier & King, 1985, p. 68). Ifteachers are
not committed to helping the administrator create or maintain a positive school
climate, no matter how much work the principal does, it will be a moot point.
Saphier and King (1985) conclude:
Leaders must have high expectations that teachers will be collegial and
experiment in their teaching. Rather than being dependent on fortuitous
chemistry in a group (though it helps), collegiality is an expectation that is
explicitly stated by the leader, rewarded when it happens, and sanctioned
when it doesn't. (p. 69)
Teachers must be held accountable by the administrator to do their part of helping to
create a positive school climate.
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Actions Taken to Create Positive School Climates

"Efforts to exercise leadership for climate improvement in schools or
classrooms sometimes run into a number of real or perceived impediments, mainly
the kind that result from misunderstanding by those who will be affected" (Kelley,
1980, p. 43). Change for many people is difficult. A clear picture ofthe
improvements must be painted for all involved. When the picture is not clear for all
involved, the vision is often greeted with statements such as: "It won't work. We've
tried that before. We've never done it that way. You don't understand our problem.
The experienced teachers won't use it. Can't someone else do it" (p. 39)? Something
must be done to overcome these impediments. Kelley further suggests the following
to defeat these obstacles:
One of the most effective approaches is to increase the level of awareness of
all audiences - students, patrons, and staff- so that pressure for change
increases. A second way to increase the probability of change is to bring in
new leadership- new administrators or new teachers ....
Perhaps the most effective approach in fostering change, however, is
to have those who will be responsible for new behaviors or those who are
recipients of the new behaviors perceive the intended change as a means of
improving their personal condition. Enlightened self-interest is a major
motivation for change. (p. 40)
Wallich (1981) lists the basic steps for administrators who want to develop a
better school climate. They are: (a) Start with the existing climate. Review and
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analyze what is actually taking place within the school; (b) be willing to accept
responsibility and make changes where necessary, i.e., in staff and in one's self; (c)
assess the communications avenue and be willing to receive feedback; (d) examine
motivation techniques; (e) examine how problems are identified; (f) examine how
goals are set; (g) compare climates; (h) involve staff in decision making; (i) look at
climate factors; and G) examine the organizational structure of the school (p. 6).
While these steps may seem basic, it solely rests upon the leadership of the
principal to enhance the quality of a school's climate. "The principal is still a key
agent for change and it is the principal's leadership that sets the tone of the school,
the climate for learning, the level of professionalism and morale of teachers and
degree of concern for what students may or may not become" (p. 6).
"The principal's greatest challenge and primary responsibility is to develop a
caring community in the school, a place where strong character emerges from shared
purpose that allows and encourages students to be successful learners" (Sergiovanni,
1999, p. 11). Yet, principals can not do this job alone. If schools are going to
maintain positive school climates, everyone involved with the school must take an
active part.
Because the focus of a positive school climate is not only student learning and
achievement, but also to make school a place where students and staff alike feel safe
and want to be , it is imperative that principals acknowledge the importance of the
climate of his or her campus. Principals, teachers, students, parents, and the
community all play a part in creating this positive climate. Saphier and King (1985)
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conclude that "it is this awareness and commitment to culture building that is more
important than any single activity or structure in the school organization. Once we
are clear about what the important norms of a strong culture are, the activities and
forms through which we build them are legion" (pp. 73-74).
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CHAPTER3
Methodology
Participants

The participants in this study were not randomly selected. They are all
employed at the same North County San Diego high school where the researcher
works. Each participant has a minimum of five years experience at this school. They
have been chosen based on the number of years at the school, a willingness to voice
their opinions in the interest of students, and their leadership and advocacy for
continuous improvement and change at the school.
The participants of this study were the principal, the athletic director, the
Associated Student Body (ASB) director, a classified employee who is in charge of
the school's audio, video, and communications (AV/COM) department and who also
coaches two sports teams on campus, and four teachers. The principal is in his third
year at this school in the position of principal. The teachers were an English teacher,
an English Language Leamer teacher, a Special Education teacher and a Science
teacher. The ASB and athletic directors were included in this study because of their
insight into the overall climate of the campus, and their interaction with students on
the campus on a daily basis. The classified employee has daily conversations and
interactions with staff members due to the fact that AVCOM is like a teacher
workroom. He also has daily interactions with students due to teacher assistants who
go to AVCOM to make copies for their teachers and through his coaching of sports.
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Setting

The campus is located in an urban setting and is part of a Unified School
District in northern San Diego County, California. The district serves about 22,000
students in preschool through

12th

grade. There are 17 elementary schools (K- 5),

three middle schools (6- 8), two comprehensive high schools (9- 12), and three
small alternative education programs. The district's student body is made up of 41.5%
Hispanic, 34% White, 14.9% Black, 4% Filipino, 3.2% Pacific Islander, 1.8% Asian,
and .7% American Indian/Alaskan Native. About half the students in the district
qualify for free or reduced lunches and about one-fifth of the students are English
Language Learners.
The student body of this particular school consists of 52.3% Hispanic, 27.5%
White, 11.2% Black, 3.6% Filipino, 2.9% Pacific Islander, 1.6% Asian, and 1%
American Indian/Alaskan Native. About 46.7% of the students at the school qualify
for and are signed up to receive free or reduced lunches. About 22% of the students
are English Language Learners.
In March 2000, the community passed a $125 million bond measure which
has allowed the renovation and modernization of several of the schools in the district.
The school in this study is in its third year of the renovation and modernization
process. Upgrades include a new 3-story Science and Technology building as well as
modernization of all existing classrooms, restrooms, library, and the administration
building.
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The school's Academic Performance Index (API) has fluctuated over the past
years. In 1999-2000, the school only increased its API score by two points and none
of the subgroups met their growth target. In 2000-2001, the school reached its ten
point growth target, but one of the subgroups did not reach the growth target. In
2001-2002, the school's API dropped six points and none of the subgroups met the
growth target. In 2002-2003, the school's API increased by 38 points and all
subgroups met their growth target.
In 2001, due to the school scoring below the 50th percentile on the
achievement tests, the school was invited to participate in the state's Immediate
Intervention!Underperforming School Program (IIIUSP). During the first year of
participation in the IIIUSP program, the school did not meet all of its API growth
targets. During the second year, the school made significant growth and met all of its
API growth targets. If the school meets all its API growth targets for the 2003-2004
school year, they will be able to exit the IIIUSP program.
The school also applied for federal assistance through the Comprehensive
School Reform (CSR) program. The school is currently in its third year of the
program. Federal funding received by the school through the CSR program for 20032004 amounted to $449,000.

