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Abstract 
When measuring a school’s climate, the single most determining factor of an effective learning 
environment is the school’s leadership. A leader must be a forward looking visionary ready 
to share and implement new ways of a successful learning environment within his/her school. Due to 
the changes in educational requirements “principals who are equipped to handle a complex, rapidly 
changing environment can implement the reforms that lead to sustained improvement in student 
achievement” (Fullan, 2002). School climate as defined by Hoy and Miskel (2001) is “a set of internal 
characteristics distinguishing one school from another as it influences the behaviors of each and every 
member of the school”. 

Despite the difficulties inherent in demoralized schools, leaders can work to restore hope by 
connecting the school to the community, creating space for listening, and cultivating an environment of 
care. When teachers feel truly respected by their colleagues and the greater community, they are 
energized to work together on behalf of the whole school and community. The ultimate aim is to build 
a positive and healthy school culture where teachers, staff, students, and families thrive in an 
environment of joy and progress, filled with hope and exuberance (ASCD, 2018). A creative, 
knowledgeable, inspiring educational leader is a vital factor in creating a positive school climate 
(ASCD, 2018). Over and over, research has proven that a positive school climate improves school 
achievement as well as allowing a student to gain a sense of belonging. Leaders can not act in silos 
rather effective leaders are those who speak openly and freely with teachers, who build trust, foster  

collaboration, empower teachers, and are visible (Blasé and Blasé, 1999). 

In this study, the authors investigate the impact of leadership style on student achievement, a 
byproduct of school climate within one suburban diverse co-ed middle school.  
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1 INTRODUCTION  
Research suggests that most people are not sharply aware of how they go about figuring out a 
problem or coming to a position on an issue. This signals why the ideas about making thinking visible 
are so important to education. These ideas call for externalizing processes of thought as ways in 
which learners can get a better handle on them.  

It is important to implore a range of ideas about questioning, listening, documenting, naming, and 
more, including many specific strategies and a general approach to establishing a positive, engaged, 
and thoughtful culture of learning in classrooms. It is necessary to develop these ideas and foster their 
practice. Our mission in schools should be not only learning to think but thinking to learn. When 
learners get comfortable thinking with the ideas beyond just knowing information, those ideas become 
far more meaningful. Making thinking visible is so important to learners.  

The overall goal of the stakeholders in an educational setting including the school leader, faculty, and 
staff is to educate students (Goals 2000: Educate America Act, 1996). Two reasons for students’ 
inability to succeed academically may be their lack of awareness of how each actually concentrates, 
absorbs, internalizes, and retains new and complex information and another reason could be the 
environment in which these students live.  Since the introduction of the Goals 2000 initiative over 
twenty years ago, educational institutions need to not only look at a student’s scores in the educational 
setting but also observe the culture both within and outside the school.  “Leaders need to learn how to 
deal with complex situations in a rapidly changing environment for student achievement” (Fullan, 
2002).  
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Once upon a time the  central role of a principal was to be the instructional leader but today it goes 
beyond that, whereby the school leader has to have the social responsibility to make a difference in 
the lives of the students.  Principals should look at closing the gap between high-achieving and low-
achieving students (Fullan, 2002).  In their study, The Wallace Foundation through their executive 
summary found that “leadership not only matters: it is second only to teaching among school-related 
factors in its impact on student learning”.  The study goes on to look at the effects leadership has on 
student learning and states that it has a larger effect on schools where there is a greater need.  One 
way for this to happen is to engage with agencies to provide support for students and their families.  
Another finding from the Executive summary states, “although teachers have a major impact on 
student achievement, multiple in-school factors significantly improve student achievement on a 
larger scale”.  In a study by Branch and colleagues (2013) it was found that teachers only had an 
impact on their students, whereby, principals had an effect on the entire school and that highly 
effective principals raise student achievement whereas ineffective principals lower achievement.  
Their research also points to the fact that having high expectations for all students and making the 
standards known to all students will close the achievement gap.  Aside from closing the 
achievement gap, principals need to build a sense of community for all involved in the education of 
the students. 

