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A school’s culture has been referred to as the school’s ethos or climate and, although there is no consensus 
on the definition of school culture, it is generally agreed that it involves a group phenomenon based on the 
quality and character of school life and patterns of people’s experiences (Cohen, McCabe, Michelli, & 
Pickeral, 2009). When talking about school climate, we are referring to the quality and character of school 
life, including the norms, values and expectations that a school accepts and promotes (Brookover, 1985). 
These, in turn, create an environment that dictates whether the staff, students and parents feel safe 
(socially, emotionally or physically), welcome and respected.  

It is widely acknowledged that a school’s culture is a major factor that can affect and influence school 
improvement and change efforts (Bryk & Schneider, 2003). Deal and Peterson (1999) are of the opinion that 
school reform efforts are likely to fail if they are not meaningfully linked to a school’s culture. Past studies 
also indicate that elements of the school culture play a pivotal role in promoting or providing barriers to the 
implementation of school-wide programs, including those related to bullying and violence (Coyle, 2008). 
The school culture characteristics that are likely to support successful implementation of programmes 
include: collaboration, connections among staff, a sense of family and the quality of relationships between 
students (Coyle, 2008).  

Positive school climates are related to increased student engagement and improved academic achievement 
(MacNeil, Prater, & Busch, 2009). Research supports the notion that changes in the school climate 
(particularly in terms of improved teacher-student relationships and improved discipline and order) can 
reduce behaviour problems and help to create a safe school (Wang, Selman, Dishion, & Stormshak, 2010).  

Because research evidence has shown that the school climate to be integrally related to student academic, 
emotional and behavioural success at school, as well as having a strong influence on the success of school 
reform, National School Improvement Partnerships (NSI) has worked to identify factors that contribute 
towards a positive school climate and developed a series of questionnaires that can be used to assess these 
factors from the perspective of various stakeholders. In practical terms, these questionnaires provide school 
administrators and those involved in reform efforts with reliable and valid information about the school 
climate that can be used to guide changes in practices. This information can also be used to provide 
information to monitor reform efforts aimed at increasing the safety and inclusivity at the school.  

The climate  or culture of an organisation is made up of those patterns of behaviour, attitudes and feelings 
that recur and, therefore characterise it (Isaksen & Ekvall, 2007). It is the climate, which quantifies culture; 
the elements of which are perceived by those who work within the organisation. 

Past research has found that a school’s climate influences a range of student outcomes, including: students’ 
self-concept (Cairns, 1987); social emotional learning (Collie, Shapka, & Perry, 2012); lower levels of 
absenteeism (deJung & Duckworth, 1986); personal attitudes (Anderson, 1982; Manvell, 2012); and 
academic achievement (MacNeil, Prater, & Busch, 2009). The school organisational climate has also been 
found to influence a range of teacher outcomes, including: job satisfaction (Ghavifekr & Pillai, 2016; Skaalvik 
& Skaalvik, 2011) occupational stress (Ahghar, 2008), morale (Nidich & Nidich, 2010) and commitment to 
the organisation (Sezgin, 2010).  

Given that stakeholders’ (staff, student and parent) perceptions of the school climate has significant effects 
on both student and teacher outcomes, it is important to ensure that the climate is as positive as possible. 
The surveys offered by NSI can be used by school leaders to examine stakeholders’ perceptions of their 
school’s climate and to inform the improvement of that climate. This companion is designed to help the 
principal, leadership team and teachers to better understand the information provided in the feedback 
package(s) with respect to the scales included in each of the three surveys,: the School Organisational 
climate Survey (SOCS; used to get feedback from staff at the school) the What’s Happening In this School 
Survey (WHITS; used to get feedback from students); and the Parent and Caregiver Survey (PaCS; used to 
get feedback from parents and caregivers). For information related to using this information to effect 
change please refer to our other guides. 
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In developing the School Organisational Climate Survey (SOCS) we acknowledged that, in the school 
setting, motivating staff to provide effective and engaging learning and teaching environments (including 
teachers within their classrooms) is central to school improvement. Therefore, we drew on two theories, 
goal-setting theory (Locke & Latham, 2002) and social-cognitive theory (Bandura, 1989), to help us to 
delineate dimensions of the organisational climate that were likely to bring about pedagogical 
improvement. Goal-setting theory focuses on motivation in work settings and helps to explain the 
relationship between goal setting and performance. This theory purports that the goals set by leaders within 
an organisation will influence the motivation of individuals to improve their performance.  

The work of Locke and Latham (2002) also aligns to Bandura’s (1989) social-cognitive theory, as both 
theories acknowledge the importance of conscious goals and self-efficacy. The concept of self-efficacy is 
important to the selection of relevant scales, particularly with respect to developing a learning culture. 
Therefore, social-cognitive theory provides an understanding of the importance of leaders’ recognition of 
the needs of individuals when they are setting appropriate goals.  

The development of the SOCS involved a multistage approach that was designed to ensure that construct 
validity requirements were fulfilled. The scales included in the SOCS were selected based on their 
importance to an effective or improving school. For more information about the reliability and validity of 
the SOCS, in terms of both translation and criterion related validity, please refer to the journal by Aldridge 
and Fraser available on the Resources page of the NSI website.  

The SOCS process in a nutshell 
• The SOCS is administered to all staff (teaching and support), annually or biennially, at a time suitable 

to the school. It is recommended that administrations in different years are done at around the same 
time to enable meaningful comparisons across years. 

• For optimum return rate, it is recommended that the SOCS be administered during a staff meeting.  

• The survey takes between 20 and 30 minutes to complete. 

• NSI provides the principal with a package of de-identified whole-school staff feedback (separately for 
teaching and support staff) that can be used in a reflection process with the school leadership team 
and with staff to develop lines of action. 

• When administered annually or biennially, data over time shows the effectiveness of school 
improvement efforts.  
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Assessing the School Organisational Climate 
The School Organisational Climate Survey (SOCS) assesses 10 scales important to developing a Catholic 
identity and to effective organisational management for instructional improvement.  This section provides: 
1) an overview and description for each SOCS scale (in the table below), and 2) a brief justification for the 
inclusion of each scale and how it relates to effective and improving schools.   

 

School Organisational Climate 

Scale This scale measures the extent to which … 

Catholic Identity in Practice … the school promotes, develops and gives witness to the Catholic faith. 

School Mission … staff understand, agree with and are committed to the mission and vision of the 
school. 