Procedure
A list of key terms (see Appendix B) relating to school climate and a list of
questions (see Appendix C) to be asked were provided to participants prior to each
face-to-face interview to ensure clear understanding of the research topic. Each
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interview was audio taped, and the information was transcribed. Audio tapes were
identified by assigning a letter to each participant. At the beginning of each
interview, the participant was asked to sign an informed consent letter (see Appendix
A). The researcher ensured the confidentiality ofparticipants' comments by referring
to the assigned letter.
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CHAPTER4
Findings and Results
In order to gain insight and knowledge about the climate and culture of the
school, the principal, the Athletic Director, the ASB Director, one classified
employee and four teachers were individually interviewed. A list of seven questions
(see Appendix C) was used to conduct these eight interviews.
Findings

Many commonalities can be found from the responses of those interviewed.
The majority of the interviewees focused on and made common observations about
the following major themes:
•

sports and extracurricular activities are a large factor in the climate of the
school;

•

a focus on academics and high expectations for all students has had a positive
effect on the school climate;

•

teacher collaboration and school wide teamwork have proven to be valuable to
the climate ofthe school;

•

a new tardy policy has been benefi'cial in changing the academic climate of
the campus;

•

there have been several people involved in changing the climate, but there is
mainly one person who largely contributed to the climate changes on this
campus.
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Excerpted responses from the individual participants follow for each of the
aforementioned themes.
Responses to Interview Questions

The first theme focuses on sports and extracurricular activities playing a large
role in the climate of the school. Here are the interview responses:
Participant A:

We've always had an eligibility policy where students have had to
achieve at a certain academic level. But I think that sometimes
those students - if there's not a total academic climate - I think
those students sometimes feel like they're the Lone Ranger in
terms of being held accountable for their grades and for their
behavior. I think when you have a total school environment where
that's being pushed, where the whole dynamic on the campus is
geared towards academic excellence, expectations in terms of
classroom behavior, when you have the whole campus doing that, I
think that you get a more effective impact on athletics and
extracurricular activities in general.

Participant B:

I think that there's a feeling that there's too much emphasis placed
on the athletic culture our school has. That being said, I could not
disagree with that more. Maybe I'm biased. I am biased. I believe
that athletics do kids like ours a lot of good. So I think that the
climate in regard to athletics has not changed for the kids, but has
for some staff members, because from the top levels we're hearing

Positive School Climate 36
that we need to place less of an emphasis on it. I disagree. I think
that athletics, along with other programs that succeed, should not
be less emphasized, but should be placed on a pedestal, and other
programs should be risen to that level ....
I'm also a coach, and I think the most important work I do and the
reason I'm here.... It wasn't to have the job I have. It was to
coach, and that's to work directly with our kids. I have about sixty
kids each year that I'm trying to affect their lives in more ways
than just coaching them.
Participant C:

I think the more a student is in something, for example, like the
music program, and a kid who was in the music program a year
ago comes back from college and tells how everybody how they
had a great time in college, and everything that happened in
college, the fun stuff that they learned or all that they did, even if
it's stuff that we as educators don't think is valuable. Like they
talked about their roommate and how much fun they had with them
or something. When they come back and share that story, it puts a
spark.

Participant D:

Well, fortunately our football team is very successful. And a lot of
people don't want to believe it, but football has a huge impact on
school climate and the success of that team. I've talked to advisors
of teams who go 0 and 10, and they can tell you it makes a huge
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impact. And we've been lucky here. We've made the playoffs
like 18 years in a row. We' ve been in the semi-finals for ten
straight years, to the stadium two out of those ten years. And it has
a huge impact. ...
It does leave a positive climate, and people know [our] school for

those activities. And I guarantee you that those students are being
successful in their classes. They're on the honor roll. They're
graduating, many of them with honors. And most of them are
going on to college and pursuing - you know, I look at our top
graduates, and I can - almost every single one - tell you what
activity they were involved in. You know, they were a cheerleader,
they were in speech, they were in the band. Because it does; the
two go hand in hand.
Participant E:

Positive school relates to the school spirit -- which is questionable
right now - but it does relate to hopefully a push for involvement
in the school, not just on the academic side, but in classrooms as
well as electives and drama and speech and music, and all the
things that a comprehensive school should offer. We think that's
part of making it a positive school climate that kids feel like they
want to come to school. It's a community we're trying to build
essentially, that we can play here, we can work here, we can learn
together and have fun.
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Participant F:

Having the extracurricular day .... All those little things that make
such a huge ... difference in so many areas ...

Participant H:

I think that we've tried to encourage kids to be more involved, and
I think that has had some positive help. I think especially the
football team, the fact that they are successful, has always been a
factor that has pulled the climate together. I think sports can have
a very positive effect at the high school level.

