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INTRODUCTION: SCHOOLS AND STUDENT LEARNING
Schools are complex, dynamic systems that influence students’ academic,
affective, social, and behavioral learning (Crick, Green, Barr, Shafi & Peng, 2013;
Gu & Johansson, 2013). Phelan, Davidson and Yu’s “Students at the Center”
study (1996) demonstrated that classroom and school contexts – the operating
environment within schools – affect the quality and degree of students’ learning
and potential outcomes. School organizational and classroom practices can
influence the amount and depth of students’ opportunities to use the educational
system as a stepping stone to further education, productive work experiences,
and ultimately, a contributing factor toward meaningful and satisfying adult lives
within a democratic society (Center for Social and Emotional Education, 2009).
The Measuring What Matters initiative is based on the contention that student
and school success cannot be defined solely by the measurement of student
performance in literacy and numeracy, the accumulation of subject credits, or
graduation rates (http://www.peopleforeducation.ca/measuring-what-matters/
wp-content/uploads/2013/10/P4E-MWM-full-report-2013.pdf ).
Student success is actually a construct of a broad array of skills, experiences and
outcomes across a number of different domains, from social-emotional learning
and health, to creative, critical thinking and qualities of democratic citizenship.
All are central to student success at school and in their future lives as adults
(see Shanker, 2014; Ferguson, 2014; Sears, 2014; Upitis, 2014). The papers on
creativity, social and emotional learning, citizenship, and health have all pointed
to the importance of quality learning environments in fostering a range of
desirable student outcomes. For example, Shankar notes that: “Efforts to promote
safe, caring and inclusive school environments, together with anti-bullying and
restorative justice practices, are having an important impact on students’ social
awareness and interpersonal relationships.” Ferguson argues that: “The whole
school environment, including its individuals and their relationships, the physical
and social environment and ethos, community connections and partnerships, and
policies, are seen as important areas for action if a school is to promote health.”
It is widely understood that schools do not have sole responsibility for enabling
all these learning outcomes for students. Home and community contexts
contribute significantly to students’ schooling experiences and their learning
outcomes (Thrupp and Lupton, 2013). But the quality of practices both inside
the classroom and across the school play a critical role in providing learning
opportunities and developing environments in which students can flourish
(Crick, et al., 2013).
This paper provides a framework for studying the influence of school
environments on student learning. The first section of the paper examines
theoretical and research perspectives in conceptualizing school organizational
practices. The second section describes the roles, processes and opportunities
that have been linked to students’ academic, social and emotional development.
The third section considers the measurement of school environment.
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THE EVOLUTION OF LEARNING ENVIRONMENT RESEARCH
The school environment as a basis for student learning has been a focus of
research interest for decades, and developing school settings that positively
influence student learning has been a subject of policy and practice that has
grown in intensity over time. It is worth looking at the recent past to understand
some of the evolution of research into the impact of the quality of the learning
environment on student success.
In 1966, the publication of the widely cited Coleman Report in the United States
raised questions about the relationship between the qualities of the school
environment and students’ demographic background in regard to educational
outcomes for students. During the 1960s and 1970s, the prevailing belief was that
the strongest influences on student academic success were factors that students
“brought with them” to school such as socioeconomic status and parental support
for education, rather than school features and processes. This notion – that
students have different amounts of “social capital” that affect their chances for
success – is attributed to Coleman and a few other later sociologists (Portis, 1998).
Moving from the 1970s into the 1980s, attention shifted away from factors
outside of the school toward what Sackney (2007) calls more “hopeful” research
that – while never denying the impact of students’ socio-economic status –
focused on school practices and organizational structures. School organizational
research in this era sought to identify school features that could be altered by
educators to make a positive difference in student learning (Sackney, 2007).

