
EDGAR A. KELLEY

Auditing 
School Climate
School climate involves more rhon staff morale. It's the 
interaction between satisfaction and productivity for 
everyone in the school.

A subtle but important element 
to be considered in taking 
stock of a school is its cli 

mate. Although knowledge is still 
limited about the effects of differing 
educational environments (Moos,
1979), there is wide agreement about 
the policy implications of what is al 
ready known. Consistent findings for 
schools in the United States and in 
other nations (Rutter and others, 
1979; Moos, 1979; Kelley, 1980; 
Lezotte and others, 1980) support 
a conclusion drawn by Moos:

Educational settings can and do make a 
difference in students' lives. This difference 
can be for better or for worse. Students, 
teachers, parents, and principals are correct 
in assuming that their choices and policies 
matter and that the educational settings 
they select and create have varied impacts.

A common assumption has been 
that school administrators should 
focus their efforts to improve climate 
on improving staff morale (Lezotte 
and others, 1980). The extension of 
this assumption is that improved 
staff morale will lead to improved 
staff productivity, which in turn will 
lead to improved student morale and 
achievement and, ultimately, im 
proved perceptions of the school by 
parents and patrons. While this as 
sumed relationship between satisfac 
tion (morale) and productivity 
(achievement) is seductive, research 
has consistently shown that it is 
neither predictive nor causal (ERIC, 
1978; Walberg, 1979; Moos, 1979; 
Kelley, 1980; Lezotte and others,
1980).

The issue can be confusing be 
cause authors have not agreed on a 
common definition of school climate. 
Some researchers have focused 
mainly on productivity or on achieve 
ment (Brookover and Lezotte, 1977; 
Madaus and others, 1979; Rutter and 
others, 1979; Lezotte and others, 
1980). A second group of authors, 
including most practitioners, have 
sought to equate climate and morale 
(Fox and others, 1973; Howard, 
1980; Miller, 1981).

Yet a third group of researchers 
has adopted a definition parallel to
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that used in research about other so 
cial organizations. For the most part, 
this definition has been based on the 
work of Murray and his associates 
(1938). It is this definition of school 
climate the interaction between 
satisfaction and productivity for 
groups and individuals who live and 
work in school environments that 
is used here.

Planning an Audit of School Climate
A comprehensive plan for auditing 
climate should consist of a series of 
separate but related plans for de 
scribing the climate of the school. 
The process suggested here is for 
auditing the climate of a building, 
although the same steps could be 
taken for auditing other organiza 
tional levels, such as individual class 
rooms, a school district, a teaching 
team in an elementary school, or a 
department in a secondary school.

The first task is to select or de 
velop an acceptable definition of 
school climate to be used in planning 
an audit. Plans should consider both 
satisfaction ( morale, feelings, "tone," 
or happiness) and productivity ( at 
tainment, achievement, and task ac 
complishment). It is important to 
make sure that all legitimate audi 
ences understand the definition and 
accept it as an expression of their 
expectations for school environments.

A second task is to identify the 
major audiences who have an interest 
in or right to know about the out 
comes of the school environment. 
For a school building or attendance 
area, these audiences include stu 
dents, faculty and staff, and parents 
or patrons (Kelley, 1980).

Figure 1 is a matrix of a basic plan 
for studying school climate in a build 
ing environment. It illustrates the 
interface of each major audience and 
each climate dimension and provides 
a framework for the set of plans that 
need to be designed. A five-step 
planning model is listed in each of 
the six cells of the matrix:

1. Establish the purposes ( goals, 
aims) for a particular audience and 
specific climate dimension, for ex 
ample, student productivity. These 
purposes are long range and rela 
tively permanent.

2. Formulate the indicators ( cri 
teria, standards for assessment) to 
monitor the degree to which the pur 
poses are being met. These indicators

are also long range and relatively 
permanent.

3. Prepare a staius report describ 
ing the degree to which the indicators 
show the purposes are or are not 
being met. On occasion, the status 
report will need to include the state 
ment that data are not available to 
permit decisions about how well pur 
poses are being met. Such a state 
ment is necessary when data collec 
tion methods have not yet been 
selected or used in the setting for 
continuous monitoring of climate 
outcomes. An annual status report is 
recommended.