For this school, sports and extracurricular activities are invaluable to the climate of
the school. Many of the students involved in sports or extracurricular activities are
.graduating and going on to college. Students involved in these activities not only
receive the benefit of social interaction and friendly competition, it also pushes them
to keep their grades up.
The second theme focuses on academics and high expectations of all students.
The interview responses are as follows:
Participant A:

I think the biggest thing that we've done here on this campus this
year- we had a vision, a vision of setting academic standards on the
campus, and then we've also given people tools to help get them to
that level ....
It's kind of a domino effect because you can get a handful of ...
students in and they have some relative success, then suddenly
you've just brought in- you've gotten more buy-in to, again, the
academic standards on our campus.
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Participant C:

I have seen some students that they definitely start coming to school
when they get it ... Like all those things they say- student
achievement increases- it's all related obviously. As the students
feel better about, and they have more self esteem about, their
schoolwork -- and not a fake self esteem that we just tell them how
they're good, but when we tell them how they can understand a
complex concept -- they are able to, and then they grasp that
concept, and they own that concept, they feel better about
themselves ....
What I see creating a positive school climate with a lot of my
colleagues is just not accepting something from the student that is
below par, that the student could really do better, and not giving
them a grade based on some sort of well, you turned it in and your

name was on it. But actually demanding that they really did what
they did, and what was turned in really represented who they
were ....
The positive climate is because we're starting to believe that, no,
they can do work, but we need to make sure that it's realistic work.
It's valuable to what they're doing; it's not just busy work.
Participant E:

I would say looking back on the last six months, we were able to
lobby or solicit, you know, 700 9th' 1oth' 11th graders to take that
PSAT. In the past it was usually less than a hundred, so that was
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like a 700 percent increase in terms of really improving that collegegoing culture that we are trying to create ...
Participant F:

I used to feel sometimes that if I were being very demanding of my
students, I felt like I might have been the only one out of all of
them. Maybe, maybe not, I don't know. But that was always my
feeling, like that wasn't happening in other classes. And so that
drive to get us all to be equally demanding and doing a lot of the
same things ... is the most important thing, probably the best thing
that I've seen happen on campus.

Participant G:

I think that the big PSAT push was a very positive thing. You
know, it showed kids that we have an expectation - not that they
necessarily will go to college, but that they can be prepared for
college. And this is the route that we go. So I think that's a positive
thing, especially because of the diversity at our school, with low
socio-economic status, minorities. They need to see why we have
high expectations, regardless of who they are, where they come
from.

Participant H:

I also have high expectations, that I expect things of them, I expect
them to live up to things. And I think all that contributes to a more
positive learning environment.

Without a climate geared toward academics, many students would do as little as
possible to get through school and graduate. Students must be expected to try their
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hardest to achieve. In general, when teachers raise expectations of their students, and
give them proper support, students will rise to the occasion. The best way for a
school to achieve a campus wide focus on achievement and academics is through
teacher collaboration and teamwork.
The third theme focuses on teacher collaboration and school wide teamwork
affecting the climate of the school. The interview responses are as follows:
Participant A:

Probably the greatest -probably the most significant change I
would say is that there is more of a buy-in on the teachers' part. I
think each and every teacher has been empowered, and there seems
to be a lot more cohesiveness amongst the staff. You know, I think
that from relationship building I think we've done a better job of
going into the classrooms and building relationships between the
administration as well as the teachers and the staff in general. So
everybody seems to want to work on the same page or from the
same sheet of music, if you will. I just sense that there's a lot more
cohesiveness and a lot more team spirit about the campus this year.

Participant B:

This year people are talking about curriculum, conversations are
about events in the classroom ...

Participant C:

I think the practices in some of the classes where teachers are
collaborating, having tests on the same day, similar exams, and/or
similar notes, similar everything, has led to more unity. Students
helping each other that are in different classes but working on
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homework together, just creating more thought outside about their
schoolwork.
Participant D:

Obviously as the staff grows together, things will meld together,
and the school climate will change to reflect them.

Participant E:

I think generally that most teachers are happy I think with the
critical mass behind the teamwork we're trying to create within
each department. I know we've had social studies models where
we're using common benchmarks, common bell work, assessment,
lessons, units, pre- and post-assessment, that type of thing, and
actually spending time weekly and bi-monthly looking at pacing
and student work and data- using data to really look at what
works and what doesn't and sharing strategies in those sessions to
discuss how we can better teach a concept.

Participant F:

There's been this drive to get teachers to be - to get all of us to be
consistent in things that we do, everything from standing out in
front ofthe door to greet the students to having bell activity ... And
so that drive to get us all to be equally demanding and doing a lot
of the same things - not meaning that we are going to be ... robots,
we still have our own personalities, but that consistency I think is
the most important thing, probably the best thing that I've seen
happen on campus ... ;.
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Taking part in those things that we're being asked to do and
becoming part of the team : ... It's not just one person doing it.
We're all doing it. And, so contributing to that, that team effort, I
think, is helping.
Participant G:

I know there were a lot of positive things that were done, getting
teachers on the same page for one, developing kind of a college
career orient, you know, let's have these same expectations for all
students. And I think that's always a good thing.

Participant H:

I think the organization plan that has been put into effect this year
with reinforcing a lot of the things I mentioned that have changed
the climate of the school, I think those things have done a lot to
pull the whole staff together. I think that's different, too. I think
for the most part that we as a staff, because somebody came up
with some new ideas ... [to] motivate everybody to make changes
and everything. I think that has been a lot of the change, just
somebody taking a leadership role in saying, we need to organize
things, and here's an idea on how to do it helped a lot.

When people collaborate and work in unison on a project, it usually becomes less
difficult than if one person were trying to do it all by themselves. This is the idea
behind school wide teamwork. It is everyone's- principal, teachers, classified
employees, students, parents, and the community - responsibility to help the students
become well-rounded people who are beneficial to society.
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The fourth theme focuses on a new tardy policy which has been beneficial in
aiding the change of the academic climate ofthe campus. The interview responses
are as follows:
Participant A:

I think the biggest thing is that the tardies have been very, very
consistently dealt with from classroom to classroom and period to
period throughout the day, which really has sent a powerful
message to our students about the importance of being here and
being here on time.