CONTEXT MATTERS
The various factors that make up the school as an organization, and the
influence that these factors have on classroom teaching and learning, have been
conceptualized in the literature in a number of ways. School organizational
research has examined the qualities and characteristics of school life (Pickeral,
Evans, Hughes & Hutchison, 2009) and their possible impact on students’
academic success (Hatte, 2010; Voight, Austin, & Hanson, 2013). Researchers
have also investigated such factors as teachers’ and students’ wellbeing (Haar,
Nielsen, Hansen, & Jakobsen, 2005; Russ et al., 2007), teacher commitment
(Collie, Shapka, & Perry, 2011), teacher efficacy ( Guo & Higgens-D’Allessandro,
2011), teachers’ professional learning (Cochran Smith and Lytle; Little, 1993),
micro-political practices and power relations within schools (Ball, 1987) bullying
prevention (Cohen & Freiberg, 2013), school leadership (Leithwood, Louis,
Anderson and Wahlstrom, 2004) and school reform or change (Bryk, Sebring,
Allensworth, Luppescu, & Easton, 2010 and Hargreaves and Shirley, 2009).

SCHOOL CLIMATE
One of the key perspectives on schools’ impact on student learning is known as
school climate research. While there is no universally agreed-upon definition of
school climate, it includes a range of school factors that broadly shape students’
school experiences. As many provinces/states and districts focus efforts on
promoting and measuring various aspects of schools, a variety of definitions
and frameworks have been developed (see for example Cohen, McCabe, Michelli,
& Pickeral, 2009; National School Climate Council, 2007; and Pickeral, Evans,
Hughes & Hutchison, 2009). Drawing on these frameworks, school climate
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research can be broadly organized into four realms:
1. School safety (physical safety, social-emotional safety, tolerance,
discipline policies);
2. Interpersonal relationships (respect for diversity, engagement,
social support, school connectedness, shared decision-making,
administrative support, community involvement);
3. Teaching and learning practices (opportunities for teachers to
experiment and learn, support for professional collaboration,
instruction and assessment policies, opportunities for students’
social, emotional, ethical, intellectual and civic learning,); and
4. Organizational structures (rules and norms, infrastructure,
resources, supplies, scheduling).
The school climate framework conceptualizes schools as consisting of particular
variables, and in many cases associates these variables with student academic
achievement through statistical analysis (Hattie, 2010). It is important, however
to understand the dynamic and interactive day-to-day reality of schools, for
example, how organizational characteristics such as administrative leadership
work in tandem with other school factors, such as teacher professional learning
opportunities to have an impact on rich opportunities for teaching and learning.
Deakin Crick and her colleagues (Deakin Crick, Green, Barr, Shafi & Peng, 2013)
note that “A school’s core processes of student learning and achievement are
themselves complex and dynamic and cannot be reduced to, or described by, a
single variable” (p. 21).
Failing to attend to this interactivity of various school characteristics can lead to
the use of a checklist of items that schools may strive to incorporate with less
attention paid to the relevance of those items to their particular milieu (Mintrop
& Trujillo, 2007). But the use of school checklists to drive school improvement
does not generally help explain why we see particular results in some schools
and not in others. As Talbert and McLaughin (1999) argue, particular conditions
in schools combine or interact in different ways to generate differences across
schools. Finally, while the characteristics associated with school climate are often
described or defined distinctly, in practice these characteristics tend to lack
sharp definition (Porter, 1991).

PROCESS AND CONTEXT
Partially in response to the limitations of methods that can result in a “checklist”
approach, researchers have proposed the development of what are called process
or context indicators that allow us to trace how schools provide educational
opportunities (Porter, 1991). Oakes (1989) characterizes process indicators as
focusing on necessary conditions for quality teaching and learning. Kim (2012)
calls the utilization of process indicators a way to understand the “‘what’sgoing-on’ of schools”. The dynamic, integrated use of a wide variety of school
indicators can provide rich information on the quality of resources, people and
activities that shape children’s day-to-day experiences. (Boyd, 1992; Oakes, 1989;
Scheerens, 2011; Talbert & McLaughlin, 1999)
The interactivity of a range of school factors within school learning environments
can be seen when we examine within-school differences across classrooms,
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School resources, structures, and
culture are not discrete school
characteristics; they interact.

