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PART ONE: CULTURE, CLIMATE, AND COMMUNITY

What is school climate and how does it relate to school safety?

School climate has to do with the psychological and social climate of the building. Research 
shows a positive school climate is integral to academic success. With a strong, positive school 
climate, attendance, motivation, engagement, and commitment to academics increases. 
This leads to higher:

• academic achievement
• test scores
• levels of self-esteem
• self-efficacy among students, faculty and staff
• rates of pursuing post-secondary education

School climate is the fourth-leg of academic success

Dr. Beth Doll has characterized traditional academic success as the top of a three-legged stool of
curriculum, instruction, and teacher quality.  If you have a research-based curriculum delivered by 
talented and quality teachers, students can achieve success. However, research has shown that 
while those three legs are important, school climate is the foundation on which these legs rest. 
Without a positive school climate, regardless of how good the curriculum, instruction methods, or 
teachers are, students won’t achieve academic success.

What is “school climate?” 

It depends on who you ask...
• School-based mental health staff  believe school 

climate is the atmosphere for learning, like a 
classroom

• Administrators belive school climate is a school’s 
physical environment that is conducive to learning

• Legislators see school climate as the temperature 
and physical surroundings of a school building

This inconsistent definition of school climate leads to misunderstanding among those who are 
making policies and budget decisions that affect schools. If those making policy and finance 
decisions don’t have a true understanding of school climate, they are not able to cultivate a 
positive academic culture that supports students, teachers, and families in the learning process.
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What does it mean to have a positive school climate?

A positive school climate means the school and people within it are seen as caring, fair, helpful, 
well-organized and safe.  By contrast, a negative school climate occurs when people are 
perceived as being unwelcoming, unfair, disruptive, and aggressive.

• But remember, perception matters as much here as reality.  Sometimes there is a 
disconnect, and the people we serve (students, families, even teachers) may not perceive 
us as we hope. 

• Differences in race, socio-economic status, attitudes about current events and issues, 
and opinions about education in general can create an undercurrent of distrust among 
students, families, and even teachers.  The language we use and the values we emphasize 
can inadvertently create a more hostile learning environment for the school community.

• It is important to measure perceptions people have of our school climate.  Having open 
conversations with members of the school community, conducting surveys or listening 
sessions, or simply observing behaviors can divulge a lot about a school’s climate.

Elements of School Climate

There are many elements that contribute to a positive school climate, including: 
• School connectedness
• Positive behavior supports
• Social-emotional learning
• Internal and external resiliency support
• Anti-bullying and bystander education
• Safe and secure schools
• Diversity, inclusion and social justice

While there is no set formula, a combination of these elements, based on the unique 
circumstances of each building, region, or state, can create a positive school climate.

What is school connectedness?

This is the belief by students that adults and peers care about their learning, and themselves as 
individuals.  Relationships matter - positive, strong, caring relationships in multiple directions, 
such as student-to-student, student-to-adult, and adult-to-adult, both inside the school and 
beyond with families and the greater community.  Let’s dig more deeply into a few of the most 
influential elements of school climate with an activity on the following page.
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GOAL: 
To gain a sense of school personnel’s perceptions of school connectedness, specifically adult 
connections to students. 

School Personnel’s Perceptions of School Connectedness

SCHOOL CONNECTEDNESS ACTIVITY

SESSION 2 ACTIVITY A

ACTIVITY:
1. Post a picture of every single student in school in a large space, such as a cafeteria or gymnasium. 

2. Assemble all adults employed by the school and have them group by role (e.g., teachers, administrators, 

school-based mental health professionals, food service staff, custodians, bus drivers, officer personnel, 

cultural liaisons, paraprofessionals, etc.). 

3. Assign a different set of colored stickers to each group.

4. Have people go through the room and put a sticker next to the pictures of every student they can name by 

name and identify a couple of personal facts about that student.