Participant B:

I think that a lot of our tardy policy has really helped with
attendance although it's tapered off quite a bit.

Participant C:

I think the discipline, the tardy is another one as a practice of the
school in everybody closing their doors and students realizing
they got to - they need to get to class. That has changed, because
students do get to class now. The threat of lunch detention is
there as well. But all of that, just kind of helping students to
understand their time in class is important.

Participant D:

I think, too, our climate has changed. We're being much more
strict with our tardy policies and instructional minutes. And I
think where that has helped us academically I think [is] as far as
student climate ...

Participant F:

Part of that positive climate has been, like I said, things have been
created, implemented, and followed through. And one of them is
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the new bells, where there is the warning bell and then it's the
same thing every day. If you don't make it, then you get ... lunch
detention, and ... kids know about it. And so I have hardly any
tardy problems at all. My first period is my only problem with
tardies. And, other than that, the rest of the day, I have kids in
there a minute before the class starts. So I'm actually starting class
before the final bell, and I've- I kind of guess if that's happening
more and more throughout the campus, that creates a snowball
effect. And so that's obviously going to help student achievement.
This new tardy policy has enabled teachers to begin with their lessons right at the
beginning of class. Less time is wasted getting students settled and ready to begin
work because the one-minute warning bell, in a sense, inherently does that for the
teacher. Saving even five minutes per day will allow approximately 900 more
minutes of instruction throughout the year.
The fifth theme focuses on the fact there have been several people involved in
the change of the climate, but there is mainly one person who largely contributed to
the changes on this campus. The interview responses are as follows:
Participant A:

I would have to give some kudos to D.M. in terms of coming on
and bringing really the focus that we've needed, and he's been
very vocal and instrumental in establishing consistent classroom
expectations and has also given teachers the skills and the tools, if
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you would, to achieve those kinds of things. Actually, D.M. has
been very positive on campus.
Participant B:

I think there has been at our school a very atypical situation, an
anomalous situation where a teacher from another school who has
come in and brought with him a recipe of some things that will
work and could work in our environment.

Participant E:

We've had the addition of a positive staff developer, who has come
over from across town, which helped me and our whole
administrative team and staff work on some staff development
issues, curriculum changes, that although we don't agree to
everything, we do believe it's the right thing to do in terms of
where the direction ... needs to head in terms of meeting our goals.

Participant F:

Having D.M. come in with his organizational skills and his ideas
for change, and not just having ideas, but actually following
through - that seems to make a huge difference, and it has changed
for the better ...
With D.M., everything from getting students to take the PSAT, and
then getting parents of the students to come. I was at one of the
nights, and man, it was overflowing with over two hundred parents
coming in to see the kids' results on the tests and then the
explanation for what that all means. And, having the
extracurricular day, and last semester, it was a similar thing. All
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those little things that make such a huge - he has made a huge
difference in so many areas it's hard to even name them.
Participant G:

We had a teacher from another school come in. I know there were
a lot of positive things that were done, getting teachers on the same
page for one, developing kind of a college career orient, you know,
let's have these same expectations for all students.

Participant H:

Somebody came up with some new ideas, something new to kind
of ... motivate everybody to make changes and everything. I think
that has been a lot of the change, just somebody taking a leadership
role in saying, we need to organize things, and here 's an idea on

how to do it helped a lot.
[Interviewer asked: What that person the principal?]
No.
The addition of this one person to the staff of this school has been of great
assistance for the climate of the school. It should be made known that throughout the
interviews, there were other people mentioned who have had a positive affect on the
climate of the school, i.e. the principal, the two new vice principals, and a few of the
teachers. It should also be noted that while the person has been very successful in
many areas, there is some concern from some of the teachers and other staff
members. One participant stated their concern this way, "some of the other things
he's brought have kind of put teachers on edge, made them real nervous and things
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like that. So that may not be a good thing, but there were some positive things that I
think he's brought."
A unique observation noted by three of the participants was that of fewer
discipline problems on the campus due to the changes in the climate of the school.
One participant believes a positive school climate "leads to less discipline, because
now they're more interested in what's being taught, and that leads to a better
attendance ... School wide I think that it's just increasing as more and more students
are making connections with how important school is." Another participant stated,
"When [teachers] go to a basketball game and the kids on the team say, hey, there's

my teacher in the stands. And we have some teachers that do that, and those tend to
be the favorite teachers. It helps in your class. Easier discipline problems, because the
kids, you know, think you're cool, and it helps out everywhere on the campus." A
third participant also noted the "Discipline problems ... for the most part, it's better in
general this year."
Another unique observation from the interviews, noted by three participants,
was the fear of some of the teachers and/or students reverting back to the "old way".
One of the participants stated it this way, "And so that's the battle ... is to keep
pushing what we're doing right now, and not let the students or the people who want
the old ways to continue, let them know. It's easy to, to give up on it, because it's a
big battle; And there's more of them than there is of us." Another participant said
"the first thing I heard from my seniors ... [was] 'How long is this stuff going to last?'
Because they've seen it before- this new plan, this new idea- and they didn't
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believe that the tardies were going to stick around, and they didn't believe that the
expectations were going to remain high." A third participant was quoted saying,
"The older students aren't affected quite as much because they tend to be used to the
pattern of rules only being enforced for a while, which is the pattern which it's been
around here, and then they kind of disappear, and so I don't see them buying into it
quite so much." Work by everyone must be done to ensure these people and students
are not allowed to regress to their "old ways".
The responses from the interviewees have shown several changes to the
climate and culture of the school. Attempts are being made to improve the climate
which in turn has not only helped increase the expectations and achievement level of
the students, but has also brought the staff together to work more collaboratively.
The school has made tremendous leaps and bounds toward having a positive school
climate, but there is much more that can still be done.
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CHAPTERS
Summary, Recommendations, and Conclusion
Summary