Participation in Decision 
Making 

… staff perceive the school leadership team involve staff members when making 
decisions. 

Providing Individual Support … staff feel that the school’s leadership team is approachable and supportive. 

Encouraging Improvement of 
Practice … staff are encouraged to improve and refine their practice. 

Staff Collegiality … staff can obtain assistance, advice and encouragement and feel accepted by 
their colleagues. 

Safe and Respectful 
Environment 

… the policies and rules in place help to create and maintain a safe and respectful 
environment. 

Home-School Relations … there is a good relationship between the parents/carers and school staff. 

Parent/Caregiver 
Involvement*  

… parents and caregivers engage with their child’s education and whether the 
teachers are actively seeking to involve them. 

Expectations for Success* … the teachers and principal have high expectations for the success of the 
students. 

*Scales not included in the version for support staff  

Note, the School Organisational Climate survey (SOCS) has been validated for use with Australian teachers. A journal article 
pertaining to the reliability and validity of the survey is available upon request (Aldridge & Fraser, 2018).  

The Catholic identity in practice scale assesses the extent to which the staff perceive that the school 
‘promotes, develops and gives witness to the Catholic faith and is centred on a personal relationship with 
God and others.’ 1  

The Catholic Identity of the school involves staff and students being able to integrate faith, life and culture.2 
All in Catholic school communities are called to reflect upon the Christian message by relating it to their 
daily lives and to understand what it means to be a follower of Christ in Australia today. This involves a 
commitment to the school’s Catholic mission and vision, strong partnerships with the wider Church 
community, and high quality religious education.  

  

                                                                    

1 101 Systematic Evangelisation Planning 
2 Ibid 102 
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Catholic Identity in Practice 

As per the QCS Tool, a school with highly a developed Catholic Identity: 

• Incorporates Gospel values in all communications, policy documents and future planning and 
actively promotes the school’s Catholic identity in the selection of staff, enrolment of students and 
selection and use of resources.  

• Provides explicit teaching of Catholic beliefs and values in all areas of the curriculum. Students 
effectively learn of the close connection between the teachings of the Gospel, faith, life and 
culture through well integrated learning experiences and experiences of Christian Service.  

• Integrates the Christian understanding of the Christian understanding of the dignity of the human 
person, which is clearly reflected in all policies and practices of the school. Members of the school 
community are consistently challenged to accept and celebrate differences.  

• Provides students with many well-planned opportunities to use the Gospel to reflect on life’s 
questions.  

• Provides students with many well focused opportunities to critique the relationship between 
Australian society and Christian values 

• Has a whole school approach to teaching the Gospel spirit of poverty and to being counter-cultural 
in a materialistic society.  

• Has school community members who are consistently and effectively challenged to actively 
engage with those on the margins of society, including the marginalised in school communities. 

• Effectively integrates a comprehensive understanding of Catholic Social teachings into classroom 
practice and Christian service learning.  

• Has a rich and active partnership with the parish.  

This scale assesses the extent to which staff understand, agree with and are committed to the mission and 
vision of the school. According to Hallinger (2003) one of the goals of leadership is to define the school’s 
mission and to work with staff to ensure that the school has clear and measurable goals. In pedagogical 
leadership, it is important to communicate how the goals are linked to pedagogical, philosophical and 
moral purposes (Robinson, Hohepa, & Lloyd, 2009).  It is widely agreed that the goals need to be clear and 
realistic to help to guide teachers. In setting goals, it is critical that principals and the leadership team 
understand why goal setting is important and how goal setting works. Past research has indicated that the 
ability of the principal to effectively articulate the school’s goals contributes to school effectiveness by 
ensuring that school staff understand the school’s targets, both explicitly and implicitly (Heyward, Cannon, 
& Sarjono, 2011; Leithwood, Patten, & Jantzi, 2010; Valentine & Prater, 2011). As such it is important to be 
able to effectively communicate the vision and mission of the school in ways that provide compelling and 
challenging targets for individual and collective improvement efforts. In Catholic schools, an important 
component of the vision and mission is focused on evangelisation to ensure that the school “promotes, 
develops and gives witness to the Catholic faith”1. For this scale, some of the items assess the extent to 
which teachers feel that the school’s Catholic identity is expressed through the vision and mission.  

This scale assesses the extent to which staff perceive that the school leadership team involve staff members 
when making decisions. Participatory decision making facilitates the distribution of leadership among the 
staff members (Leithwood & Jantzi, 1997), a factor identified as important by the Australian Institute for 
Teaching and School Leadership in their professional standards for principals (AITSL, 2011b). The notion of 
distributed leadership (Harris, 2004) acknowledges that school reform and improvement “requires the 
enhanced capacity, not just of one person, but of many” (Invarson, Anderson, Gronn, & Jackson, 2006). That 
is, distributed leadership acknowledges that different individuals (not just those who hold leadership 
positions) can influence school improvement and reform.  Effective decision making within the school is 
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reliant on the principal’s behaviour because it is he or she who is responsible for establishing the decision-
making process (Nutt, 2008). By promoting participatory decision making, the principal is likely to develop 
shared meanings and values among staff members, which can strengthen the school’s organisational 
culture (that is, its norms, values, beliefs and assumptions). Reynolds, Sammons, Stoll, Barber and Hilman 
(1996) argued that the extent to which these norms, values, beliefs, and assumptions are shared contributes 
significantly to school effectiveness, particularly with respect to visions and goals.  

To involve the school staff in decision-making, a principal needs to provide the appropriate information and 
to consider the ways in which members of the school use that information and how they are involved in 
decision-making. Therefore, the more information available within the school, the more effective school 
staff participation in decision-making will be (Van Der Westhuizen, Pacheco, & Webber, 2012).  

This scale assesses the extent to which staff feel that the school’s leadership team is approachable and 
supportive. The leadership team’s consideration of individuals, such as thoughtfulness for staff members, 
coaching behaviour and mentorship, is paramount (Bass, 1985; Jantzi & Leithwood, 1996; Valentine & 
Prater, 2011). An effective principal is likely to consider the needs of his or her individual staff members 
through encouragement and support of innovation and alternative problem-solving techniques (Avolio, 
Bass, & Jung, 1999). Parry and Proctor-Thomson (2002) maintained that a leader can pay special attention 
to the needs and differences of individuals through effective listening, developing potential and 
personalised interaction with them. Tyler’s (1985) study evidenced that an effective principal increased staff 
members’ morale and performance by supporting rather than directing them.  