Within the high stakes testing environments in which educators today operate, there is often 
pressure to cover the curriculum and to prepare for the test. In most schools settings, educators 
have focused more on the completion of work and assignments than on a true development of 
understanding. Also, in most schools settings, the teacher tells the students what is important to 
know or do and then has them practice that skill or knowledge. In such classrooms, little thinking is 
happening. Retention of information through rote practice isn’t learning: it is training. The following 
are believed to all play important roles in fostering understanding of new ideas: 

1 Observing closely and describing what is there 
2 Building explanations and interpretations 
3 Reasoning with evidence 
4 Making connections 
5 Considering different viewpoints and perspectives 
6 Capturing the heart informing conclusions 
7 Wondering and asking questions 
8 Uncovering complexity and going below the surface of things 

1.1 What is Whole Child Education 
The Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development through research has developed a set 
of standards that are considered the whole child approach to education where they address five 
components of development for children.  They include “learn about and practice a healthy lifestyle, 
learns in an environment that is physically and emotionally safe, actively engaged in learning, 
support by qualified adults, and challenged academically and prepared for success in college, a 
vocation, or employment”.  The reasoning behind this approach to education is the shift in the 21st 
century workforce for a highly skilled educated workforce who needs to develop skills in 
collaboration, teamwork, problem solving, and creativity. 
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Figure 1. Making the Case for Whole Child Education 

(Source: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development) 

According to research done through the Association of Supervision and Curriculum Development as 
noted in the Hanover  Research Report “whole child education is based upon the collaboration of 
stakeholders including the community, schools, and teachers”. Through these stakeholders “the 
community must provide a variety of  support and resources, schools to offer a safe environment and 
challenging curriculum, and teachers to properly manage the classroom as well as connect with 
students and their families”. 

1.2 School Climate 
Researchers have been pondering the topic of school climate and healthy schools for decades coming 
up with so many variations of  various characteristics as to what makes a healthy school.  A research 
study conducted in January 2018 at The Pennsylvania State University through a grant from the 
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation found that a “healthy school supports student learning and well-
being by providing safety, support, academic challenges, healthy food, and opportunities for social and 
emotional development”.  A positive learning environment promotes both a social and emotional 
learning environment.  Offering “entire-school approaches of inclusive school-level policies and 
initiatives contribute to positive climates as well as develop social and emotional competencies in 
students and adults”.  With any initiatives in school climate there are always disparities in how 
students experience school climate.  The authors of this study reports that “Students of color and 
students who are economically disadvantaged are more likely than their peers to report poorer school 
climates, including harsh and extraordinary discipline.  But by developing applications of how to create 
inclusive, culturally competent school climates for all students and staff, schools can reduce inequities 
and contribute to healthy development and well-being”. 

Jonathan Cohen, a well-renowned educator, clinical psychologist and psychoanalyst has conducted 
intense research on school climate through the National School Climate Council and defines it as “the 
quality and character of school life which is based on patterns of students’, parents’ and school 
personnel’s experience of school life”.  He states, “a positive school climate fosters youth development 
and learning necessary for a productive, contributing and satisfying life in a democratic society”.  At  a 
conference on improving school climate and culture through meaningful family engagement held in 
Chicago, Illinois in February, 2019 it was noted that students with involved parents no matter what 

Health

•Students do better in school when they are emotionally and physically healthy, miss 
fewer classes, are less likely to engage in risky behavior, concentrate more, and 
achieve higher test scores

Safety

•Feeling safe at school translates into higher academic achievement, increased 
student well-being, and greater engagement

Engagement 

•To learn at their best, students must be engaged and motivated. Research shows 
that students who feel valued by adults and are part of their school, perform better 
academically, have a positive social attitude, values, and behavior and also less likely 
to engage in drugs, violence, and sexual activity

Support

• In addition  to improving students' academic performance, research shows that 
supportive schools also help prevent a host of negative consequences, including 
isolation, violent behavior, dropping out of school, and suicide. Central to a 
supportive school are teachers and administrators who take a personal interest in 
every student

Challenge

•To succeed in college and the workplace, students need higher-level thinking, 
communications, and problem-solving skills, as well as knowledge of the world and 
its people

•These are all products of a curriculum that challenges students to work harder as 
they investigate a wide range of real-world subjects
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their socio-economic background “are more likely to earn higher grades, be involved in higher level 
programs, attend school on a regular basis, and develop better social skills”. 

