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School Climate and School Effectiveness:
Summary of Teacher, Student and Parent Attitudes
in One Rural Community

RoBERT W. MaLoy! AND CLEMENT A. SELDIN!

This paper presents a comparison of how teachers, students, and parents perceive the climate of the secondary schools in Greenfield,
Massachusetts. The study is a product of a four-year collaboration (1977-1981) between the Greenfield, Massachusetts, Public
Schools, the Massachusetts Department of Education, and the University of Massachusetts School of Education.
Examining school climate, the paper assesses the extent to which teachers, students, and parents view eight selected value statements
about the purposes of school differently. Agreement between teachers, students, and parents on the purposes of school sug-
gests the presence of common beliefs about school and supports a “schoo! climate of collaboration.” Disagreement, by con-
trast, indicates the presence of alternate, potentially conflicting, beliefs and produces a “school climate of contention.”
The survey data suggested that the Greenfield students feel more positively than their parents or teachers about the ability
of school to prepare them for later life. According to the students, whatever purposes parents and teachers think should be
emphasized are being emphasized. By contrast, parents and teachers identify considerable differences between what they wish
would be emphasized and what they thought was being emphasized. Based on these results, the paper concludes that the dif-
ferences in teacher, parent, and student perceptions about the purposes of school will have important implications for the
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question of school effectiveness in Greenfield.

Introduction

The social organization of schools is a dominant theme
of the “new sociology of education” [5]. Characterized
by one observer as a “quiet revolution in educational
research” [11], studies have concentrated on “the context
for teaching and learning” and “the nature of the school
experience for both staff and pupils” [8].

Included in the domain of this new sociology is research
on the effectiveness of schools. This research contends
that effective schools produce more positive behavior pat-

terns and higher levels of academic achievement in their’

students [1; 7; 8].

School climate has been identified as one of the charac-
teristics which determines how effectively schools func-
tion [2; 3; 6; 8; 9). In these studies, climate is defined
as the “atmosphere” of a school building. It is the im-
pressions, moods, and feelings one experiences when
walking the corridors, sitting in the classrooms, or stand-
ing on the playgrounds.

Rutter [8] believes climate is a product of the beliefs
and values expressed by people in a school. “Can all

students learn”; “Do schools make a difference”; “Should

parents decide what is taught”; and “Is excellence
recognized” are each examples of beliefs and values which
can define the climate of a school or a classroom.

In effective schools, it is argued that people share com-
mon beliefs and values about school and schooling. The
climate of these schools is characterized by a sense of pur-
pose, an atmosphere of order and quiet, and a feeling
of pleasure in learning. There are high expectations for
students to do well academically which account in part
for higher levels of student achievement. And, there is

a clearly defined academic mission which students,
teachers, and parents understand and support. By exten-
sion, the conditions set for effective school climate ap-
ply simultaneously to classrooms as well.

This paper presents a comparison of how teachers,
students, and parents perceive the climate of the secon-
dary schools in Greenfield, Massachusetts, as measured
by responses given to a series of value statements about
the purposes of school.

Our research approach is derived from Rutter’s study
of twelve inner London secondary schools. Rutter ex-
amined differences between schools as a way of assess-
ing an institutional effect of schools on student per-
formance.

To examine climate, we assessed the extent to which
teachers, students, and parents view purposes of school
differently. The goal was to determine the presence of
a climate of shared beliefs and values within the schools.
We hypothesized that agreement between teachers,
students, and parents on the purposes of school would
suggest the presence of common beliefs about school and
support a “school climate of collaboration.” By contrast,

‘disagreement would indicate the presence of alternate,

potentially conflicting, beliefs and produce a “school
climate of contention.”

Procedure

Our research is a product of a four-year education pro-
ject (1977-1981) conducted jointly by the Greenfield,
Massachusetts, Public Schools, the Massachusetts
Department of Education, and the University of
Massachusetts Department of Education, and the Univer-

'From the School of Education, 126 Furcolo Hall, University of Massachusetts, Amherst, Massachusetts 01003.



66

sity of Massachusetts School of Education. Greenfield,
a community of approximately 18,000 in the northwestern
part of the state, had been chosen as a rural field site of
the Department of Education’s Secondary School Plan-
ning Project. Two secondary schools, a high school, and
a junior high school were the focus of the project.