The principal societal reason students attend school is to be educated. The
days of old, where schools just had to teach reading, writing, and arithmetic, are long
gone. In contemporary times, students must not only learn the "3 R's", but they must
also learn science, history, foreign language, perform well on high stakes tests, and in
California, they must pass the High School Exit Exam in order to graduate. Schools
are now being held accountable for the success or failure of its students. And in
California, if over a certain period of time, the school has not performed up to par,
they are sanctioned.
It is therefore imperative for schools to do whatever they can to help students

become successful. As the leader of the school, the principal is usually the one who
is either praised or criticized - praised if the students are doing well and high scores
are reported on the high stakes tests, but criticized if students are not graduating and
test scores are low.
One way to help students thrive is to make sure the campus is a place where
students can learn and be taught effectively. Beachum (1985) notes that effective
schools should have a "climate that is conducive to learning. The principal must see
that this is a reality, not just an objective put on paper" (pp. 105-106). Because the
stakes are so high for students, principals and their staffs have an obligation to ensure
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they have a positive climate on their campus where students can feel safe, they can
learn, and they can have fun.
A report by McPartland, Legters, Jordan, and McDill (1996), in partnership
with John Hopkins University, clearly shows evidence of the impact climate has on a
school. Patterson High School had serious problems with failure rates and
attendance. In 1993-94, over 80 percent of their students failed the ninth grade. In
response to this dire state of affairs, a plan was developed to address the state's
concerns about test scores, attendance, dropouts, and climate. The report stated:
School climate was definitely the first order of business. Little else could be
achieved until the school environment, currently an overwhelming
impediment to good teaching and learning, was transformed into a positive
force at Patterson. Instead of students seeing the school as a personal
playground and teachers seeing school authority as a joke, all needed to
believe that Patterson had become a "real school" with a widely-respected
seriousness of purpose. With such a transformation, students could be held to
high standards of discipline and achievement, and teachers could feel good
about working at Patterson to help students mature and learn. (p. 3)
The report went on further to say that teacher surveys showed a dramatic change in
the learning climate of the school since the reforms were initiated (p. 7). The
formation of positive school climates is one of the tools principals and schools can
use to address several problem areas on their campuses.

Positive School Climate 52
As research in the Review of Literature describes, many reasons exist as to
why schools should create or maintain positive school climates. Principals, teachers,
and other school staff members must work together to achieve this goal. Also
explained in the Review of Literature are symptoms of negative school climates,
characteristics of schools with positive climates, principal roles, teacher roles, and
actions taken to create positive school climates.
This qualitative study examined the climate and changing culture at one high
school. Eight individual interviews were held with employees of the school -the
principal, the Athletic Director, the Associated Student Body Director, a classified
employee, and four teachers. The main purpose of this study was to research what
changes administrators, teachers and other school employees need to make to
improve the school climate.
The participant's responses to the interview questions revealed many
similarities. The results of the interviews showed that sports and extracurricular
activities, high expectations and a focus on academics for all students, teacher
collaboration and school wide teamwork, a new tardy policy, and, the initiative of one
person who joined the campus this school-year, along with others, were all important
factors to the climate changes on this campus. The impetus to do what is best for
students and their achievement is what should move all principals and staff to ensure
that the climate on their campus is a positive one.
Recommendations
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This study addressed creating and maintaining a positive school climate, and
the important implications for schools, principals, and staff members. The research is
clear. The overall success of a school is highly dependent on the climate ofthe
school. Schools with weak cultures may have student absenteeism, discipline
problems, violence, and conflict in the relationships between faculty and supervisors.
It is critical that the principal, as the leader of the school, find ways to guarantee the

school has a positive climate.
In terms of establishing a positive school climate, there must be a school wide
focus for everyone involved in order to effectively change the climate and culture of a
school. The findings of this research indicate support for the following
recommendations for the entire school:
1. School wide there should be high expectations for all students regardless of
socioeconomic background variables, race, or handicap.
2. Within departments and across departments, there should be articulation and
collaboration regarding the curriculum and education of the students.
3. A high priority should be given to protecting instructional time in the school
day in order to provide uninterrupted attention to learning.
4. Relationships between teachers and administrators should be built on respect,
trust and confidence. Administrators must trust the professional judgment of
teachers and show confidence in the teacher's ability to effectively teach. In
tum, teachers must be committed to continuous learning, improvement, and
professional development.