academic subjects, and other program distinctions. Student access to knowledge
and expectations for skills development, classroom teaching quality, and
general classroom learning climates can vary widely within a school (Oakes,
1985). Studies such as the Teaching for Understanding study conducted in
high schools in the 1990s (Cohen, McLaughlin & Talbert, 1993) demonstrated
not only differences across classrooms in students’ opportunities to learn,
but even differences in learning opportunities for students of the same
teacher from one class period to another. In addition, the programs or courses
designed for different ability streams create markedly different expectations
and opportunities for groups of students in the same school (e.g. Oakes, 1985).
These differences result from the interactive and dynamic nature of school
context—contextual factors function differently for different members of the
school community. For example, teachers’ perceptions of school context tend
to be more sensitive to classroom-level factors such as classroom management
and student behavioural issues, while students tend to be more sensitive to
school-level factors such as student-staff relationships and principal turnover
(Mitchell, Bradshaw & Leaf, 2010). Other research has demonstrated that some
students perceive teacher-student relationships as the most important dimension
of the school context, while other students emphasize teacher fairness and
the importance of moral order (Slaughter-Defoe & Carlson, 1996). HigginsD’Alessandro & Sakwarawid (2011) have shown that students with special needs
do not benefit from the positive features of school context unless they feel
included and respected by other students.
School context research has also revealed differences between schools in
interactions among school level factors such as principal and teacher leadership,
human and material resources, classroom practices, professional teaching
conditions, and teacher community (Bascia, 1994, 1996; Bascia & Rottmann, 2011;
see Talbert & McLaughlin, 1999). Oakes states:
School resources, structures, and culture are not discrete
school characteristics; they interact. [For example,] although the
development of an effective school context cannot be attributed
to the level of resources provided to it, neither can it be accurately
separated from it. The presence or absence of resources (e.g.,
nonteaching time) can make cultural norms (e.g., collegial work)
easy or nearly impossible to establish. Similarly, particular
structures (e.g., many rigorous course offerings) will interact
with and reinforce particular elements of the school culture
(e.g., a commitment to student learning). . . . Ideally, school-level
indicators will provide descriptive information about important
combinations of these school characteristics. The challenge is to
construct indicators that will inform policy makers and educators
about how schools use their resources to establish policies,
organizational structures, and cultures that promote high-quality
teaching and learning (Oakes, 1989, p. 192-3).
Oakes’s argument is extremely relevant in considering the variety of learning
domains (e.g. health, citizenship, creativity) emphasized by the Measuring What
Matters initiative for the following reasons:
• T
 he domains are complementary. They are interactive, not
discrete subject/skills for students. For example, when Upitis
(2014) argues for qualities of experimentation and risk, she is
also touching on Shanker’s (2014) points about student and

PEOPLE FOR EDUCATION – MEASURING WHAT MATTERS

4

THE SCHOOL CONTEXT MODEL: HOW SCHOOL ENVIRONMENTS SHAPE STUDENTS’ OPPORTUNITIES TO LEARN

teacher self efficacy as well as students’ ability to develop
resilience.
• L
 ike literacy and numeracy, each domain exists within a wide
array of subjects and school practices, from extra-curricular
opportunities to subject areas like science, arts and geography.
• M
 easuring discrete indicators in isolation from each other will
and often does serve to narrow and limit what is measured
and what is taught, potentially constraining opportunities for
schools, teachers and students to exhibit critical, creative moments in learning and teaching (Gilborn, 2001; Cameron, 2010).