In her observational study, Amelia Harper found the following practices enhanced school climate: 
“effective leaders connect with all stakeholders within the community, committed and trusted 
educators are important to student success, dealing properly with conflict builds  trust, project-based 
learning and service learning build student leadership skills and community engagement, daily social 
and emotional leaning integration enriches school climate, giving all students a voice improves equity, 
and peer-to-peer support structures build leadership skills in students and strengthens student bonds”. 

2 METHODOLOGY  
Based on research into school culture and leadership style, the authors conducted a qualitative study 
within a local ethnical, socio-economically diverse midsized coed middle school observing 
standardized test scores not only by the grades the individuals earned but also all the factors of each 
child noting both their in-school and home environments. 

3 RESULTS 
As school leaders, our role is to lead teachers to broaden their thinking of how students learn best. In 
addition, it is imperative that we utilize data to drive instruction and make decisions based on these 
data. Assessment functions as a component of a comprehensive assessment system that provides 
one source of data to inform educational decisions, specifically those decisions that guide instruction 
minute by minute, day by day. Utilizing item skills analysis data, along with pre, mid, and post 
assessments, along with teacher-developed Item Skills Analyses (ISA) to draw comparisons, teacher 
teams can design assessments and tasks according to this student data.   

Table 1. ISA for a Seventh Grade Mathematics 

Common Core 2018 Exam 
Subscore 

1 2 3 

Lvl 
Prof. 

Rating City Pctl 
max max max 
13 10 15 

            
  2.78   7 6 7 
  2.13   5 5 5 
  2.13   5 5 5 
1 1.84 11-20 3 3 2 
2 2.54 41-50 7 6 8 
1 1.84 11-20 3 5 1 
4 4.39 91-100 13 10 14 
2 2.46 41-50 8 7 5 
2 2.23 41-50 8 5 6 
3 3.08 61-70 9 9 9 
1 1.20 0-10 0 0 1 
1 1.84 11-20 1 6 2 
2 2.38 41-50 4 8 7 
1 1.84 11-20 4 5 2 
1 1.33 0-10 4 0 1 
2 2.00 31-40 4 7 5 
3 3.17 61-70 9 8 10 
1 1.77 11-20 3 4 4 
1 1.84 11-20 4 2 3 
1 1.91 21-30 5 5 0 
1 1.93 21-30 3 4 3 
1 1.61 0-10 2 4 2 
2 2.15 31-40 7 6 6 
1 1.81 11-20 2 4 5 
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1 1.70 0-10 1 3 3 
2 2.00 31-40 6 4 4 
1 1.91 21-30 3 5 3 
1 1.41 0-10 2 2 1 
2 2.46 41-50 8 8 4 
1 1.70 0-10 1 5 3 

The above referenced table is a sampling of a New York State Common Core Exam in Mathematics 
for a seventh grade in a diverse, coed low-income middle school. 

The following items explains each one of the  headings to offer further understanding of what has 
been assessed for the listing of students in this subset: 

Lvl – New York State Assigns performance levels 1, 2, 3, and 4 to scale scores on the test.  Students 
can score a level 1 through level 4 on the test depending on the scale score. 

Prof Rating – The proficiency rating shows where students fall within a particular proficiency level with 
the ratings ranging from 1.0 to 4.5. 

City Pctl – City percentile range is displayed in quartiles; it shows whether a student’s performance 
falls in the bottom 25% (0-25%); between 26% and 50%, between 51% and 75% or in the top 25% 
(76-100%) of all students in New York City in the student’s grade level on the test. 

Subscores are divided into Max 1, Max 2, and  Max 3. 

Max 1  - Ratios and Proportional Relationships: Students analyze proportional relationships and use 
them to solve real-world and mathematical problems.  Students compute unit rates, recognize and 
represent proportional relationships between quantities and use proportional relationships to solve 
multistep ratio and percent problems. 

Max 2 – The Number System: Students apply and extend previous understandings of operations with 
fractions to add, subtract, multiply, and divide rational numbers.  Students solve real-world 
mathematical problems with rational numbers. 