Positive School Climate 54
5. There must be a sense of collegiality amongst teachers. Teachers and staff
must be willing to work together and help each other. As educators, we all
have similar challenges and needs, but different talents and knowledge. By
working together, teachers can help each other solve these similar challenges
and needs which in turn, helps improve the overall climate of the school.
6. There should be an ongoing staff development program to ensure teachers are
always learning and being educated. Not only in the academic areas, but also
in the areas of classroom discipline, and the overall climate of their own
classroom.
These recommendations will help schools foster a positive climate. When the entire
school has a vision and works together, they can effectively change the culture and
climate of their school.
School administrators and principals have the responsibility of leading their
schools to better cultures and climates. Research findings indicate support for the
following recommendations for school administrators and principals who are
concerned about establishing a positive school climate:
1. Execute their designated leadership role and create a sense of direction for the
school.
2. If entering a school as a new principal, they should honor the history of the
school and acknowledge the strengths and positive practices which are
already taking place at the school. Once the principal acknowledges the
strengths and positive practices, they must build on them. This is
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advantageous for a new principal because change can be difficult for many
people. Respecting and acknowledging the schools strengths helps staff
members begin to build a positive relationship with the new principal which
is critical to ensuring a positive climate on the campus.
3. Provide a safe, orderly campus for students and staff to attend.
4. Provide staff development opportunities that will not only positively affect
the knowledge, attitudes, and practices of educators, but also modify the
culture of schools.
5. Foster high academic expectations for all students.
6. Be accessible to the concerns and needs of their teachers. Teachers must feel
as though their principal supports them as the professional in the classroom.
New teachers especially need the support of their principal or another teacher
leader.
7. Communicate and collaborate with the district, school staff, and the school
community to focus on improved student achievement.
8. Ensure public recognition of students, staff and school achievements.
9. Principals must physically and emotionally take care of themselves in order
to be healthy physically and emotionally to lead and guide their school.
10. Principals should be committed to continuous improvement.
While the principal is the leader of the school, he or she must realize they can not do
this job of changing the climate on their own. They must work collaboratively with
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others and provide effective leadership so that the entire school team can help create a
better climate.
The findings of this research also indicate support for the following
recommendations for teachers in order to foster positive school climate:
1. Teachers should maintain high expectations for all of their students. They
should encourage their students to strive to be their best academically and
personally.
2. Teachers should have a well-organized classroom that includes training
students in classroom procedures and transition processes and have a clear,
fair, and uniform disciplinary system.
3. Teachers should monitor individual student performance and provide
individual, specific, academically oriented feedback to students.
4. Teachers must work collaboratively with other teachers and their
administrator. The days of closing your door to the rest of the campus and
doing your own thing are over.
The climate of teacher's individual classrooms affects the climate of the entire
campus. Teachers must begin by evaluating the culture and climate of their own
classrooms, and then work with others to effectively change the climate of the entire
campus.
Although classified employees and their effect on the climate of a school were
not addressed extensively in the literature review, I believe classified employees play
an awesome role in this notion of having a positive school climate. In many schools,
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the classified employees not only interact with teachers, students, and administrators,
they are the first people new students, parents, and community members see when
they enter the office. The atmosphere in the office and the way the classified
employees interact with these people is, in many cases, the first glimpse they see of
the climate of the school.
When asked during an interview about specific things they do to contribute to
a positive school climate, one classified employee said, "I smile a lot. I think that just
being helpful and providing a service to teachers is the best thing that I can do. But I
also just engage in conversations with our staff. And I think that with regard to our
staff and supporting them as a classified person, I really feel that being there for our
staff is something that we all need to be ready to do to enable them to enter the
classroom daily with all the tools that they need- prepared and ready to go.''
Classified employees do so much for the school. Supporting and helping teachers is
just one of the many tasks they do to help create a positive school climate.
Conclusion
In view of the fact that our educational system has changed due to higher
standards and more accountability being placed on teachers, administrators, and
students by the State of California and the federal government, principals have to
make necessary changes to meet the needs of their students. One of the major actions
a principal can take to help ensure the success of their students is to create and
maintain a positive school climate on the campus. Teachers and other school staff
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must work with the principal since he or she can not accomplish the enormous task
alone.
When a strong leader collaborates with his or her staff to create this vision of
change, they must strive to keep the vision in the forefront of people's minds
throughout the year. Situations arise that sometimes make it easier for people to want
to revert back to doing the things that were "comfortable" for them. In many cases,
change is difficult. Yet, if we continue to do the same things that are not working,
change and improvement can never occur.
The school in this study can make a difference in the present and future lives
of its students. Through hard work and continuous collaboration, this school can
change its culture and climate. However, "school improvement and enhanced school
effectiveness will not likely be accomplished on a sustained basis without the
presence of a favorable school climate" (Sergiovanni, as cited in Lindelow,
Mazzarella, Scott, Ellis, and Smith, 1989, p. 176). As changes take place and the
climate and culture become more positive, schools must remember to celebrate the
hard work and achievements of everyone involved.
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APPENDIX A
CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY SAN MARCOS
PRINCIPAL CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH
Thank you for your time in assisting me with my study to complete my master's thesis in
Educational Leadership at the California State University, San Marcos. This study will
identify organizational changes that could be made at the school level to create or maintain a
positive school climate.
You have been asked to participate in this study based on your number of years
experience at this school, your willingness to voice your opinion in the interest of
students, and your leadership and advocacy for continuous improvement and change
at this school. If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to respond to
questions in an interview format related to the study so that the researcher may gain
more insight and information as to the process and effects of establishing a positive
school climate.
The risks in this study are no greater than those involved in routine and on-going
conversations about school climate. The benefit to you is an opportunity to reflect and
evaluate your role in the establishment of a positive school climate on this campus.
Participation in this study is voluntary, and you may withdraw from the study at any time
without penalty. Your identity will not be disclosed in any aspect of this thesis. All
information will remain confidential. With your consent, this interview will be audio taped.
You will receive a transcript of your interview for review and revisions. The audio tape of
the interview will be destroyed upon revision of the transcript. Your identity will not be
disclosed in connection with the information you provide in the interview; however, since
you are the only principal participating, there is a chance that your thoughts and ideas will be
identifiable. Upon completion of this study, all tapes and transcribed information will be
destroyed by December 31, 2004. At the end of this study, all participants will receive a
copy of my findings.
The experimenter will answer any questions that you have. This study has been approved by
the Cal State San Marcos Institutional Review Board. Questions about your rights as a
research participant should be directed to the Chair of the Board at (760) 750-8820. You will
be given a copy of this form to keep for your records.
I agree to participate in this research study. The experimenter has answered any questions I
have at this time. If I have questions at a later date, I will direct them to the researcher at
efrazier@oside.k12.ca.us or (760) 415-2182.
Participant's Name