HOW SCHOOL CONTEXT SHAPES CORE PROCESSES
OF TEACHING AND LEARNING
TEACHERS
(professional learning)

STUDENTS
(engagement
with learning)

LEADERS
(for learning)

FIGURE 1. Adapted from Deakin Crick, et al., 2013

The school context concept characterizes schools as dynamic systems that
influence a broad range of dimensions of student learning, including affective,
social, behavioral as well as academic domains (Deakin Crick, et al., 2013; Gu
& Johansson, 2013) – the very domains in which the Measuring What Matters
initiative is interested. In Deakin Crick et al.’s conceptual model of the school
context, the key process in schools is learning, and the key actors in school are
leaders (both administrators and teachers who “lead for learning”), teachers
(especially teachers’ professional learning) as well as students (engagement in
learning and achievement).
In the school context model, these three groups of actors are conceptualized
as interrelated “subsystems”. For example, the relationship between leadership
and student learning has been explored in several studies, which concluded
that successful school leaders – based on measures of higher student engagement
and attainment – prioritized staff motivation and commitment, teaching and
learning practices and developing teachers’ capacities for leadership (Bottery,
2004; Gunter, 2001; National College for School Leadership, 2004, 2010). Numerous
studies demonstrate that teachers’ professional learning that is embedded in
professional work has a positive influence on classroom practices and student
learning (e.g., Cohen & Hill, 2001; Day & Leith, 2007; Garet, et al., 2001).
The research suggests that student engagement with learning is both a necessary
condition for, and a consequence of, deep learning (Deakin Crick, et al., 2013).
As mentioned earlier, Phelan, Davidson and Yu’s Students at the Center study
(1996) demonstrated that the operating environment within classrooms and
schools affect the quality and degree of students’ attention and their interest
and engagement with school, as well as their ability to transition smoothly from
home to school, from one classroom to the next and between classrooms and
other parts of the school; and their responsiveness to a variety of teachers and
other adults. Among other things, these capacities in turn affect their ability to
develop the resilience that will help enable them to adapt to stress and adversity
as they encounter diverse situations in their adult lives.
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LEARNING AND TEACHING SETTINGS THAT CONTRIBUTE
TO IMPROVED STUDENT OUTCOMES

EXTERNAL
ENVIRONMENT:
COMMUNITY, POLICY
SOCIETAL VALUES

SCHOOL:
ADMIN PRACTICES
TEACHING CONDITIONS
EXTRACURRICULAR
NORMS & CULTURE

TEACHER
COMMUNITY

CLASSROOM

FIGURE 2. Adapted from Talbert & McLaughlin, 1999

Talbert and McLaughlin (1999) provide a second but complementary
conceptualization of school context. While the Deakin Crick et al. model
emphasizes “subsystems” of students, teachers and leaders, the Talbert and
McLaughlin model identifies sites of influence on teaching and learning. The
classroom core of their “nested context” model (see Figure 2) is the primary
school setting, the locus of regular and sustained interactions among students
and teachers around curriculum (EFA Global Monitoring Report, 2005; see also
Porter, 1991). A nested or embedded school context framework refers to complex
processes that encourage powerful learning and feedback. In this model, how a
student learns depends in part on the larger system in which they learn (Deakin
Crick, et al., 2013). In developing contextualized accounts, learners and their
environments (students, teachers, leaders and organizations) are conceptualized
as parts of a single whole. As such, it is important to focus on a range of
processes and variables in schools with a systems perspective to understand
the whole, the parts and how they interact (Boyd, 1992; Sarason, 1990). Because
of this complexity, the influence of single (independent) factors may not have
the same influence (or the same degree of influence) in all schools. A nested
context framework creates a dynamic blueprint for school improvement where
no uniform or single measure of success can define the entire organizational
performance of a school. Consider the figure below:
In the Talbert and McLaughlin framework, classrooms as settings for learning
and teaching are “nested” within teacher communities, which are nested within
schools, which are nested within the wider community. This means that what
occurs in beyond the classroom influences (and is influenced by) what occurs
within the classroom.