This scale assesses the extent to which staff are encouraged to improve and refine their practice. This aspect 
of the school climate refers to the practice of the principal and other leaders in the school to challenge staff 
members to re-examine some of the assumptions about their work and to rethink how it can be performed 
(Leithwood & Jantzi, 1997). To encourage improvement of practice, it is important that principals support 
teacher and education support staff learning and develop a professional learning culture within the school. 
Importantly, leaders who are actively involved in professional learning are likely to have a better 
appreciation of the support required of teachers and the conditions that are likely to bring about sustained 
improvement (Robinson et al., 2009). In order to improve their practice, teachers need to be supported in 
their attempts to implement new ideas within the school (AITSL, 2006; Avolio et al., 1999). Such support 
can include feedback about their efforts to improve, minimising factors which distract teachers from their 
professional learning and supporting teachers in their efforts to be innovative. This aspect of the school 
climate can be used as a means of shaping the social context in which the teachers work, and contributes to 
the improvement of their pedagogical skills (Pereira & Gomes, 2012). In the school context, the 
encouragement provided by a principal or other leaders can inspire extra effort among teachers to rethink 
ideas, challenge existing situations and to reframe problems (Edwards, Schyns, Gill, & Higgs, 2012; Hinkin 
& Schriesheim, 2008). 

This scale assesses the extent to which staff can obtain assistance, advice and encouragement and feel 
accepted by their colleagues. Collegial relationships within the school provide a means by which teachers 
can be supportive and approachable of one another, share their experiences of practice and difficulties 
related to practice (Bath, 2006). According to Kelchtermans and Struyve (2013, p. 221) “… collegial relations 
constitute important working conditions for teachers and, as such, influence the professional development 
of teachers and school”.  Research evidence supports the notion that improved collegiality is of benefit to 
the organisation and promotes teacher professional growth and professionalism (Jarzabkowski, 2003; 
Retallick & Butt, 2004), student outcomes (Bolam et al., 2005; Goddard, Goddard, & Tschannen-Moran, 
2007; Leana & Pil, 2006) and school effectiveness (Goddard et al., 2007; Shah, 2012). Past research suggests 
that collegiality provides important benefits to the teacher, the students and the organisation. Further, 
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research has indicated that teacher collegiality is related to a range of positive outcomes, such as teacher 
self-efficacy (Shachar & Shmuelevitz, 1997), job satisfaction (Lund, 2003; Pan, 2007). Further, findings 
suggest that a high level of collegiality among staff is likely to decrease teachers’ level of stress and burnout 
(Abdallah, 2009)  

This scale assesses the extent to which the policies and rules in place help to create and maintain a safe, 
orderly and respectful environment that is consistent with Catholic social teaching. Students’ and teachers’ 
perceptions of their safety is an important aspect of the school culture (Cohen, McCabe, Michelli, & Pickeral, 
2009) and, according to Teddlie and Reynolds (2000), contributes to an effective school ethos. Having clear 
policies and practices helps students and staff to know what is expected of them and provides clear 
guidelines about interpersonal conduct (Hernandez & Seem, 2004). Past studies that have examined the 
effect of school values on interpersonal violence, theft and vandalism found that the school norms, 
regarding violence, significantly predicted individual involvement in all three forms of delinquent behaviour. 
A recent study by Gottfredson, Gottfredson, Payne, and Gottfredson (2005) found that schools that 
establish and maintain rules, effectively communicate clear expectations for behaviour, consistently enforce 
policies and provide rewards for compliance and consequences for rule infractions, experience lower levels 
of student victimisation. Further, this, and other studies, have found that schools in which students 
perceived greater fairness and clarity of expectations have less delinquent behaviour, less student 
victimisation and fewer behaviour problems (Gottfredson et al., 2005; Kawachi & Berkmann, 2000; Wang, 
Selman, Dishion, & Stormshak, 2010). 

Given the importance of policies and practices (that are established in a fair and equitable manner and that 
are clear and consistent) to create a safe school environment that promotes justice, dignity and respect, this 
construct was considered pivotal in ensuring a positive school climate.  

This scale assesses the extent to which there is a good relationship between the parents and school staff. 
Home-school relationships is about the partnerships formed between families, schools and communities. 
Through this partnership, it is acknowledged that parents bring important perspectives. These relationships 
help to raise awareness, in parents, of both the benefits and potential of their capacity to support their 
children’s education. Positive relationships with parents acknowledges the diverse learning experiences that 
students have outside of school and how these contribute to and are an important factor in children’s 
learning and education (Emerson, Fear, Fox, & Sanders, n.d.). Research has indicated that positive 
relationships between the parents and the teachers and school have a positive impact on a range of student 
outcomes. Research shows that, by “establishing educationally powerful connections and relationships with 
parents and communities, schools gain access to a greater and deeper range of resources to support their 
educational efforts. In this way they enhance outcomes for all students, but especially for those who have 
been under-served by the system and/or are at risk and can achieve large positive effects on academic and 
social outcomes.” (NZ Education Review Office, 2016). 

This scale assesses the extent to which the parents and caregivers engage with their child’s education and 
whether the teachers are actively seeking to involve them. Although involvement is often initiated by 
parents, it can be nurtured by schools in both formal and informal ways.  Importantly parent involvement 
has been found to impact student aspirations (Gutman & Akerman, 2008), achievement (Henderson & Berla, 
1996; Hong & Ho, 2005; Houtenville & Conway, 2008) and motivation (Gonida & Urdan, 2007; Gonzalez-
DeHass, Willems, & Doan Holbein, 2005). In studies by Pomerantz, Moorman and Litwack (2007) and Yun 
and Singh (2008), conducted at the high school level, student motivation is mediated by parent 
involvement. That is, parent involvement enhanced student motivation which, in turn, affected student 
performance. When investigating the value-added education production function that included parent 
effort as an input, Houtenville and Conway (2008) found that this effort had a strong positive effect on 
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student achievement. However, relative to the availability of school resources, it was found that, in schools 
with more resources, parents expend less effort, suggesting a “potential crowding out” (Houtenville & 
Conway, 2008, p. 1). Although parent engagement in schools decreases in higher grades of schools, this 
involvement has still been found to have positive effects on students’ engagement in school and on their 
academic performance (Yun & Singh, 2008). 