5. Once people are done posting stickers, they leave the room and the school-based mental health staff and 

administrators remain behind to examine the overall scene (i.e., pictures + stickers + trends in colors of 

stickers).  In this process, these professionals are seeking to get a sense of which students are connected to 

which adults as well as those students who do not appear to be connected or connected as well to adults as 

other students may be.

CONSIDERATIONS:
The data gleaned from this activity can inform school personnel which students are not 
connected to adults or not connected as well to adults so intervention methods can be identified 
and implemented to increase connectedness.

This activity gets at adult perceptions of adult-to-student connectedness – it doesn’t get at 
students’ perceptions of adult-to-student connectedness.  Just because a student may have 
100 stickers next to their picture doesn’t mean they perceive the same connectedness adults 
perceive them to have. 

It is important to include in this activity all personnel tied to a building.  Auxiliary faculty and 
staff members may have their fingers on the pulse about students in ways teachers and 
administrators do not.  These data can help people tailor interventions to increase school 
connectedness, in general, and with specific students identified as being less connected. 

It is necessary to corroborate the data gathered through this activity with student perceptions 
about connectedness, which can be measured through various means, such as surveys that exist 
from reputable, research-based sources such as the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and 
Emotional Learning (CASEL; https://casel.org/).
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Safe and Secure Schools

Safe and secure schools contribute to positive school climate.  However, this must be a 
comprehensive approach, where we look at everything from prevention to preparedness to 
intervention to recovery and self care.  A lot of schools focus on just a few of these elements, but 
for truly safe and secure schools, we need to address the full gamut.

The U.S. Department of Education says schools must address these three broad areas for school 
safety (https://www2.ed.gov/documents/school-safety/school-safety-report.pdf):

WHAT IF MY SCHOOL DOESN’T HAVE “CONNECTEDNESS?”

When you walk through a building, take notice.  Are the adults standing in their doors, observing what’s 

happening in the hallways? Ok, that’s a good start.  We want adults to see what’s happening.  But even 

better is to see adults actively engaged with students.

After casual observation, you could have a conversation with your administrator.  First, start by praising 

what is good: “I appreciate seeing adults at their doors, monitoring what is going on in between classes or 

at dismissal.”

Then, bridge to an opportunity: “I wonder if they could go to the next level by talking with the kids, 

interacting with them at their lockers?”

This positive approach helps spark conversation about the topic of connectedness, something 

administrators should be aware of, in a non-threatening manner.

In general, we are looking for a balance between physical safety and psychological safety.  A 
lot of places focus heavily on physical safety, and while that is important, we cannot do it at the 
expense of psychological safety. We have to find the balance that works for each school and 
community.   A concrete border with razor wire may fortify a school, but we need to consider what 
that does for the psychological safety of those inside the school and the community beyond.

PREVENT
Preventing school violence

RESPOND AND RECOVER
Foster awareness about the roles students can play in creating safer schools

PROTECT AND MIDIGATE
Foster awareness about the roles students can play in creating safer schools
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Diversity and Inclusion

Celebrating diversity and inclusion is important - but not sufficient. We need to move beyond the 
notion of tolerance.   Many of us don’t want to be “tolerated” - we wish to be valued, accepted, 
respected and loved.  “Putting up with” people doesn’t do much to strengthen and deepen 
relationships. Instead, we need to know and accept each other.

All children deserve to see themselves reflected in lessons, artwork, role models and staff, music, 
etc.  As you look at the school, consider whether all aspects of the school are inclusive.  Highlight 
and praise the positive approaches and elements that are already in place, and then identify areas 
in which improvements can and should be made.

It is important to understand who makes up your school - what is the history of their ethnicities, 
races, and cultures?  For example, when it comes to history of racism in the U.S., people of 
color may not automatically trust institutions and those who run them (such as schools and 
teachers).  If we can get a sense of who we share the community with, we can reach out to people 
on their own terms and on their own turf. In doing so, we can meet them where they feel safe, 
comfortable, and where we can better understand their culture.