The classroom
The classroom itself is the locus of regular and sustained interactions among
students and teachers around curriculum (EFA Global Monitoring Report,
2005; Talbert & McLaughlin, 1999).If the classroom is at the heart of students’
opportunities to learn, the quality of teachers’ instructional practices are of
paramount importance (Hattie, 2010).
Quality instructional practices include linking learning to factors that are
important in students’ lives. Applying knowledge to real life situations makes
content easier to understand and demonstrates its relevance to students’
lives (Taylor & Mulhall, 1997; Crowley, 2003). Using a variety of different
teaching methods (e.g., direct instruction, problem-based learning, cooperative
learning, advance organizers, experiential learning, small group and whole class
discussions, etc.) and making adjustments for different learning styles (e.g.,
visual, verbal, physical, logical, social, solitary) provides opportunities for all
students to learn effectively (Hattie, 2009; Orlich, Harder, Callahan, Trevisan,
Brown & Miller, 2012). Maintaining and communicating high expectations for all
students is a critical feature of classrooms that support effective learning—all
students need challenging subject matter to remain engaged in learning (Frome,
2001; Hallinan, 2002; Jussim & Eccles, 1992).
Using formative and summative assessments in a systematic manner provides
valuable information to students and significantly improves learning and
achievement (Fuchs & Fuchs, 1986; Black & Wiliam, 1998). Setting objectives
and providing regular feedback (including praise) on student progress toward
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Creating an atmosphere in
which diversity is respected
and individual differences are
appreciated contributes to
student success and resilience.

achieving those objectives helps to keep students motivated and on track
(Marzano, Pickering & Pollock, 2001). Providing opportunities for participation
in classroom activities also maintains student engagement in learning (Parsons,
Nuland & Parsons, 2014), as does helping students to draw connections between
different disciplines (Dunleavy & Milton, 2009).
The classroom context includes much more than the teacher’s instructional
practices. The quality of life in the classroom is of great importance to students
(Thorp, Burden & Fraser, 1994; Watkins, 2005). Creating an atmosphere in which
diversity is respected and individual differences are appreciated contributes to
student success and resilience (Bondy, Ross, Gallingane & Hambacher, 2007).
Treating social and emotional learning as a valuable and teachable subject
contributes to a positive classroom context and supports academic learning
in other subjects (Zins, 2004). Fostering positive relationships within the
classroom contributes to substantial improvements in student outcomes (Birch
& Ladd, 1997; Fraser & Walberg, 2005), as do systematic classroom management
strategies and non-coercive approaches to discipline (Freiberg, Huzines &
Templeton, 2009; Marzano & Marzano, 2003).
These different aspects of the classroom context do not function independently:
they interact in many different ways as part of a dynamic system. It is clear that
teachers will have difficulties deploying any of their instructional strategies
if their classroom management strategies have failed. Equally, students will
be reluctant to participate in classroom activities if they are teased for their
individual differences, but there are also many less obvious interactions. For
example, praise can help to keep students on-task and engaged with learning, but
it also helps to build close relationships between students and teachers (Brophy,
1981), which in turn contributes to student learning. Conversely, in classrooms
with poor student-student relationships, praise from the teacher can lead to
teasing and bullying of the student who received the praise (Burnett, 2001).

Teacher Communities
Just as classrooms are “nested” within schools, so often are groups of teachers
who identify themselves in relation to the work they do in common and who
share a set of norms, values and perspectives (Bascia, 1994; Little, 1992; Talbert
& McLaughlin, 1999). While there is no doubt that instruction and classroom
environments have the greatest impact on student learning (Louis, Dretzke,
Wahlstrom, 2010), teacher communities can affect instruction and other
aspects of the classroom, and thereby can exert an indirect influence on
student outcomes.
Teacher communities have a strongly positive impact on student outcomes
when teachers participate in professional learning communities (PLCs). The
norms and practices within a given professional community will dictate teachers’
opportunities to brainstorm teaching solutions with other teachers, to share
teaching strategies and thus to broaden their pedagogical repertoires. PLCs are
based on the assumption that the day-to-day experiences of teachers generate
rich knowledge about student learning, and that knowledge is best understood
through critical reflection with others who share the same experiences (Buysse,
Sparkman & Wesley, 2003). The ways teachers talk among themselves about
students’ abilities and capacities to learn can shape how individual teachers
provide and distribute learning opportunities to students in their classrooms.
PLCs that maintain a clear and consistent focus on student learning; engage
extensively in reflective dialogue about curriculum, instruction, and student
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development; use a variety of classroom based data to inform and refine their
work; and have access to new pedagogic ideas and professional development
opportunities, have positive impacts on instructional practices and student
learning (Vescio, Ross & Adams, 2008). Effective PLCs require positive and
collegial relationships among teachers. As well, in order to participate effectively
in PLCs, teachers need non-teaching professional time and opportunities for
common academic planning with other teachers.
Teachers’ working conditions can also shape student learning. School level
factors that repeatedly have been identified by teachers as critical to the quality
of their work include manageable workload and class size; time available for
professional, non-teaching work; resource adequacy; collegiality and stimulating
professional interactions; opportunities to learn and improve; support for
professional risk-taking and experimentation; ability to influence school decisions;
and congruence between individual and organizational goals (Bascia & Rottmann,
2011; Leithwood, 2010; Louis, 1992; McLaughlin & Yee, 1988; Yee, 1990). Each of
these factors is directly relevant to students’ opportunities to learn.