Max 3 – Expressions and Equations: Students use properties of operations to generate equivalent 
expressions, applying properties of operations as strategies to add, factor, and expand linear 
expressions with rational coefficients.  Students solve real-life and mathematical problems using 
numerical and algebraic expressions and equations including those with positive and negative rational 
numbers in any forms: whole numbers, fractions, or decimals. 

Table 1 is a brief sampling of the students in a seventh grade math middle school class so leadership 
is able to observe the competency of each student where they can meet with the teachers to create an 
individualized plan for improvement.  This assessment (not shown) also includes demographic 
information of each student as well as the responses to each question from the exam allowing the 
school to set standards as well as skills for improvement. 

Table 2. ISA Math Questions – Seventh Grade 
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Question # 31 10 35 37 39 13 23 3 19 38 40 2 17 
Type MC MC MC MC MC MC MC MC MC MC MC MC MC 

Released * * * * * * * * * * * * * 
Correct 
Answer A C B D D B D A A C D C D 

The following is a sampling of some of the questions from Table 2: 
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• Distribution Plots – display numerical data in plots on a number line, including dot plots, 
histograms, and box plots 

• Properties of Operations – apply properties of operations as strategies to add, subtract, factor, 
and expand linear expressions with rational coefficients 

• Rewritten Expressions  - understand that rewriting an expression in different forms in a problem 
context can shed light on the problem and how the quantities in in are related 

• Equation Word Problems – solve word problems leading to equations of the form px + q = r and 
p(x + q) = r where p, q, and r are specific rational numbers.  Solve equations of these forms 
fluently.  Compare an algebraic solution to an arithmetic solution, identifying the sequence of 
the operations used in each approach 

• Inequality Word Problems – solve word problems leading to inequalities of the form px + q > r or 
px + q < r, where p, q, and r are specific rational numbers. Graph the solution set of the 
inequality and interpret it in the context of the problem 

• Circle, Area and Circumference – know the formulas for the area and circumference of a circle 
and use them to solve problems: give an informal derivation of the relationship between 
circumference and area of a circle 

Table 3. ISA for an Individual Teacher’s Eighth Grade Math Class of Students 

Question #: 7.NS.2d 7.G.4 7.EE.4 7.SP.7 7.NS.3 7.EE.1 7.RP.2 
8A 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 B C A B B C A 
Student 1a    x  x x 
Student 2a  x   x x x 
Student 3a  x x x  x x 
Student 4a    x   x 
Student 5a  x  x  x  
Student 6a x x x x x x  
Student 7a x    x  x 
Student 8a x x x x x x x 
Student 9a   x x x x x 
Student 10a  x  x    
Student 11a  x x   x x 
Student 12a  x x x x  x 
Student 13a        
Student 14a  x  x x x x 
Student 15a x     x x 
Student 16a    x   x 
Student 17a x x  x x x x 
Student 18a x x      
Student 19a x x   x x x 
Student 20a  x x    x 
Student 21a  x  x x x x 
Student 22a  x x   x x 
Student 23a   x x x x x 
Student 24a x x  x    
Student 25a x x  x x x x 
Student 26a x   x x   
Student 27a    x x x x 

Table 3 is a sampling of a given teacher’s eighth grade scores that has been compared to the seventh 
grade scores from last year presented in Table 1 allowing the teacher to work closely with students 
who have not mastered skills and standards as they relate to the assigned questions. 
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4 CONCLUSIONS 
It is necessary for teachers to deliver a conceptual approach to learning rather than procedural. 
Leadership is important and needs to be adjusted to assist teachers and lead them in this work. 
Teacher buy-in is essential, and if the leader believes in the importance of this work then the teachers 
will. The leader themselves have to be part of the work in a collaborative approach for the entire 
school to be dedicated to move students in an upward direction. Teachers should be supported to take 
risks in the movement of students, as some of the work may be trial and error at first.   

An additional factor is making students accountable for their own learning is through self- and peer-
assessments. They should be encouraged to rate their own effectiveness on their work, through the 
use of an appropriate rubric, for a task that addresses specific standards of new learning.  This 
approach would better assist teachers in determining student mastery. Feedback to and from 
students, while collecting formative assessment classroom data, should be logged and utilized to 
further drive instruction as well as subsequent lesson planning. 
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