Part of diversity and inclusion means extinguishing the “isms” at school.  Racism, classism, 
ageism, and sexism promote judgemental thinking and divide communities.  We should do all we 
can to call out “ism” behaviors and instead, promote acceptance for anyone who appears to be 
marginalized in the community and/or in the building itself.

Social justice is another component of diversity and inclusion.  By this, we mean giving all 
students an equal chance at succeeding, and making sure we have equity in all areas of the 
education process. 
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Challenges

In our quest to nurture a positive school climate, we need to be aware of some challenges and 
understand how we can overcome those.

Images of school climate.  Some leaders see school climate as “fluffy,” and not part of the 
business of academics.  We need to work past those myths and inaccurate images.  School 
climate is the essential foundation on which our ability to conduct the business of education 
rests.

Leadership not understanding or being on board.  This is a difficult hurdle to overcome, but 
we can find common ground with our leaders in agreeing we all want our children to succeed 
in a safe and healthy atmosphere.  Starting from this commonality can help open the door 
to discussions about ways to improve our overall effectiveness, and research promoting the 
important role culture and climate play in academic success can back up our claims. 

Homeostasis.  People get comfortable with their roles, routines, and beliefs. It can be 
difficult to change because we’ve become accustomed to how we operate and think.  This 
gets in the way for us to move forward and change the school climate.  Showing the promise 
of new approaches can open minds to new solutions.

Pressure from the community.  Sometimes members of the community have different 
perspectives on social issues.  For example, not everyone in the community supports LGBTQ 
people. While people are entitled to their personal values, in the public school domain, we 
must be there for every single kid.

Relationships.  This refers to the concept of connectedness again.  Sometimes relationships 
aren’t there or we haven’t looked into who may or may not be connected.  This includes 
students and adults in the school, as well as families sending their kids to school or broader 
community members.

One way we can foster relationships with families is to meet them on their ground. Instead of 
forcing parents to attend conferences during only one window in the day, offer multiple times of 
days, days of the weeks, or even locations outside of school.  Offering flexibility and finding ways 
to go beyond the typical ways of doing things show parents you are committed to including them 
in the process, and building a relationship.  Some families may not even trust the school (perhaps 
they had a negative educational experience themselves), so when you go out of your way to 
connect, it helps build trust that is so essential for forming a relationship.
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Parents Play a Critical Role

Though they are not in school during the day, parents play a big role in supporting a positive 
culture, climate, and community.  Here are some examples:

Home/school collaboration.  The relationship between family and school allows for 
communication.  This in turn means caregivers can learn about services available to 
students at school, and that educators learn more about the background and perspectives 
the student brings into the education environment.

• For example, 20% of children in the U.S. have a mental health issue that requires 
intervention, but only 20% of those kids access outside services.  The only place 
many of these kids access mental health services are through schools.  So it 
becomes essential that families are aware of these services so the students who 
need support can receive it.

Perspective.  Some parents may not be involved or connected because school wasn’t a 
positive experience for them.  If we can get a sense of where families are in their lives, we 
can better understand the kind of influence they are having on their own child’s education.  
Then we can better understand the student’s perspectives and expectations.

Volunteerism.  Having a presence in the school - in whatever way you can - helps foster 
communication and trust.  Not all parents can volunteer in the classroom, but perhaps a 
parent can attend a PTA/PTO meeting or take an email survey.  The more we can offer 
parents different ways of giving back to the school, the more successful we’ll be at 
engagement.
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CONNECTEDNESS AT HOME ACTIVITY

SESSION 2 ACTIVITY A

Instructions

The interactions between parents/caregivers and children at home need to include lots of 
positive and playful interactions.  The focus should be on building a sense of trust, which parents/
caregivers can demonstrate through openness to their children and toward others.  Parents/
caregivers need to set aside specific un-rushed, un-wired time together, and exhibit a willingness 
to listen - truly listen - to their children with patience.  