This scale assesses the extent to which the teachers and principal have high expectations for the success of 
the students. Much past research has indicated that expectations influence outcomes. The well-known 
pygmalian or Rosenthal effect was based on a study undertaken by Rosenthal and Jacobson in 1969, 
suggested that higher expectations lead to increased performance and, conversely, negative expectations 
effect performance negatively. Other, more recent, research has supported these early findings, suggesting 
that expectations shape a students’ learning experience in powerful ways. In this respect, John Hattie’s 
meta-analysis of 135 separate investigations, found that expectations were, in effect, self-fulfilling 
prophecies. That is, students who are expected to succeed are more likely to do so.  

The notions of high standards and high expectations have appeared regularly and together with respect to 
the characteristics of effective schools. According to Reese, (2004), effective school leaders encourage high 
expectations of students and high-level teaching for staff. High expectations for all students does not mean 
that they are the same for all students, rather, it suggests that, despite different abilities, learning styles, 
cultures and identities, all students can experience success (Jalongo, 2007). High expectations have been 
found to impact on motivation, self-esteem, self-regulation and self-efficacy (Archambault, Eccles, & Vida, 
2010). Further, high expectations have been found to promote resilience and act as a protective factor in at-
risk students (Jussim & Harber, 2005; Kuklinski & Weinstein, 2001).  

Assessing Staff Outcomes 
The survey that is administered to staff also includes scales that are influenced by the school organisational 
climate. Given that, in Australia, as with other countries around the world, teacher attrition and retention 
are of concern, these scales have been included to provide schools with a litmus in terms of how their 
teachers are faring: Catholic Identity, Overall Wellbeing, Job Satisfaction, Self-Efficacy and Teacher 
Collective Efficacy. 

Teacher Wellbeing Scales 

Scale This scale measures the extent to which… 

Catholic Identity in Action … the staff feel that the teachings of the Catholic faith are important to them. 

Overall Wellbeing … staff are in a healthy, comfortable state. 

Job Satisfaction … staff find working at the school satisfying and enjoyable. 

Teaching Efficacy* 
… teachers rate their ability to teach well, particularly in difficult or trying 

situations. 

Teacher Collective Efficacy** … teachers perceive  the teaching staff of your school are able to teach well.  

*Responded to by teachers and education assistants 
**Not included in the support staff version 
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This version of the Catholic Identity in Action scale assesses the extent to which staff feel that Catholic faith 
and practice are important to them. For this scale, identity is used to describe dimensions of self-
understanding and meaningful religious engagement. Catholic schools can significantly impact the religious 
communal cultures around them. The culture of the school, what they teach, how they teach it and for how 
long, all contribute to student identity and, therefore, the culture of the community in which the students 
live3.  Because student learning can be viewed as a process of enculturation, school structures can impact on 
student identity. The findings of studies in both religious and non-religious contexts suggest that the way 
that students identify with the practice and content of education and the culture (values, norms and beliefs) 
of the school or class, shape not only individual student identity but also their collective narrative about the 
nature of the activity in which they are engaged (see for example, Cobb, Gresalfi, and Hodge, 20094). 
Strengthening Catholic identity within [students/parents/staff] plays an important role in enhancing the 
Catholic identity of the school as a whole.  

Schools that cultivate a strong Catholic identity will: 

• Have evidence of staff and student spiritual formation in their evangelisation and strategic plans. 
• Provide opportunities for staff and students to build their knowledge and understanding of the 

Catholic faith. 
• Integrate religious understanding with the curriculum in ways that build confidence in the Catholic 

religion. 
• Provide opportunities to understand diverse perspectives. 

The Overall Wellbeing scale assesses the extent to which staff are in a healthy, comfortable state. The notion 
of wellbeing has become increasingly important since the 1980s (McCallum & Price, 2010; Wyn, 2009) and 
there is mounting evidence to suggest that organisational factors impact on important teacher outcomes, 
including wellbeing. Past research that has examined the links between organisational climate and teacher 
wellbeing as well as their negative experiences has found that the community, school leaders and other 
teachers are central to establishing and maintaining positive workplace practices that foster conditions for 
the development of wellbeing.  

The wellbeing scale can be mapped, broadly speaking, to the conceptual model of wellbeing, developed by 
Konu and Rimpelä (2002). This model, based on Allardt’s model of wellbeing, divides wellbeing into four 
categories: school conditions, social relationships, self-fulfilment, and health status. School conditions 
include the physical environment within the school and include a safe working environment (see the Safe 
and Orderly Environment scale). Social relationship refers to the social climate within the school. Good 
relationships between teachers are likely to promote a person’s resources and to improve achievements in 
school (see for example Staff Collegiality scale). The third category is the means for self-fulfilment which 
Allardt refers to as being respected as a valuable part of a society (see for example, the Participation in 
Decision Making, Providing Individual Support and Encouragement for Improvement of Practice scales). 
The fourth category, health status of individuals, was not considered to be related directly to the 
organisational climate or within the control of an instructional leader and, therefore, was not included in the 
survey. 

  

                                                                    
3 Krakowski, M. (2017). Developing and transmitting religious identity: Curriculum and pedagogy in Modern Orthodox 
Jewish Schools. Cont Jewry, 37, 433-456.  
4 Cobb, P., Gresalfi, M., and Hodge, L. 2009. A design research perspective on the identities that students 
are developing in mathematics classrooms. In Transformation of knowledge through classroom 
interaction, ed. B. Schwarz, T. Dreyfus and H. Hershkowitz, 223–243. London: Routledge. 
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The Job Satisfaction scale assesses the extent to which staff find working at the school satisfying and 
enjoyable. Past research indicates that the satisfaction staff holds about their job is related to their: job 
performance (Judge, Thoresen, Bono, & Patton, 2001), enthusiasm (Chen, 2007), teacher retention 
(Ingersoll, 2001; Schaufeli & Salanova, 2007), burnout (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2010), commitment (Reyes & 
Shin, 1995) and attitudes (Caprara, Barbaranelli, Borgogni, & Steca, 2003). Past research has found positive 
relationships between job satisfaction and the degree to which teachers are exposed to participative 
decision making and transformational leadership (e.g. Bogler, 2001; Maeroff, 1988; Rossmiller, 1992); 
positive student-teacher relationships (Dinham, 1995), and the relationships that they have with parents 
(Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011). 

