The Power of a Great Education: PSEA’s 20/20 Vision for the Future

Provide a positive and safe
school climate

Students learn best and achieve their full potential when they are physically, socially,
emotionally, and academically safe — in safe and orderly classrooms." PSEA supports
comprehensive, evidence-based efforts to increase student achievement by establishing a positive
school climate as reflected in the character and quality of school life. School climate reflects
multiple aspects of people’s experience of school life, including: norms, goals, values, and
interpersonal relationships.”

PSEA Recommendations

e Build a system of standards and accountability that takes account of school climate
measures. This includes adopting statewide, evidence-based standards for school
climate, developing tools to help measure school climate, creating accountability
expectations that extend beyond academics to account for all the needs of children, and
provide resources and technical assistance to help all schools achieve the school climate
standards. Within this structure of standards and accountability, schools should be
required to ensure that professionals also are safe. Staff should have a constant
communications device while teaching, a system to locate students who are in the school
building but not attending class, security cameras, and other appropriate safety equipment
where necessary.

e Support and disseminate evidence-based models of school practice. Schools need to
ensure every student will have a supportive relationship with at least one adult in school;
design academic and extracurricular programs with the specific goal of providing adult
role-models; provide students with the tools and resources to know how to communicate
with adults about rumors, threats, or abusive behavior; and ensure that all students and
staff know how to identify and respond to potentially violent students. Schools also need
successful models to create pro-active partnerships with law-enforcement and social-
service agencies, including deliberate strategies to prevent bullying, gang activity, and
other issues that put students at risk.

e Provide funding to ensure adequate staffing. Ensure that all schools have a sufficient
number of clearly identified security guards and that security staff receive adequate
training and supervision from trained professionals.®> Schools also require resources to
expand access to counseling, anger management, and peer mediation services.*
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e Require that schools plan for a safe, positive school climate. Require that each public
school establish a Safety Committee to bring staff, students, administrators, and parents
together in a cooperative effort to maximize safety in each school building.” Ensure that
schools engage in planning and professional development and have adequate resources to
address safe school issues.’

e Enact a legislative package that addresses gaps in current statute, such as: establishing a
Safe Schools Advocate for urban school districts which traditionally have a higher
number of violent incidents;’ provide civil and criminal immunity to school employees
when they exercise in loco parentis (“in the place of parents”) authority in disciplining
students; and requiring every school vehicle and school bus to be outfitted with backup
warning devices to provide additional safety protections for students and staff on and
around school property.

e Establish policies, such as placement in an alternative school, for students who place
other students or staff at risk for serious bodily injury or who are habitually disruptive.
Require that all districts establish alternative schools and provide training to teachers
assigned to those schools (alternative schools are often best suited to meet the needs of
students who are violent or disruptive because they are designed to address behavioral
and mental health issues).?

Safe school climate indicators are directly linked to student academic performance,’ and a
positive school climate is key to fostering healthy child development and high-level learning and
is directly linked to student academic performance.'’ A positive school climate also is associated
with fewer student behavioral and emotional problems.!’ Research examining the impact of
school climate in high-risk urban environments finds that a safe, supportive school climate can
have a particularly strong impact on the academic success experienced by urban students.'
Finally, a positive school climate is associated with greater job satisfaction among school staff'?
and higher rates of staff retention.'*

To support safe and productive learning environments, schools can engage in several evidence-
based, targeted strategies to improve school climate. Efforts should be:'’

e Relationship-focused: Connect every student to at least one caring adult;

e Curricular-based: Ensure that curriculum promotes social, emotional, and civic
competencies along with content-area competencies;'®

e School-wide focus: Adopt community-wide practices to build character and support
appropriate student behavior;
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e Emphasize Resiliency: Help at-risk students use school and community-based supports
to build upon their unique strengths;

e Response to Intervention model: Use diverse and increasingly intensive approaches to
support students academically;

e Data-driven: Track and analyze school data that goes beyond test scores and includes
perceptions of key school climate indicators; and

e (Coordinated: Build systems to link educators, students, parents and caregivers, and the
community to create schools that are safe and caring.
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