The School
The whole school experience is also a setting for student learning (Macbeath &
McGlynn, 2002). Teacher communities are nested within schools, and a number
of school features affect the classroom—and, ultimately, student outcomes—
either indirectly through their effects on teacher communities or more directly
through their impact on the classroom.
Leadership is an important feature of the school environment (Waters, Marzano
& McNulty, 2003). School leaders (i.e., principals and teacher-leaders) contribute
to positive school environments in two main fashions: by identifying and
articulating a vision that inspires staff and students to reach for ambitious goals
and continually pursue new learning; and by ensuring that teachers have the
resources they need to teach well (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003).
But school principals are not the only role in the school that practices leadership.
In Hallinger’s review of research on notions of instructional leadership across
the past 30 years, he identifies four key areas of school leadership that makes a
difference for student learning (Hallinger, 2009):
• L
 eadership is not limited to the school principal or formal
leadership roles. It is distributed. Leadership is shared across
the school’s staff, amongst teachers.
• L
 eadership practice must be adaptive to the needs of the
school’s particular context.
• L
 eadership models the core purpose of schools, ongoing
learning for all stakeholders.
• L
 eadership is integrated as an important factor amongst
many within the school’s pursuit of systemic improvement
or development.
Seen through this lens, principals can foster a culture in which teacher
professionalism is respected—that is, teachers feel responsible for their students’
learning outcomes and they feel trusted to use their professional knowledge and
judgment to ensure successful learning outcomes. Principals support teacher
communities by providing instructional leadership, which has an impact on

PEOPLE FOR EDUCATION – MEASURING WHAT MATTERS

8

THE SCHOOL CONTEXT MODEL: HOW SCHOOL ENVIRONMENTS SHAPE STUDENTS’ OPPORTUNITIES TO LEARN

teacher communities and classroom practices (Hallinger, 2003). For example,
principals can initiate, participate and support the development of professional
learning communities (e.g., by providing release time and scheduling that allows
teachers to work collaboratively). They can use these learning communities to
inform school decisions. Thus, authorizing the teacher community as a lead
structure that informs school strategy. Shared decision-making practices also
reinforce principals’ respect for teacher professionalism (Rice & Schneider, 1994).
Principals provide opportunities for professional development and communicate
an expectation that teachers will take responsibility for directing their own
professional development

Students learn in a variety of
school locations beyond the
classroom: extra-curricular
activities such as clubs and
sports are also sites of students’
informal learning, where they
come in contact and interact
with teachers and peers and
develop skills that complement
their academic work.