4. Examination of the status re 
port should lead planners to the 
identification of objectives to be met 
during the next annual cycle. These 
objectives refer to actual activities to 
be conducted, including implementa 
tion of intervention strategies, devel 
opment of assessment procedures or 
tools, organization of data record- 
keeping and retrieval systems, and so 
forth. Objectives should be reviewed 
on an annual basis and judgments 
made about whether they have been 
completed or should be continued, 
eliminated, or replaced.

5. Develop a detailed plan de 
signed to carry out activities related 
to the objectives. This plan would 
include attention to resources that 
are available and needed, a timeline 
for conducting activities, and identifi 
cation of who is to be responsible 
for each activity. It would also in 

clude standards for evaluating the ac 
tivities. An extended three- to five- 
year plan can be helpful in establish 
ing intent, not only for planners but 
for other audiences within the en 
vironment as well. If multiyear plans 
are established, annual review and 
preparation of an annual status re 
port are still recommended.

As an example of such a plan, 
Figure 2 illustrates the steps in audit 
ing student productivity at Anywhere 
High School. Student productivity 
(or achievement) has been selected 
because it is a domain of continuing 
interest to parents and patrons, to 
school administrators and curriculum 
workers, and to students themselves.

Highlights From Research
Since the mid-1970s, a considerable 
body of research findings about

Figure 1. Six Plans Within a Comprehensive Plan for Assessment and 
Development of School Climate in a Building.
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Figure 2. Sample Plan for Conducting an Audit of Student Productivity at Anywhere High School.

Purposes
Anywhere High School has identified 
three goals for student productivity:

1. Student achievement will be at 
reasonable levels of attainment, taking 
into consideration the instruction pro 
vided and the abilities of the students.

2. Intensive involvement in and 
achievement by students in school and 
community activities have been shown 
to be the most consistent predictor of 
life success for an individual, as reported 
in studies conducted by the American 
College Testing Service and the College 
Entrance Examination Board (Jennings 
and Nathan, 1977; Joekel, 1978). There 
fore, students at Anywhere High School 
will demonstrate frequent and intense 
involvement in either or both school 
and community activities, including 
work experiences.

3. While school attendance does not 
guarantee high levels of achievement, 
students are unlikely to achieve the in 
tended outcomes of schooling if they 
are not in attendance. All students at 
Anywhere High School will attend 
school regularly.

Indicators
Four indicators have been established 
to monitor the degree to which these 
goals are being met:

1. Student performance on achieve 
ment and aptitude tests that are keyed 
to curricular content will show, for 
classroom or grade level groups, an 
average achievement: aptitude ratio of 
1.00 or higher.

2. Eighty percent of all students en 
rolled in any classroom or grade level 
group will demonstrate, on achievement 
and aptitude tests keyed to curricular 
content, an average achievement: 
aptitude ratio of 1.00 or higher.

3. Records of the intensity of in 
volvement and achievement in school 
or community activities, including work 
experiences, will be at levels for any 
given year equal to or better than (a) 
levels attained during the preceding 
three years at Anywhere High School; 
(b) levels attained by students enrolled 
in other high schools comparable to 
Anywhere High School; and (c) levels 
attained by students enrolled in other 
high schools in the state and nation.

4. Records of student attendance, 
within school and within classroom 
settings, will be at 'evels equal to or 
better than (a) levels attained during 
the preceding three years at Anywhere 
High School; (b) levels attained by stu 
dents enrolled in other high schools 
comparable to Anywhere High School; 
and (c) levels attained by students en 
rolled in other high schools in the state 
and nation.

Status
In reviewing the status of purposes and 
the available data for the 1980-81

school year, Anywhere High School 
found that:

1. Achievement and teacher-made 
tests used to measure student perform 
ance and tests used to measure student 
aptitude had not been validated as be 
ing congruent with one another or con 
gruent with curriculum content. Thus, 
existing data sources did not permit 
the computation of an achievement: 
aptitude ratio for Anywhere High 
School.

2. Records of student involvement in 
school-based activities existed but had 
not been organized to provide baseline 
data about either intensity or levels of 
achievement. Records of student in 
volvement in out-of-school activities, 
including work experiences, were frag 
mentary and had not been maintained 
as one of the types of data collected 
about students. In addition, data for 
comparable schools or for other schools 
in the state and nation had not been 
obtained or reviewed by planners at 
Anywhere High School.