An overall needs assessment was conducted. The pro-
cess was subdivided into three similar, yet distinct, survey
instruments administered by committees representing the
teachers, students, and parents. A Staff Development
Committee assumed responsibility for surveying all
members of the faculty and administration of the secon-
dary schools (N=110). A Student Advisory Committee
coordinated the surveying of all senior high and junior
high (N = 1081) students. Of the 1191 survey instruments
distributed, 1107 were completed (92.2 percent return).
A Community Advisory Committee conducted a random
sampling of the community (N=3600). A 31 percent
return was recorded (1116 completed surveys).

Eight purposes of schooling, identified below, chosen
by the committees, were included on the needs assessment
questionnaire. Teachers, students, and parents were asked
to rate each purpose on a 0-3 scale from “not empha-
sized” to “strongly emphasized” in terms of their percep-
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tions of their school.

The selected purposes of schooling were: prepare for
further schooling; concern for the needs of others; im-
prove social and economic status; prepare for the 1980’s;
prepare for jobs and careers; fulfill self as a person;
develop intellectual abilities; and respect for the rules of
society.

Disagreements between what purposes of school
“should be emphasized” and what purposes of schools
are “being emphasized” were found between groups
throughout the eight categories. Table 1 presents findings
of selected purposes of schools that teachers, students,
and parents believe should be emphasized. Table 2
presents findings of selected purposes of schools that
teachers, students, and parents believe are presently be-
ing emphasized.

Table 1 illustrates that the views of teachers, students,
and parents on the ideal purposes of schools are
remarkably similar. These three groups break asunder,
however, when actual school situations and day-to-day
practices are examined resulting in two distinctly different
groups and opinions. The students view everyday school
life as meeting their expectations while teachers and
parents rate these same activities as falling short of their

Table 1

Mean Ratings for Teacher, Student and Parent Response on What Selected Purposes
of School Should Be Emphasized (0-3 Scale from Not Emphasized to Strongly Emphasized)

Selected Purposes of Schooling

Teacher Response

Student Response Parent Response

Prepare for Further Schooling 2.6 2.7 2.8
Concern for Needs of Others 2.6 2.4 2.5
Improve Social/Economic Status 1.9 2.7 2.2
Prepare for the 1980’s . 2.4 2.3 2.5
Prepare for Jobs and Careers 2.6 2.7 2.8
Fulfill Self as Person 2.6 2.6 2.6
Develop Intellectual Abilities 2.9 2.8 2.8
Respect for the Rules of Society 2.8 23 2.8
Table 2

Mean Ratings for Teacher, Student and Parent Response on Perceived Emphasis of Selected Purposes
of Schools (0-3 Scale from Not Emphasized to Strongly_ Emphasized)

Selected Purposes of Schooling

Teacher Response

Student Response Parent Response

Prepare for Further Schooling
Concern for Needs of Others
Improve Social/Economic Status
Prepare for the 1980’s

Prepare for Jobs and Careers
Fulfill Self as Person

Develop Intellectual Abilities
Respect for the Rules of Society
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expectations.

Students in Greenfield felt more positively than their
parents or teachers about the ability of school to prepare
them for later life. According to the students, whatever
purposes parents and teachers think should be empha-
sized are being emphasized. By contrast, parents and
teachers identified considerable differences between what
they wished would be emphasized and what they thought
was being emphasized.

Conclusion

Based on our survey results, we conclude the climate
of the Greenfield Secondary Schools is characterized by
differences in the perceptions of teachers, parents and
students. These findings have important implications for
the question of school effectiveness in Greenfield.

Research on effective schools contends that positive
school climate includes a sense of order and purpose and
high expectations for student achievement through an
academic mission clearly understood and widely sup-
ported by faculty, parents, and students. In Greenfield,
we see an orderly and purposeful climate as difficult to
achieve given the divergent views of purposes reported
by the groups in our study.

Similarly, creating high expectations for student
achievement will be difficult when the opinions of parents
and teachers are in marked contrast to those of the stu-
dent body regarding what is actually being achieved in
school. A clear academic mission will remain unrealized
as long as a gap exists between the groups’ opinions of
how well the purposes of school are being realized in their
schools.
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