Students learn in a variety of school locations beyond the classroom: extracurricular activities such as clubs and sports are also sites of students’ informal
learning, where they come in contact and interact with teachers and peers and
develop skills that complement their academic work (Phelan, Davidson & Yu,
1996). For example, sports activities can foster teamwork, boost students’ overall
confidence within a school setting, and allow students to engage in different
kinds of relationships with adults around physical skills development. Students
who participate in play production have opportunities to develop their social and
emotional intelligence as they explore different points of view beyond their own
through the embodiment of different roles on stage.
The school context can also shape student learning through the “hidden
curriculum.” The hidden curriculum refers to messages students receive from
structures of authority and values implicit in the operations of school. Students
receive such messages from, for example, the system of rewards, staffing
patterns, the availability of various subjects and extra-curricular learning
opportunities, and the nature and quality of resources made available to students
(Connell, 1996; Werner, 1991). These messages inform students of what is valued
in their school environment. In school environments that support successful
student outcomes, academic press—the degree to which the school environment
presses for student achievement on a school-wide basis (Murphy, Weil, Hallinger
& Mitman, 1982)—is a large component of the hidden curriculum. Academic
press includes high expectations among teachers as well as school policies,
practices, expectations, norms, and rewards that favour academic achievement.
Principals and teachers can contribute to building academic press through school
policies and reward systems and by consistently communicating that success in
academic work is expected and attainable.
Feeling physically safe—for both students and staff—is another component of
school environments that support successful student outcomes (Cohen, McCabe,
Michelli & Pickeral, 2009). Principals and the whole school staff contribute to a safe
school environment by clearly communicating rules for behavior and responding
to infractions (particularly bullying and violence) in a clear and consistent manner.
Feeling socially and emotionally safe is equally important and often rests on a
clearly articulated vision of the school as a community that cares for its members
and respects and appreciates diversity and individual differences.
Finally, the physical structure of the school forms a part of the school
environment. Clean, well-maintained and appropriately resourced facilities
have been linked to higher achievement scores, fewer disciplinary incidents,
better attendance, and more positive attitudes toward learning among students
(McGuffey, 1982; Weinstein, 1979)
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The External Environment
Schools are nested within their external environment, which includes parents,
the community in which they are situated, the economic conditions present in
those communities and the values espoused by that community; curriculum
standards, achievement expectations, programmatic requirements, and other
policy directives; and other social agencies that serve children. The external
environment can contribute to successful student outcomes and build resilience
among students by improving the community’s economy and employment
opportunities, through caring and supportive adult relationships, opportunities
for meaningful student participation in their communities, and high parent
expectations regarding student learning (Bernard, 1997; Bryan, 2005; Wang,
Haertel & Walberg, 1998).

Students with parents who have
high expectations and express
support for the schools their
children attend and the teachers
working in those schools tend
to: earn higher grades, enroll in
more difficult courses, maintain
regular attendance, have better
social and emotional skills,
adapt well to school, complete
high school and pursue postsecondary studies.

Parental engagement in their children’s education can also contribute to
successful student outcomes. Students with parents who have high expectations
and express support for the schools their children attend and the teachers
working in those schools tend to: earn higher grades, enroll in more difficult
courses, maintain regular attendance, have better social and emotional skills,
adapt well to school, complete high school and pursue post-secondary studies
(Henderson & Mapp, 2002). Schools can support parental involvement by
scheduling parent-teacher meetings, sending materials home, and communicating
with parents about student progress. A culture of respect and appreciation for
diversity within the school can also support parental involvement.

SYNTHESIS: THE CRITICAL COMPONENTS OF POSITIVE/SUPPORTING
SCHOOL CONTEXTS AND HOW THEY INTERACT
The preceding sections of this paper have identified what have been
characterized as key people, processes and system layers within the school
context research. For Deakin Crick and her colleagues (2013), schools are
dynamic, living systems where the critical activity is learning among leaders,
teachers and students. In Talbert and McLaughlin’s (1999) context model,
students’ school realities are inherently multilevel (including classroom, teacher
communities, schools, and the context outside of schools). In both school
context models, classrooms are of central importance because this is where
teachers and students focus on learning. To a large extent, teachers’ classroom
practices mediate the effects of the teacher community and school layers of
the environment on student outcomes (Hallinger & Heck, 1996; Leithwood,
Louis, Anderson & Wahlsttom, 2004; Vescio, Ross & Adams, 2008). But many of
the relationships between features of the environment are more complex. For
example, the disciplinary climate of the school can affect students’ behavior in
the classroom, which has an impact on student learning and an impact on teacher
practices in the classroom (e.g., less time spent on classroom management and
more time spent on instruction). Establishing a culture of caring and respect at
the school level can have an impact on students’ openness to participation in
classroom activities, which can also have an impact on teacher practices.