The Teacher Efficacy scale assesses the extent to which teachers rate their ability to teach well, particularly 
in difficult or trying situations. Teacher self-efficacy is a teacher’s personal judgement or belief about his or 
her capabilities to teach well. As such, the notion of teacher self-efficacy draws on Bandura’s social cognitive 
theory (Bandura, 1986). Bandura (1997, p. 3) defines self-efficacy as “beliefs in one’s capabilities to organize 
and execute the courses of action required to produce given attainment”. According to this theory, although 
a person can exercise control over what he/she does, there is a reciprocal relationship between a person’s 
behaviour, the environment and his/her cognition. This suggests that, although self-efficacy shapes a 
person’s goals, behaviours and actions, it is also influenced by conditions within the environment.  

Past research has indicated that teacher self-efficacy is an influential factor with respect to student 
outcomes. For example, Hattie’s (2003) synthesis of over 500,000 studies related to teacher self-efficacy 
indicates that this variable is three to six times more influential on student learning than teacher 
effectiveness. There is evidence that teacher self-efficacy is related to the likelihood that teachers stay in 
the teaching profession (Glickman & Tamashiro, 1982). Importantly, Hemric, Eury and Shellman (2010) 
consider that schools wanting to improve student outcomes would do well to pay attention to ways to 
improve teacher self-efficacy. 

The Teacher Collective Efficacy scale assesses the extent to which teachers perceive the teaching staff of a 
school are able to teach well. As with the previous efficacy Scale (above), the Collective Efficacy scale draws 
on Bandura’s social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986). As the title implies, the key difference between 
teaching efficacy and teacher collective efficacy is that collective efficacy, according to  Tschannen-Moran 
and Barr (2004), refers to the collective perception of whether teachers in a given school have the ability to 
make an educational difference to their students over and above the educational impact of their homes and 
communities’ and is based on the belief that, ‘through these efforts, teachers can positively influence 
student outcomes, including those who are disengaged, unmotivated and /or disadvantaged’ (Donohoo, 
2016).  

Recent research has identified collective efficacy as the most powerful factor influencing student learning 
(Donohoo, 2016, 2018; Eells, 2011; Goddard et. al., 2000) and the Visible Learning+ organisation has 
identified it as having ‘potential to considerably accelerate student achievement’. Given the powerful 
influence of collective efficacy, it is important to examine ways to improve this pivotal factor.  
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Using the SOCS to Address the AITSL Standards for Principals 
Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL) has drawn on the existing leadership 
standards and capability frameworks that have been developed in Australia, which number approximately 
fifty, to develop and define the role of the principal and to unify the professional nationally. The AITSL 
Standards for Principals describes the professional practice of principals, making explicit the role of quality 
leadership and improving learning outcomes (AITSL, 2011a). These standards identify three leadership 
requirements: vision and values; knowledge and understanding; personal qualities and social interpersonal 
skills. Through the development of the five key professional practices, identified by AITSL, it is intended that 
principals will evince these three requirements. By monitoring their leadership practices using the SOCS, 
principals will have evidence, provided through the feedback package to address these standards. 

AITSL’s 3 
leadership 

requirements 
AITSL’s 5 key professional practices Dimensions of the SOCS 
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Leading teaching and learning 
 

Leading improvement, innovation and change 

Clear school mission 
Encouraging improvement of practice 

Staff collegiality 
Participation in decision making 

Providing individual support 
Developing self and others Expectations for success 

Leading the management of school Safe and orderly environment 
Engaging and working with the community Home-School relations 

The School Organisational Climate Survey (SOCS) is designed to be administered to teachers in a school. 
We suggest that the feedback be used as part of a process of school-improvement involving a professional 
learning community framework. This would ensure that the process is reflective and inductive and, 
essentially, a form collaborative professional learning conducted by groups of leaders and teachers in order 
to improve their school. 
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Introduction 
The What’s Happening in This School? (WHITS) survey was developed to gather student perception data 
about the whole-school climate as well as key protective and risk factors related to the school climate. The 
school climate scales within the WHITS allow schools to monitor a range of research-based dimensions that 
can be systematically addressed to effect improvement in a schools’ culture. Based on a review of literature, 
we identified important aspects of the school climate that are likely to influence the degree to which 
inclusivity and learning are enhanced. These scales assess dimensions of the school climate: relationship 
support (including the students’ relationship with both peers and teachers, school connectedness and 
affirming diversity), structural support (including rule clarity and mechanisms for reporting and seeking help 
and academic support (including their support for learning and expectations for success). The diagram below 
provides an overview of the scales and the dimensions that they assess 

Improvements in the school climate dimensions have direct impacts on students’ protective and risk factors, 
some of which are assessed in the second part of the WHITS. The protective factors (moral identity, self-
anchoring, resilience and wellbeing) indicate the extent to which the school culture supports students to 
flourish in terms of these psychosocial dimensions. The risk factors (bullying, disruptive and risky behaviour) 
indicate the extent to which the school culture may jeopardise students’ psychosocial flourishing. 

Because research evidence has shown that the school climate is integrally related to student academic, 
emotional and behavioural success at school, as well as having a strong influence on the success of school 
reform, we have worked to identify factors that contribute towards students’ perceptions of a positive 
school climate. In practical terms, this instrument provides school administrators and those involved in 
reform efforts with reliable and valid information about students’ perceptions of the school climate that can 
be used to guide changes in practices. It can also be used to monitor reform efforts aimed at increasing the 
safety and inclusivity at the school. Details regarding the validation of the WHITS (Aldridge & Ala'i, 2013) are 
available from the NSI resource page of the website. 
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Below is the aforementioned overview of the scales assessed in the WHITS and the dimensions that they 
support. 

 
*Scales not included in the early childhood and middle primary school versions of the WHITS. 

 

The WHITS process in a nutshell 
• The WHITS is administered to all students (or a representative sample decided by the school’s 

administration team), annually or biennially, at a time suitable to the school. 

• For high schools, students complete the online survey in either homeroom period, or in a universal 
curriculum stream (e.g. English).  

• For primary schools, students complete the survey online or by paper copy, for more information on 
administering to younger students please see our Administering to Early Childhood: Instruction Manual 
available at www.nsipartnerships.com.au/resources 

• The survey takes between 20 and 30 minutes to complete. 

• NSI provides the principal with a package of de-identified whole-school student feedback that can be 
used in a reflection process with the school leadership team and with staff to develop lines of action. 

• When administered annually or biennially, data over time shows the effectiveness of school 
improvement efforts.  