Date

Participant's Signature

Researcher's Signature
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CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY SAN MARCOS
TEACHER CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH
Thank you for your time in assisting me with my study to complete my master's thesis in
Educational Leadership at the California State University, San Marcos. This study will
identify organizational changes that could be made at the school level to create or maintain a
positive school climate.
You have been asked to participate in this study based on your number of years
experience at this school, your willingness to voice your opinion in the interest of
students, and your leadership and advocacy for continuous improvement and change
at this school. If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to respond to
questions in an interview format related to the study so that the researcher may gain
more insight and information as to the process and effects of establishing a positive
school climate.
The risks in this study are no greater than those involved in routine and on-going
conversations about school climate. The benefit to you is an opportunity to reflect and
evaluate your role in the establishment of a positive school climate on this campus.
Participation in this study is voluntary, and you may withdraw from the study at any time
without penalty. Your identity will not be disclosed in any aspect of this thesis. All
information will remain confidential. With your consent, this interview will be audio taped.
You will receive a transcript of your interview for review and revisions. The audio tape of
the interview will be destroyed upon revision of the transcript. Your identity will not be
disclosed in connection with the information you provide in the interview; however, since
there are only four teachers involved in the interview process, there is a chance that your
thoughts and ideas will be identifiable. Upon completion of this study, all tapes and
transcribed information will be destroyed by December 31,2004. At the end of this study,
all participants will receive a copy of my findings.
The experimenter will answer any questions that you have. This study has been approved by
the Cal State San Marcos Institutional Review Board. Questions about your rights as a
research participant should be directed to the Chair of the Board at (760) 750-8820. You will
be given a copy of this form to keep for your records.
I agree to participate in this research study. The experimenter has answered any questions I
have at this time. If I have questions at a later date, I will direct them to the researcher at
efrazier@oside.k12.ca.us or (760) 415-2182.

Participant's Name

Date

Participant's Signature

Researcher's Signature
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CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY SAN MARCOS
A.S.B. DIRECTOR CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH
Thank you for your time in assisting me with my study to complete my master's thesis in
Educational Leadership at the California State University, San Marcos. This study will
identify organizational changes that could be made at the school level to create or maintain a
positive school climate.
You have been asked to participate in this study based on your number of years
experience at this school, your willingness to voice your opinion in the interest of
students, and your leadership and advocacy for continuous improvement and change
at this school. If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to respond to
questions in an interview format related to the study so that the researcher may gain
more insight and information as to the process and effects of establishing a positive
school climate.
The risks in this study are no greater than those involved in routine and on-going
conversations about school climate. The benefit to you is an opportunity to reflect and
evaluate your role in the establishment of a positive school climate on this campus.
Participation in this study is voluntary, and you may withdraw from the study at any time
without penalty. Your identity will not be disclosed in any aspect of this thesis. All
information will remain confidential. With your consent, this interview will be audio taped.
You will receive a transcript of your interview for review and revisions. The audio tape of
the interview will be destroyed upon revision of the transcript. Your identity will not be
disclosed in connection with the information you provide in the interview; however, since
you are the only ASB Director participating, there is a chance that your thoughts and ideas
will be identifiable. Upon completion of this study, all tapes and transcribed information will
be destroyed by December 31, 2004. At the end of this study, all participants will receive a
copy of my findings. The experimenter will answer any questions that you have. This study
has been approved by the Cal State San Marcos Institutional Review Board. Questions about
your rights as a research participant should be directed to the Chair of the Board at (760)
750-8820. You will be given a copy ofthis form to keep for your records.
I agree to participate in this research study. The experimenter has answered any questions I
have at this time. If I have questions at a later date, I will direct them to the researcher at
efrazier@oside.k12.ca.us or (760) 415-2182.

Participant's Name

Date

Participant's Signature

Researcher's Signature
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CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY SAN MARCOS
ATHLETIC DIRECTOR CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH
Thank you for your time in assisting me with my study to complete my master's thesis in
Educational Leadership at the California State University, San Marcos. This study will
identify organizational changes that could be made at the school level to create or maintain a
positive school climate.
You have been asked to participate in this study based on your number of years
experience at this school, your willingness to voice your opinion in the interest of
students, and your leadership and advocacy for continuous improvement and change
at this school. If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to respond to
questions in an interview format related to the study so that the researcher may gain
more insight and information as to the process and effects of establishing a positive
school climate.
The risks in this study are no greater than those involved in routine and on-going
conversations about school climate. The benefit to you is an opportunity to reflect and
evaluate your role in the establishment of a positive school climate on this campus.
Participation in this study is voluntary, and you may withdraw from the study at any time
without penalty. Your identity will not be disclosed in any aspect of this thesis. All
information will remain confidential. With your consent, this interview will be audio taped.
You will receive a transcript of your interview for review and revisions. The audio tape of
the interview will be destroyed upon revision of the transcript. Your identity will not be
disclosed in connection with the information you provide in the interview; however, since
you are the only Athletic Director participating, there is a chance that your thoughts and ideas
will be identifiable. Upon completion of this study, all tapes and transcribed information will
be destroyed by December 31, 2004. At the end of this study, all participants will receive a
copy of my findings.
The experimenter will answer any questions that you have. This study has been approved by
the Cal State San Marcos Institutional Review Board. Questions about your rights as a
research participant should be directed to the Chair of the Board at (760) 750-8820. You will
be given a copy of this form to keep for your records.
I agree to participate in this research study. The experimenter has answered any questions I
have at this time. If I have questions at a later date, I will direct them to the researcher at
efrazier@oside.k12.ca.us or (760) 415-2182.