3. Data on student attendance at 
school and in specific classrooms, were 
available. In addition, data for the past 
three years were available for Anywhere 
High School, for comparable schools, 
and for schools in the state and nation. 
Review of these data showed that stu 
dent attendance at Anywhere High 
School for the 1980-1981 school year

was equal to or better than levels 
shown for any of the bases of com 
parison used.

Objectives
From the review of the status report, 
planners at Anywhere High School 
established three major objectives for 
completion during the 1981-1982 school 
year:

1. To review standardized tests as 
well as services available from com 
mercial distributors of tests to develop 
a testing program (a) compatible with 
curricular content, (b) that would pro 
vide achievement and aptitude data 
valid for computation of an achieve 
ment: aptitude ratio, and (c) have face 
validity with parents, patrons, and fa 
culty. As a part of the plan for review 
of the testing program, inservice will be 
provided to faculty to further develop 
skills in test construction and in the 
use of evaluation measures.

2. To develop and implement a 
recordkeeping system for maintenance 
of records about student involvement 
and achievement in school-based and 
out-of-school activities, including work 
experiences, and to use this system to 
report baseline data for the 1981-1982 
school year in the annual status report.

3. To develop a plan for a computer- 
based management information system, 
appropriate for use on mini-computers 
in the building, to permit storage and 
retrieval of data necessary for monitor 
ing indicators of student productivity.

Plan
Following completion of the first four 
planning steps in Figure 1, the principal 
and the Faculty Advisory Board pre 
pared a plan for the activities to be 
completed during the 1980-81 school 
year. This plan, reviewed with the Com 
munity Advisory Committee, was ap 
proved. After its approval, copies were 
distributed to all faculty and to parents 
and placed in public agencies in the 
attendance area served by Anywhere 
High School.

Detailed suggestions for assessing school climate are found in:

Improving School Climate. A staff development kit prepared by Eugene 

Howard with three sound filmstrips, two miniaudits, and complete direc 
tions. 1980. $95 for ASCD members, $125 for nonmembers. Available 
from:

Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development 
225 North Washington Street 
Alexandria, VA 22314

Kelley, Edgar A. Improving School Climate. 1 980. $4.00 prepaid from 
National Association of Secondary School Principals, 1904 Association 
Drive, Reston, VA 22901.
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school climate has developed. From 
these findings, some general principles 
that should guide planners for school 
climate assessment and development 
can be identified:

1. When two or more environ 
ments in which an individual func 
tions are incongruent in expectations, 
the developmental effects of one en 
vironment often will cancel the de 
velopmental effects of the other en 
vironment; on the other hand, when 
differing environments hold similar 
expectations for the individual, the 
combined developmental impact is 
measurable and significant (Moos, 
1979). For school environments, the 
implications of these findings are 
clear: schools must honor, whenever 
possible, the expectations the home 
holds for the student (Brandt, 1979).

2. Differences between schools as 
social institutions is the primary de 
terminant of differences in outcomes 
attained by students. These differ 
ences are more important than stu 
dent aptitude or socioeconomic status 
of students' homes (Moos, 1979; 
Rutter and others, 1979; Lezotte and 
others, 1980). In short, concerns 
about student productivity in a school 
environment should lead to an inves 
tigation of that environment and ef 
forts to improve the conditions ex 
perienced by students rather than to 
expressions of futility that blame con 
ditions existing in the home or com 
munity for poor performance by stu 
dents.

3. When student outcomes are the 
focal point of climate assessment or 
development, the most appropriate 
unit for data analysis is the class 
room. Analysis of data by classroom 
rather than by school building ac 
counts for an average of 40 percent 
of the variation in the levels of stu 
dent achievement attained in differ 
ing educational environments (Mad- 
aus and others, 1979). The power 
of the classroom teacher, through 
setting expectations and monitoring 
student performance, should not be 
underestimated in planning for cli 
mate development and assessment.

4. Strong leadership by the princi 
pal is an important factor in improv 
ing school climate (Brookover and 
Lezotte, 1977; Lezotte and others, 
1980; Kelley, 1980). The principal, 
by setting and monitoring expecta 
tions for the faculty, is the mediat 
ing influence for what happens in

the school-community environment. 
More than half of what happens in a 
building, for better or for worse, can 
be directly traced to the actions or 
inaction of the building principal, if 
the principal has been in the building 
for three years or longer (Kelley, 
1980).