CONTEXT INDICATORS
Researchers use the term “process indicators” interchangeably with “context
indicators” to allow us to trace how schools provide educational opportunities
to students (Boyd, 1992; Oakes, 1989; Porter, 1991; Scheerens, 2011; Talbert &
McLaughlin, 1999). According to Oakes (1989), “Ideally, school-level indicators
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[should] provide descriptive information about important combinations of these
school characteristics. The challenge is to construct indicators that will inform
policy makers and educators about how schools use their resources to establish
policies, organizational structures, and cultures that promote high-quality
teaching and learning.”
The Talbert and McGlaughlin (1999) model provides a useful framework for
conceptualizing the school context as consisting nested layers of influence on
student learning. In developing strategies to measure the school environment,
it is important to consider features of the school environment within each of
those layers and to be attentive to the interactions between those features in the
dynamic system of the school. The research to date suggests that the following
features should be included in measures of school environment:

CLASSROOM FEATURES
• Learning is linked to students’ lives
• A variety of different teaching methods are used
• Different learning styles are respected
• High expectations for all students
• Formative evaluations are used systematically
• T
 eachers set clear objectives, monitor progress, and provide
feedback
• Opportunities for classroom participation
• Diversity and individual differences are respected
• Social and emotional learning is valued
• Positive student-teacher and student-student relationships
• Classroom management strategies are systematic
• Disciplinary strategies are consistent and non-coercive

TEACHER COMMUNITIES
• Teachers participate in professional learning communities
• Teacher-teacher relationships are positive and collegial
• Teachers have time for common academic planning
• T
 eachers feel individually and collectively responsible for student learning
• Professional development is systematic and ongoing
• Teachers use data to support educational decision-making
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SCHOOLS
• The principal provides instructional leadership:
— respects and fosters teacher professionalism
— shares decision-making with teachers
—a
 rticulates a clear and compelling vision that includes
achievement, respect, and care
— m
 odels and supports ongoing professional learning and
experimentation
• S
 chool policies and norms emphasize high achievement for all
students
• R
 ules are clearly communicated and infractions are consistently
addressed
• Students and staff feel physically safe
• Students and staff feel socially and emotionally safe
• E
 xtra-curricular activities are available and all students are encouraged to participate
• Facilities are clean and well-maintained
• Appropriate resources are available
As detailed throughout this paper, it is helpful to break these potential indicators
down in relation to where they occur in order to get a holistic sense of a
school’s working practices. However, these indicators need to be considered as
a connected, interactive set. For example, establishing a compelling school vision
across the school can occur through ongoing teacher community dialogue and
collaboration that also enhances opportunities for students to participate in the
classroom.
Data on school context can be collected through a variety of methods, including:
focus groups, observational methods, interviews, town hall discussions, and
surveys. Any approach should include students, teachers, staff, and parents,
and should assess the full range of features that shape student and educator
experiences of the school context (Cohen, Pickeral & McCloskey, 2008/2009).
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CONCLUSION
The context concept characterizes schools as dynamic systems that influence
a broad range of dimensions of student learning, including academic, affective,
social, and behavioral domains. A school’s context shapes the core processes
of teaching and learning in classrooms. Teachers’ professional communities,
extra-classroom learning opportunities, leadership decisions, teachers’ working
conditions, and norms and values associated with the hidden curriculum all
influence how teaching and learning are experienced in classrooms.
Studies of school context should draw from a variety of research methods in
order to accurately capture the complexity of interactions among context factors.
Understanding the contexts of particular schools enables educators, parents,
students and policy makers to comprehend the possibilities for change and
school improvement.
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