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The EAD Research and Evaluation Task Force is pleased to share these research briefs which
summarize findings from research on various practices and priorities associated with EAD. The
authors of each brief were asked to highlight the main findings from research on the given
subject.

Principle 3 of the Educating for American Democracy (EAD) core
pedagogical principles emphasizes the importance of a school
climate that encourages all constituents within a school
community—students, families, teachers, administrators, and
others—to engage in meaningful discussion to learn about American
constitutional democracy from multiple perspectives. An
environment that supports this level of inquiry must also ensure that
all students feel they belong and can contribute substantively to
rigorous debate and respectful conversation.

Why School Climate?

School climate refers to the multiple dimensions of a school environment that contribute to
teaching and learning. A substantial body of literature has attempted to define school climate, but
broadly the term refers to the academic, institutional, and interpersonal processes that inform
school discipline policies, students’ sense of belonging, and safety, which have implications for
the quality of relationships between school staff and students and their families.1

A positive school climate in K-12 settings has been found to be one of the strongest predictors
for developing democratically engaged students.2 Additionally, studies conducted in secondary
school settings have found school climate to be positively associated with student outcomes such
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as academic achievement, healthy habits (i.e., avoiding friendships with individuals who use
drugs and alcohol), engagement, motivation,3 and teacher outcomes such as retention, and
reduced victimization.4 Moreover, in K-12 settings a positive school climate has been found to
reduce the effect of socioeconomic status and family structure on achievement measures.5

The benefits of a positive school climate showcase it as a prime lever for holistic school reform.
Modifying a K-12 school’s climate over time can result in positive change for all stakeholders in
a school community.6 Measuring school climate and implementing interventions to address
concerns or areas for growth, can be a meaningful part of a system- or school-wide continuous
improvement effort. Research supports using surveys consisting of validated scales that measure
school climate in elementary and secondary school settings from the perspective of students,
school staff, parents, and other constituents who participate in the school community.7
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At the classroom level, K-12 teachers can develop trust with their students, provide constructive
feedback, offer opportunities to develop public speaking skills, and scaffold class discussion to
build a positive classroom climate.8 Additionally, teachers can model civic behaviors and engage
in sociopolitical topics, as this has been found to increase students’ sense of belonging.9

Thus, school climate can be addressed from multiple entry points such as the classroom, school,
or system level. The key to improving school climate is addressing feedback from those
constituents most impacted by school practices and policies. While the voices of all constituents
should be considered to a certain degree, the following section provides an overview of the
importance of incorporating student voice for improving school climate.  

Student Voice

Incorporating student voice into classroom- and school-level
decision-making also improves school climate.10 This level of
engagement increases a sense of belonging and can foster a culture of
acceptance toward all students, including those from historically
marginalized groups.11 Policies and practices that encourage student
input have been found to be positively associated with the prominence
of civic discourse in secondary schools.12

Such practices include implementing student councils to support students in contributing to
school governance by providing meaningful input in a variety of contexts. For example, student
councils that minimize faculty oversight and give students authority over certain funds and
programming can result in students feeling empowered and included. On the other hand, student
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councils that include substantial adult oversight and give students little authority except over
social events are likely to result in lower perceptions of school climate and student autonomy.13

Restorative justice circles represent another strategy that elicits student voice with the intent of
improving school climate. When implemented correctly—for example, by ensuring all students
feel safe and able to contribute—students learn empathy, how to be a good listener, and feel
sufficiently supported to tell their own story by leveraging their voice. A recent study on
restorative justice circles in high schools found that student “circle keepers” helped young people
influence school climate to benefit student needs.14

Challenges

Simply prioritizing a positive classroom climate may not fully empower students who have been
historically marginalized. Thus, teachers should consider explicitly encouraging differences in
perspectives and points of view. Research supports creating a safe space where students from
different socioeconomic and racial backgrounds can perceive an equitable climate so middle and
high school students can feel confident contributing and disagreeing productively in class
discussions.15 Findings from this research can also inform how elementary school teachers
support students in developing the building blocks of productive discussion.

Teacher Preparation and Professional Development

Professional development and preservice teacher training can
include focusing teachers on their biases and privileges. In this way,
teachers learn how their role will impact student participation and
school climate—and what they can do to make students feel at
ease.16 For example, K-12 teachers new to a city or school
community should receive context-specific training to understand
who they are teaching and how the history of the community
interacts with school policies and curricula. Such experiences can
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help teachers engage positively with students and support positive school climate.17

Moreover, teachers’ stating where they stand on a given topic may result in the perception that
students can only contribute if they are in favor of their teacher’s position. Research on teachers
in secondary school settings has found that teachers’ own views might obstruct rather than
nurture an open classroom climate.18 Further, teachers’ opinions might manifest in the materials
selected for discussion, giving more weight to one side of an argument.19 Though this research
focuses on middle and high school teachers, all K-12 educators should receive professional
development in selecting materials that provide access to multiple perspectives and facilitating
discussion presented in a manner that allows students to actively engage rather than passively
absorb content. This type of discourse is likely to ensure more perspectives are represented so
students can feel that they can contribute to a fruitful discussion. 20

Finally, K-12 teachers might benefit from learning specific strategies to develop equitable
classroom discussion. For example, they should learn what scaffolds must be in place for
children to learn to state their point of view, support it with facts, listen to others, and understand
how other (competing) points of view add complexity and richness to a discussion.21
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