  

What's Happening In this School? 
(WHITS)

Outcomes

Risk Factors

Risky 
Behaviour*

Bullying

Disruptive 
behaviour

Protective 
Factors

Wellbeing

Resilience

Self-
anchoring*

Moral identity

Catholic Identity 
in Action

School Climate

Relationship 
Support

Teacher-Student 
Relationships

Student-student 
Relationship

School 
Connectedness

Affirming 
Diversity*

Structure

Catholic Identity 
in Practise

Safe and 
Orderly 

Environment

Procedures for 
Reporting and 
Seeking Help

Academic 
Support

Expectations

Support for 
Learning
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Assessing the School Climate 
Any one factor will not in itself determine a school’s climate and its influence on the learning 
of students. However, it is the interaction of school and classroom climate factors that create 
a fabric of support that enables members of the school community to teach and learn at their 
optimal levels. 

—Freiberg (1999) 

This section provides a description and background information for each of the school climate scales 
included in the WHITS. This section also gives examples of what a healthy school climate looks like in 
practice and suggests ways in which school staff can actively promote a healthy school climate. 

School Climate Scale 

Relationship Support  This scale assesses the extent to which … 

Teacher Support … students perceive that teachers at the school are supportive and helpful. 

Peer Connectedness … students feel that there is contact and friendship between students. 

School Connectedness … students at the school perceive that they are a valued part of the school 
community. 

Affirming Diversity* … students with differing cultural backgrounds and experiences are 
acknowledged and valued. 

Structure This scale assesses the extent to which … 

 Catholic Identity in Practice … students perceive that the school promotes, develops and gives witness to the 
Catholic faith. 

Safe and Orderly 
Environment  

… students perceive  the school rules to be clear and promote a safe and orderly 
environment. 

Reporting and Seeking  
Help 

… students are aware of procedures, and feel safe, to report incidents.  

Academic Suport This scale assesses the extent to which … 

Support for Learning … students perceive that their teachers support their learning. 

Expectations for Success … students perceive that teachers expect them to succeed and challenge them to 
learn. 

*This scale is not included in the early childhood and middle primary versions  

The first scale related to relationship support is the teacher support scale which examines the extent to 
which students perceive that teachers at the school are supportive and helpful.  

Within the school environment, students experiencing social bonds with teachers is important for creating 
social capital (Roffey, 2008) and attaining positive student outcomes (Carbonaro, 2005; Johnson, Crosnoe, 
& Elder, 2001). Philosophical assumptions about how school members treat and interact with each other 
involve unspoken norms and beliefs. These norms and beliefs influence the types and nature of interactions 
between teachers and students that take place in a school and are critical to the school climate (Dessel, 
2010). 

The relationships and interactions between the teacher and the students are a pivotal aspect of any school 
environment and have a powerful influence on students’ experience of school. According to Noddings 
(1996), students who perceive themselves to be noticed and valued by teachers are more likely to work hard 
and to care for themselves and others. Research has shown that students who perceive their teachers to be 
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supportive have greater confidence in tackling new problems and are more likely to persevere in completing 
challenging tasks (Loukas & Robinson, 2004). Other research has found that, if students feel that their 
teachers are approachable and supportive and that teachers care about them, then students (a) are more 
likely to seek teachers’ help if there is a problem, (b) have better achievement, and (c) have fewer behaviour 
problems (Wang et al., 2010) and experience better mental health and wellbeing (McChesney & Aldridge, 
2018). Conversely, students who feel uncared for by teachers are likely to experience higher levels of 
disorder (Sherman et al., 1997) and experience higher degrees of bully victimisation (Aldridge, McChesney, 
& Afari, 2017). Based on these research findings, teachers’ relationships with and support of students were 
considered to be an important factor that influences the school climate. 

Teacher support in practice: 

At a school-wide level, students’ perceptions of teacher support are influenced by the ways in which school 
staff interact with them across a range of settings. Within-class interactions between teachers and students 
are important, but so are students’ experiences on the playground, in assemblies, in hallways, at 
extracurricular activities and at community events (such as report evenings or prizegivings).  

Students need to feel that they are known, respected and cared for by the staff; students also need to feel 
that staff are available to help and encourage them in their learning and lives. School leaders have an 
important role in establishing, promoting and maintaining positive norms for student-staff interactions. 

In a school with a positive climate, teacher support can be shown and developed through staff: 

• Knowing and using students’ names in class, in hallways or on the playground; 

• Taking care to pronounce all students’ names correctly (including Aboriginal, Asian and Pasifika 
names) and encouraging other students to do the same; 

• Using respectful manners and conversation norms such as eye contact, attention and not interrupting 
when interacting with students (with recognition of cultural differences in these areas); 

• Being involved with students in extra-curricular or pastoral settings that allow for relationship building 
and shared positive experiences; 

• Actively engaging with students and showing interest in their lives, experiences and interests; 

• Providing additional support both in and out of class; 

• Showing concern for students’ academic and socio-emotional needs; 

• Acknowledging students’ achievements, learning dispositions, service, behaviour, contributions, 
character, and efforts both publicly (e.g. in assemblies, in class or with phone calls home) and 
personally; 

• Taking time to hear students’ perspectives; 

• Avoiding making blanket negative statements about students’ character or potential (such as “you’re a 
bad apple” or “you’re never going to amount to anything”) and instead focusing on specific behaviours 
or choices when dealing with issues; and 

• Being willing to offer students a ‘fresh start’ and a positive way forward following incidents. 

The second scale related to relationship support is the peer connectedness scale which examines the extent 
to which students feel that there is contact and friendship between students.  

The notion of peer connectedness is concerned largely with building positive pupil-to-pupil rapport (Roffey, 
2008). The establishing of bonds between peers is a critical component of a positive school climate and 
numerous studies testify to the powerful influence of peer connectedness on a range of student outcomes 
(Goldbaum, Craig, Pepler, & Connolly, 2003; Rowe & Stewart, 2009; J. Rutter, 2003; E. A. Stewart, 2003; 
Welsh, 2000). According to Hirschi’s (1969) social control theory, adolescents who establish social bonds 
within the school environment are more likely to strive to meet the expectations of society and have fewer 
behaviour problems. According to Loukas, Suzuki, and Horton (2006) students who have a sense of social 
connectedness are less likely to be negatively affected by self-criticism and low self-efficacy.   
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Numerous studies have found that stable peer relationships, acceptance and positive interactions with peers 
are related to reduced victimisation (Goldbaum et al., 2003; Welsh, 2000). According to E. B. Stewart (2008), 
positive peer relations provide students with the means to learn and adopt more prosocial ways of dealing 
with conflict, thereby reducing the risk of students being either perpetrators of bullying or victims of peer 
aggression. In fact, research has indicated that positive relationships with peers can promote psychological 
and life skills and may be related to improved academic achievement and motivation (Nichols & White, 2001; 
E. B. Stewart, 2008).  