Based on studies of a number of 
school environments, Brookover and 
Lezotte (1977) described schools 
with high and low levels of student 
productivity. Schools with high levels 
of student outcomes have faculties 
who accept the basic objectives of 
the school, state high expectations 
for students and then help students 
meet those expectations, and accept 
accountability for achieving stated 
goals. In contrast (Lezotte, 1980) 
are schools with low levels of student 
productivity; these schools are char 
acterized by "complacency and ac 
ceptance of things as they are: no 
one 'rocks the boat,' and there is an 
apparent unwillingness to attend to 
problems which might upset the calm 
or the good staff relations" (pp. SI- 
52).

Summary
We do not yet know all that we might 
wish to know about how to assess 
and improve school climate. We do 
know, however, that schools can 
make a difference in what happens 
to the people who work and study in 
school environments. We know, too, 
that focusing on any single climate 
dimension, such as satisfaction, or 
any particular audience, such as 
teachers, is a less than adequate 
approach to the design and imple 
mentation of school environments 
committed to the welfare of all par 
ticipants.

To audit school climate requires 
sound planning that is comprehen 
sive in scope and includes subplans 
that speak to the purposes of school 
environments for major audiences 
and for the climate dimensions of 
human satisfaction and human pro 
ductivity. To do less is to be less 
professional than we can be or can 
become.  

References
Brandt, Ronald S., ed. Partners: 

Parents and Schools. A lexandria, Va.: 
Association for Supervision and Curric 
ulum Development, 1979.

Brookover, W. B., and Lezotte, L. W. 
Changes in School Characteristics Coin 

cident with Changes in Student Achieve 
ment. East Laming, Mich.: College of 
Urban Development, Michigan State 
University, 1977.

ERIC Clearinghouse on Educational 
Management. "School Climate." Re 
search Action Brief 4 (February 1978).

Fox, Robert S., and others. School 
Climate Improvement: A Challenge to 
the School Administrator. B loomington, 
Ind.: Phi Delta Kappa, Inc.. 1973.

Halpin, Andrew W. Theory and Re 
search in Administration. New York: 
Macmillan and Company, 1967.

Howard, Eugene. "Improving School 
Climate." a series of three filmstrips and 
four planning guides. Alexandria. Va.: 
Association for Supervision and Cur 
riculum Development. 1980.

Jennings. Wayne, and Nathan. Joe. 
"Startling/Disturbing Research on 
School Program Effectiveness." Phi 
Delta Kappan ( March 1977): 589.

Joekel, Ronald G. "Student Activities: 
An Essential Part of a Total School 
Program." Catalyst ( December 1978): 
5-15.

Kelley. Edgar A. Improving School 
Climate. Reston, Va.: National Associ 
ation of Secondary School Principals. 
1980.

Lezotte, Lawrence W.. and others. 
School Learning Climate and Student 
Achievement. Tallahassee. Fla.: SSTA 
Center. Teacher Education Projects. 
Florida State University. 1980.

Madaus, G. F., and others. "The 
Sensitivity of Measures of School Effec 
tiveness." Harvard Educational Review 
49 (1979): 207-230.

Miller, William C. "Staff Morale, 
School Climate, and Educational Pro 
ductivity." Educational Leadership 3 8 
(March 1981): 483-*86.

Moos. Rudolf H. Evaluating Educa 
tional Environments. San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass Publishers. Inc.. 1979.

Moos. Rudolf H. The Social Climate 
Scales: An Overview. Palo Alto: Con 
sulting Psychologists Press, 1974.

Murray, Henry A. Explorations in 
Personality. New York: Oxford Univer 
sity Press. 1938.

Roethlisberger. F. J.. and Dickson, 
William J. Management and the Worker. 
Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press. 1939.

Rutter. Michael, and others. "Fifteen 
Thousand Hours: Secondary Schools 
and Their Effects on Children." The 
New Republic ( June 1979): 31-34.

Stern, George. People in Context. 
New York: John Wiley and Sons, 1970.

Walberg. Herbert J ., ed. Educational 
Environments and Effects: Evaluation, 
Policy, and Productivity. Berkeley, 
Calif.: McCutchan Publishing Com 
pany, 1979.

DECEMBER 1981 183



 
 
 
Copyright © 1981 by the Association for Supervision and Curriculum 
Development.  All rights reserved.  
 
 