Participant's Name

Date

Participant's Signature

Researcher's Signature

Positive School Climate 63

CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY SAN MARCOS
CLASSIFIED STAFF CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH
Thank you for your time in assisting me with my study to complete my master's thesis in
Educational Leadership at the California State University, San Marcos. This study will
identify organizational changes that could be made at the school level to create or maintain a
positive school climate.
You have been asked to participate in this study based on your number of years
experience at this school, your willingness to voice your opinion in the interest of
students, and your leadership and advocacy for continuous improvement and change
at this school. If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to respond to
questions in an interview format related to the study so that the researcher may gain
more insight and information as to the process and effects of establishing a positive
school climate.
The risks in this study are no greater than those involved in routine and on-going
conversations about school climate. The benefit to you is an opportunity to reflect and
evaluate your role in the establishment of a positive school climate on this campus.
Participation in this study is voluntary, and you may withdraw from the study at any time
without penalty. Your identity will not be disclosed in any aspect of this thesis. All
information will remain confidential. With your consent, this interview will be audio taped.
You will receive a transcript of your interview for review and revisions. The audio tape of
the interview will be destroyed upon revision of the transcript. Your identity will not be
disclosed in connection with the information you provide in the interview; however, since
there is only one classified employee involved in the interview process, there is a chance that
your thoughts and ideas will be identifiable. Upon completion of this study, all tapes and
transcribed information will be destroyed by December 31, 2004. At the end of this study,
all participants will receive a copy of my findings.
The experimenter will answer any questions that you have. This study has been approved by
the Cal State San Marcos Institutional Review Board. Questions about your rights as a
research participant should be directed to the Chair of the Board at (760) 750-8820. You will
be given a copy of this form to keep for your records.
I agree to participate in this research study. The experimenter has answered any questions I
have at this time. If I have questions at a later date, I will direct them to the researcher at
efrazier@oside.k12.ca.us or (760) 415-2182 .

•
Participant's Name

Date

Participant's Signature

Researcher's Signature
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APPENDIXB
Key Tenhs

Effective Schools - Schools where there are high academic achievement, low rates of
vandalism and absenteeism, a sense of community, and a stable staff.

Mediating Structures - The beliefs that children hold about themselves and their
abilities, built in those children by the adults with whom they interact. Adults share
their own judgments and comments with children which in turn, influence the
children to believe certain things about themselves.

Positive School Climate- A positive climate includes everyone's focusing on school
goals and student outcomes as well as on personal relationships and salutary feelings.
The ideal school climate engages everyone enthusiastically in achieving the
individual and group goals at hand. Administration and teachers hold high
expectations for all students, and a main goal of the students is academic
achievement.

School Climate - The composite of norms, expectations, and beliefs which
characterize the school social system as perceived by members of the social system.

School Culture - The historically transmitted patterns of meaning that include the
norms, values, beliefs, ceremonies, rituals, traditions, and myths understood, maybe
in varying degrees by members of the school community.

Social Capital- Norms, obligations, and trusts that are generated by relationships
among people in a community, neighborhood, or society.
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APPENDIXC
CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY, SAN MARCOS
QUESTIONS FOR PRINCIPAL AND CLASSIFIED PERSONNEL INTERVIEWS

1. How has the climate of the campus changed this year in comparison to the past
three years?

2. Past research studies on positive school climate have shown that student
achievement increases, discipline problems decrease, and attendance rates increase.
Could you make some observations about how having a positive school climate has
affected students at this school?

3. Who has contributed to the change in the school's climate over the past three
years? Please describe what they have done.

4. What current activities, practices, and/or programs have a positive impact on the
school's climate?

5. Can you tell me some specific things you do to contribute to a positive school
climate?

6. What have you seen on this campus that is hindering a positive school climate?

7. What else has contributed to the positive climate changes being made on this
campus?
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CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY, SAN MARCOS
QUESTIONS FOR ATHLETIC DIRECTOR INTERVIEW

1. How has the climate of the campus changed this year in comparison to the past
three years?

2. Past research studies on positive school climate have shown that student
achievement increases, discipline problems decrease, and attendance rates increase.
Could you make some observations about how having a positive school climate has
affected students in athletics?

3. Who has contributed to the change in the school's climate over the past three
years? Please describe what they have done.

4. What current activities, practices, and/or programs have a positive impact on the
school's climate?

5. Can you tell me some specific things you do, or things that you have notice about
your colleagues, that contribute to a positive school climate?

6. What have you seen on this campus that is hindering a positive school climate?

7. What else has contributed to the positive climate changes being made on this
campus?
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CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY, SAN MARCOS
QUESTIONS FOR ASB DIRECTOR INTERVIEW

1. How has the climate of the campus changed this year in comparison to the past
three years?

2. Past research studies on positive school climate have shown that student
achievement increases, discipline problems decrease, and attendance rates increase.
Could you make some observations about how having a positive school climate has
affected student involvement in school activities?

3. Who has contributed to the change in the school's climate over the past three
years? Please describe what they have done.

4. What current activities; practices, and/or programs have a positive impact on the
school's climate?

5. Can you tell me some specific things you do, or things that you have notice about
your colleagues, that contribute to a positive school climate?

6. What have you seen on this campus that is hindering a positive school climate?

7. What else has contributed to the positive climate changes being made on this
campus?
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CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY, SAN MARCOS
QUESTIONS FOR TEACHER INTERVIEWS

1. How has the climate of the campus changed this year in comparison to the past
three years?

2. Past research studies on positive school climate have shown that student
achievement increases, discipline problems decrease, and attendance rates increase.
Could you make some observations about how having a positive school climate has
affected students in your class?

3. Who has contributed to the change in the school's climate over the past three
years? Please describe what they have done.

4. What current activities, practices, and/or programs have a positive impact on the
school's climate?

5. Can you tell me some specific things you do, or things that you have notice about
your colleagues, that contribute to a positive school climate?

6. What have you seen on this campus that is hindering a positive school climate?

7. What else has contributed to the positive climate changes being made on this
campus?
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