Peer connectedness in practice: 

All through childhood and adolescence, students are still learning social and self-management skills. Some 
students have rich home environments in which they can learn about appropriate inter-personal behaviours 
and develop a sense of emotional security. Other students are not so lucky and will be reliant on the school 
to help them learn healthy ways to interact with their peers. 

The messages that students receive from staff and the strategies that they learn or see modelled have 
powerful influences on students’ interactions with their peers. It is important for school staff to be attentive 
to inter-student relationships both within and beyond individual classroom environments. Gone are the days 
when teachers could focus only on ‘the three Rs’. 

School staff can promote positive peer connectedness by: 

• Modelling courteous, respectful and pleasant inter-personal behaviour with students; 

• Noticing and intervening when negative inter-personal behaviours occur in class or on the playground; 

• Ensuring that classes and extra-curricular activities provide safe spaces for all students to participate 
and share their views; 

• Ensuring that sports coaches and managers promote positive values of teamwork, good 
sportsmanship, fair play and non-violence; 

• Developing and actively communicating school-wide norms for “how we treat each other around 
here”; 

• Providing all students with explicit opportunities to add to their toolkits of social and self-management 
strategies (for example, running age-appropriate sessions on assertiveness, personal boundaries, 
conflict resolution, or dealing with peer pressure, bullying or cyberbullying); 

• Providing opportunities for students to interact with a range of peers, including those of different 
genders and cultural, ethnic, religious or linguistic backgrounds; and 

• Taking seriously any complaints of bullying or harassment. 

The third scale related to relationship support is the school connectedness scale which examines the extent 
to which students perceive that they are a valued part of the school community. 

School connectedness refers to a student’s sense of belonging within the school environment. Relationships 
within schools are considered to have a powerful influence on school connectedness (Rowe & Stewart, 
2009). School connectedness has, in recent literature, been described as an ecological concept (Rowe, 
Stewart, & Patterson, 2007). From this ecological perspective, Dessel (2010) considers the importance of the 
quality of relationships and degree of connectedness and cohesion amongst different and multiple groups 
within the school community. 

Research findings indicate that students’ perceptions of school connectedness (sense of belonging to a 
school community) are positively related to their academic achievement and engagement (Bond et al., 
2007). Students’ perceptions of school connectedness also have been found to be positively related to 
students’ completion of secondary school (Bond et al., 2007). In addition, it is increasingly acknowledged 
that having a sense of connection to the school is strongly related to improved mental health and 
psychosocial wellbeing among students (Bond et al., 2007; Hawkins, Kosterman, Catalano, Hill, & Abbott, 
2005; M. Rutter, Maughan, Moretimore, Ouston, & Smith, 1979; Riekie, Aldridge & Afari, 2017) as well as 
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reduced violence (Patton et al., 2006; Springer, Parcel, Baumler, & Ross, 2006) and bully victimisation 
(Aldridge et al., 2017). 

In recent years, there has been growing acknowledgement that a comprehensive whole school approach to 
improving and promoting school connectedness is beneficial (Battistich, Schaps, & Wilson, 2004; Erickson, 
Mattaini, & McGuire, 2004; Hawkins et al., 2005). Theoretical and research findings support the importance 
of school connectedness as a key component of the school climate that is likely to influence students’ 
achievement and engagement.  

School connectedness in practice: 

Students’ sense of school connectedness is influenced by many of the same strategies that are listed under 
the teacher support (see p. 37), peer connectedness (see p. 17) and affirming diversity (see p. 40) scales. This 
reflects the interrelated nature of school climate.  

Additional ways in which schools can promote students’ sense of school connectedness include: 

• Ensuring that students are respected and made to feel known within the school; 

• Frequently talking with students about the importance of school and the school’s care for students;  

• Using “we” language to show the partnership and connectedness of students, staff and the school; 

• Effectively using houses, homeroom classes or clubs to give all students a place of belonging and 
connectedness within the school; 

• Using field trips, camps or outdoor education experiences to give students ‘peak experiences’ within 
the school’s provision; 

• As far as possible, providing opportunities that cater for a wide range of student interests (through 
both academic and extra-curricular provision) and cultural backgrounds (for example, Aboriginal or 
Pasifika student groups); 

• Assigning academic or pastoral advisors to all students, with a system for ensuring that these advisors 
meet with students on a regular basis; 

• Providing age-appropriate opportunities for students to contribute to school decision-making; 

• Displaying student work, photos of student activities, and lists recognising student leaders or high-
achieving students around the physical school facilities; 

• Providing opportunities for students to contribute to enhancing the physical school environment (for 
example, fundraising for new picnic tables; a working bee to create a senior students’ lounge space); 

• Providing opportunities for students to serve as ambassadors for the school (for example, hosting 
visitors to the school; visiting contributing schools or early childhood centres; or going into the 
community to share their learning, serve others, or give cultural performances); 

• Establishing a supportive disciplinary environment in which students who behave inappropriately are 
still treated with respect and care while simultaneously reinforcing the school’s standards and 
expectations; and 

• Promoting family involvement in the life of the school and in students’ learning. 

The fourth scale related to relationship support is the affirming diversity scale which examines the extent to 
which students with differing cultural backgrounds and experiences are acknowledged and valued within 
the school. 

Most schools today include students from diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds. Although, 
traditionally, inclusive education has referred to the inclusion of students with disabilities into mainstream 
classrooms (Van Kraayenoord, 2007), our study draws on UNESCO’s broader aims and notion of inclusion 
that advocate respect, acceptance and appreciation of the diversity of our world’s cultures (1995, 1997, 
2000). In a school environment, inclusion and affirming diversity are related to the creation of harmony in 
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difference so that students with differing cultural and linguistic backgrounds feel that they are 
acknowledged and valued.  