Parents/caregivers can inquire about adults and other students at school the child(ren) 
interacts with.  During your conversation, note the following questions below.  After your 
discussion, brainstorm/problem-solve ways your child(ren) can see/work through some of 
the barriers to relationships.

Note the following: Brainstorm/problem-solve ideas:

1.   What are your child(ren)’s impressions of 
those people and why?

2.  What do they know about these people 
that might influence what they think of 
them?

3.   Who are the students your child(ren) say 
“hi” to in the hallway?

4.  Who are the students, teachers, or staff 
members your child(ren) would most like to 
eat lunch with?

5.  Who would your child(ren) feel 
comfortable talking to at school if they were 
having a problem or issue?
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School laws, policy, and finances may not be the most heartwarming or inspiring, but it is such an 
important part of comprehensive school safety.  Before we dive in, here are some perspectives to 
keep in mind:

1. While we might think the excitement around school safety happens at the federal level, 
much of the action occurs at the local level.  Policies, laws, and students are local, and 
this is an important aspect we’ll cover.

2. A lot of different parts of government are working on the issue beyond the obvious 
Department of Education. It can be confusing as this is not a unilateral issue from one 
agency - many are involved. 

3. There is a lot happening in this area, covering data collection, research, program 
development, technical assistance, and training. 

4. There are a lot of resources available to help schools with safety issues, from social and 
emotional learning and readiness and management of schools. 

5. While money is important, it should never be an excuse to not do something on school 
safety.

Introduction: School Law, Policy, and Finance

All three topics interwoven - most often, they don’t stand alone. It’s a little like Rock, Paper, 
Scissors.  This is an interwoven system, and you can’t focus on one, you have to focus on all.

PART TWO: LAWS, POLICY, AND FINANCE

LAWS IM-
PACT POLICY 

& FINANCE

FINANCE 
IMPACTS 
POLICY

POLICY 
IMPACTS 
FINANCE

Actions concerning all three—laws, policies, and finance---happen at three levels: Federal 
(national), State, and local. 

• Federal is Dept of Education, Health and Human Services, Centers for Disease Control, 
Department of Justice, Homeland Security, National Drug Control, FEMA, Cops, etc.

• Statewide you have the board of education.
• Locally, the school board has responsibility in most districts for operations, policy and 

finance. 

Laws concerning same subject or issue (such as those related to various aspects of firearms) 
can be passed at all three levels.  The laws generally don’t have to be consistent.  However, laws 
at state and local levels can’t refute federal law.  Federal law has supremacy over everything. So 
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once you have a federal law, state/local laws can’t violate or be inconsistent with federal laws.  
The Supreme Court, state court, and local courts all make policy decisions and sometimes even 
work on the same issue, but have different rules and regulations. 

Often, there are multiple committees working on the same issue.  For example, issues related to 
school safety, are addressed by:

• Appropriations Committees (House and Senate)  
• Oversight Committees (Education, Justice, Homeland Security)

This leads to confusion.  The committees don’t necessarily talk to each other, and different parts 
of the federal government might receive funding.  This is why we can’t just focus on what comes 
from the Department of Education.

LAWS, POLICY, AND FINANCE

LAWS

Federal Level

There are not as many laws at the federal level as at the state/local level in regards to school 
safety. After recent school shootings, the number of federal laws has increased, but not 
dramatically. Here are three federal laws you should be aware of: 

FERPA.  
The Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) is a federal law that protects 
the privacy of student education records. This is important when it comes to threat 
assessment. Student records must be protected and can’t be given out freely. FERPA 
policies govern what is collected, when it can be distributed and where.

Gun Free Schools Act.  
This act states that a person bringing firearm to school must be suspended. While this law 
hasn’t been a very effective deterrent, it is still in effect. 

Persistently Dangerous Schools.  
This law says that every state shall define what is a “persistently dangerous school.”  So it 
is important for you to find out the definition of a “persistently dangerous school” is in your 
locale.  If a student goes to one of those schools, the state has the responsibility to transfer 
a student if they request one.
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State and Local Levels

While there are a plethora of laws from state to state (and you can look up laws in your state), 
here are some common ones to be aware of:

Red Flag Laws.  
These are growing in popularity, with 16 states now having these laws. According to the law, 
if you are found to possess a weapon and are considered someone who should not own a 
firearm due to health or legal issues, a judge can issue an order to take away your guns.

Gun Free Schools Act.  
States have their own version of this law, but essentially, there’s a gun-free designated 
area around a school. If someone carries a weapon in that area, penalties will be increased 
significantly.

Threat Assessment.  
A growing number of states require school systems within the state to develop and 
implement threat assessment programs.

Frequently asked questions regarding school safety “laws”

Who monitors whether laws are being followed? 
It depends. The laws themselves regarding school safety are not followed up on because 
they can’t be. However, when dollars are dispersed that support programming, the agencies 
who awarded the grants often follow up to make sure that money is used appropriately. This 
provides some level of accountability.

Who funds the implementation of school safety laws? 
Many federal agencies work on this.

How is it determined what agency has responsibility for implementing these laws?  Do they 
work? 

It is up to Congress to outline who has responsibility for different laws.  This is one of the key 
questions we have when we allocate funding - does it work, and if not, what changes should 
we make? 

What constitutes school safety? 
A large number of organizations fund school safety, and the law in question determines which 
one has responsibility in a particular instance.
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What are “policies”and how do they differ from “laws?” 

Policies are formal instructions/guidance issued on a particular issue/point of law.  It’s a way of 
explaining how you will uphold a law, but policies don’t always carry the force of laws. Typically 
sanctions for violating policies aren’t as strident as violations of laws.  Policies provide more detail 
than laws and must be consistent with the laws they support.  For example, there are behavior-
related policies that govern what actions will be sanctioned and how.  There are also policies 
around sanctions themselves, such as suspension and expulsion.

Who makes school policies?

Many different groups author school safety policies:
• State Boards of Education
• Local School Boards
• Key Administrators
• State Departments of Education
• State government - many states have leaders who take an added interest in school safety 

policy issues, such as a governor.

Frequently asked questions about school safety policies.

How does someone go about looking for what their policies are in their school districts? 
For the most part, schools are mostly public (even many charter schools are public schools). 
Because they are public, they have to comport with public rules on sharing of information. 

1. For example, school boards have to post a notice of upcoming meetings, and provide 
information and meeting minutes to anyone who asks. 

2. There is very little the school or board level collects that cannot be shared, especially 
regarding policies, rules, and discipline. 

3. Private information about individuals is a different story, though. 
4. Searching Google will most likely return the exact document you seek.  Policies are 

public documents and are not housed in secret locations (though it may feel that way). 

What if my school board is not forthcoming? 
You should escalate your concerns to the state board of education and ask them to intercede 
on your behalf.

Who can amend school policies? 
Policies are amended at the level where they were created.  Typically, to change a policy, you 
don’t need to rewrite the law, just the policy on how it will be implemented. 
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How are policies changed? Is there a role for parents?
Definitely.  As we saw with Parkland, for example, parents and students are able to drive 
changes in policies. Schools can be made safer with input from parents and students.

What if my school isn’t following policies?
It is important to first understand policies and state laws. 

1. Then, have a conversation with your administrators to get at this issue: “We care about 
this school, and want to support you as an administrator.  The state says we should be 
doing A, B, and C.  Can you talk to us about how the school is meeting these guidelines?” 
From their responses, you can get a sense of what they know and how they are doing. 

2. You can follow up by saying, “It sounds like there is more than can be done. How can 
parents support your efforts?” or perhaps “We don’t see this policy being enacted, how 
can we get into compliance?  This is important to us as families, and we want to support 
the district/building in your efforts.”

What if a local school board and administration is knowingly violating the Open Public Meeting 
Act?  What if the school board does not acknowledge or are dismissive?

1. Remember, 85% of school boards are elected officials.  So you can use the power of the 
vote to change leaders.

2. Find out who at the state department of education has responsibility for monitoring the 
actions of school boards around the state.

3. Take your case public to the news media.  Write op-eds or letters to the editor to raise 
awareness of the issue, gain public support, and put pressure on the school board to 
comply with these policies. 

What do I need to know about privacy laws as it relates to students on social media?  After all, 
aren’t there programs that can monitor student use of social media?

This is a new area for a lot of school districts, but many do have policies regarding the use of 
social media in school (when to use phones in school, for example).  More difficult, however, 
are policies around what schools should do with public information students share on a social 
networks such as Twitter or Facebook. 

1. From a threat assessment perspective, it’s easy to say we should be looking at that 
because that’s where kids say things they normally wouldn’t say.  So if we monitor 
social media, we can see what they are saying and know what we need to do. 

2. Before we do that, though, we need to acknowledge we are getting into a tough area, 
and a slippery slope.  Lots of parents are not convinced that this is a good idea and do 
not want their children monitored in that way.  School boards should reach out to the 
public to provide input before making decisions or adopting policies.
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Where does the money for school safety activities come from?

Funding for school safety programs comes from three sources:
• Federal  (about 5% - smallest amount of funds come from this source)
• State  (about 15%)
• Local  (80% of funds come from this source)  

Despite local resources being used as the main source of funding, you still need to pay 
attention to funding at all three levels. The sizes of schools and the numbers of students 
served vary dramatically, from 300 to 800,000 students.  So think about what you want to 
impact - do you want to focus on your local district, or do you want to have a broader impact at 
the state or national level?

Once you make that decision, you can more easily decide where you want to focus your efforts 
to secure funding.  Find the committee that works on the educational and school safety 
issues you want to address.  If you are a small team, focus on one at a time.  If you have more 
volunteers, you can approach multiple agencies at one time.  This takes time, so remember, the 
more you spread yourself out, the less impact you have.

Federal funding for school safety (broadly speaking) comes from several agencies.
1. Department of Education has the Every Student Exceeds Act.  Title IV in this act allows 

schools to fund programs that deal with safety, including culture and climate, but there 
are other organizations that fund similar programs.

2. The Justice Department has the Office Justice Programs and COPS.  These fund 
research and provide input on the role school resource officers (SROs) play in schools.

3. The Department of Health and Human Services and the Center for Disease Control 
and Prevention.  These programs provide funding for mental health services, training 
and technical assistance, and evaluate the potential impact of infectious diseases on 
schools.

How are the funds used?
Funds are used for numerous activities, including:

1. Program Development.  Examples for these programs include social and emotional 
learning or school culture. 

2. Emergency Management.  This has become a primary concern for the Department of 
Education and the Federal Emergency Management Association.

3. Data Collection.  Capturing research on many topics, such as the number of schools 
complying with policies, casualties, bullying, etc.
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Instructions

To help you familiarize yourself with your school community’s laws, policies and finances, follow 
the following steps to help guide you through your search. 
1. Formulate a question.  Brainstorm a few questions you have regarding laws, policies and 

finances that you would like to answer or know more about.  Also, consider the common 
objections school administrators/leaders use to avoid funding school safety programs/
improvements.  

2. Be specific.  Simply use your preferred search engine to begin looking for answers to your 
questions. Make sure to use the names of your school district, community, or state in your 
search.

Law  (Example question: Does my state require schools to conduct threat assessments?)

Finance  (Example question: How much money does our school district receive in grants each 
year?)

Policy  (Example question: What are my school’s policies on social media privacy? )

Research at least one questions in all three areas (laws, policies, and finance) and record 
your findings.  