It is fair to say that the culture of a school can become a hostile environment for individuals who are exposed 
to victimisation, harassment or prejudice. The bullying or harassment of individuals who are regarded as 
different (for example, as a result of their race, religion, ability or sexual orientation) can lead to prolonged 
absence from school and increased violence (Whitted & Dupper, 2005). Fraser (2001) and Rutter et al. (1979) 
have highlighted that the many hours that students spend in school contribute enormously to students’ 
socialisation. Dessel (2010, p. 408) points out that the school environment is a microcosm of our society and 
provides numerous opportunities for students to learn about “differences, conflict resolution and peaceful 
coexistence”. Having said this, however, past research has also indicated that prolonged contact between 
diverse groups and the outward celebration of diversity (such as Harmony Day) is not sufficient to alleviate 
prejudice and break down barriers (Dessel, 2010; Halse, 2017). For example, recent research conducted in 
Australian secondary schools found that although students were well-aware of Australia’s multicultural 
society and the need for equal treatment of all, the same students also argued that “racism … is a universal 
human characteristic and an inescapable fact of everyday life that cannot be controlled or prevented” 
(Halse, 2017, p. 7) and “insist[ed] that ethnic minorities adopt the Australian ‘way’ and abandon alien and 
confronting cultural practices” (Halse, 2017, p. 10)5. 

Teachers are often not well-prepared to teach in classrooms with diverse students and ill-equipped to deal 
with racism or prejudice (Marshall, 2001). Bearing in mind that the majority of teachers are white and middle 
classed, it is not surprising then that they often are unable understand the views of minority groups.  

Research findings indicate that the key to providing a truly multicultural education is in changing the school 
climate. Examining the language used in curriculum and in day-to-day interactions can help to shape the 
school culture. By better preparing our teachers to use anti-racist strategies and to involve an intergroup, 
intercultural approach that highlights the benefits of diversity, we can help students to better understand 
their place in society. Past research highlights numerous examples of best practice and programmes that 
promote intercultural relationships, including multicultural and anti-bias education and moral development 
programmes (Banks, 2005; Erickson et al., 2004; Whitted & Dupper, 2005). Difference Differently6, an 
Australian resource, is a comprehensive free tool for schools to access to develop the cultural competency 
of administrators, teachers and students. Below is an excerpt from a Difference Differently professional 
learning module7 that helps to explain the notion of developing a school climate that engages with diversity. 

“Whole-School Approaches to Education” 

Section 3: Diversity awareness and prejudice reduction programs8 

Diversity surrounds us in day-to-day life, presenting both challenges and opportunities. This is the case in 
culturally and linguistically diverse schools, but can also be the case in schools that have seemingly 
monocultural representation. Diversity comes in many forms and is sometimes not obviously apparent, 
either because people wish to hide it or because others choose not to notice it.  

Diversity awareness and prejudice reduction programs focus on students’ attitudes towards other cultures 
and how these can be modified (Banks, 2004; Dovidio, Gaertner, Stewart, Esses, & Hodson, 2004). Many 

                                                                    

5 Read more about this study at http://www.aare.edu.au/blog/?p=1373 
6 http://www.differencedifferently.edu.au/  
7 See http://www.differencedifferently.edu.au/prof_learning/ – Difference Differently offers three free online 
professional learning modules aimed at increasing diversity competence in education professionals and 
their students.  Teachers and other education professionals are welcome to register for the professional 
learning modules.  Participants can elect to complete one or more of the modules, which are 
complementary but can be used individually.  Each module takes between 1-2 hours to complete and 
participants are provided with a certificate when all aspects of a module are finished.   
8 http://www.differencedifferently.edu.au/prof_learning/plcontent/whole_school_approach/part_1c.php  
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Australian schools have successfully implemented their own diversity awareness and prejudice reduction 
initiatives. An example of this is Dandenong High School, where staff worked with the local council, the 
Victorian Department of Education and a migrant resource centre to create a learning resource called 
Cultural Comprehension. 

Many prejudice reduction programs seek to lessen prejudice through establishing contact between diverse 
groups of students … Allport’s Contact hypothesis is very useful in these circumstances.  He suggests that 
intergroup contact should be structured to provide positive and meaningful interactions if it is to improve 
relations between different or conflicting groups  (Allport, 1954).  

Fortunately, a number of existing programs are available to Australian schools wishing to expose students 
to diversity.  The Together for Humanity student workshops are one example.  Other programs such as the 
Jewish Christian Muslim Association of Australia's school project offer interfaith perspectives and see 
students from different faiths meeting and working together.  A similar international example is the UK's 
Tony Blair Faith Foundation, their Face to Faith program allows students to communicate globally online 
about their beliefs. Domestic and international student exchange programs are also popular and effective 
in reducing prejudice, including the NSW Department of Education's Cultural Exchange program. 

Section 5: An inclusive school culture9 

An inclusive school empowers students from diverse backgrounds to engage with, and achieve positive 
outcomes through their learning.  It requires all members of staff to participate in redressing any inequitable 
aspects of the school's culture.  This could include considering how students are grouped and labelled within 
the school, sports participation, disparities in student achievement, disproportionality in special education 
programs, and the interaction of staff and students across linguistic and cultural lines (Banks, 2004). 

Crucial to an inclusive school culture is the need to recognise the diverse needs of all students.  While it is 
impractical to know everything about every culture, some awareness about particular cultures relevant to 
your school is useful e.g. ideas about education, displacement, religious and cultural observances, and 
behaviours and gestures.  

At times, teachers go out of their way to be sensitive to the cultural needs of students, without first 
establishing what these needs actually are.  This approach can reinforce the notion that some students are 
'alien' or 'difficult', and might lead to schools making unnecessary compromises.  For example, some 
Muslims consider meat bought in most Australian stores permissible to eat as long as it is not pork and do 
not require halal certification (Hassim and Cole-Adams, 2010).  In such cases, this knowledge may simplify 
the organisation around a sausage sizzle at a school event. 

Sometimes careful communication is all that is needed for a successful outcome.  At times this requires 
interpreters to break down language barriers, but often it is just different cultural perspectives that can make 
communication challenging. 

An inclusive school culture is a child-focused, democratic and transparent one.  Diversity can throw up a 
number of challenges including conflict and tension within the school.  Rather than shielding students from 
conflict, involving them in identifying the issues and possible solutions can be a useful and empowering 
process.  It also provides students with the tools to deal with diversity in the future. 

Affirming diversity in practice 

Improving people’s responses to diversity involves both (a) changing people’s internal thoughts and beliefs 
and (b) changing their external behaviours. Schools need to attend to these internal and external traits in 
regard to staff, students and even parents and members of the wider community. Although external 
behaviours (e.g. speech and inclusion/exclusion of others) are easier to measure and can be changed more 
quickly, long-term change relies on changing people’s underlying attitudes and beliefs. Indeed, our own past 
research suggests that, sometimes, superficial attempts to affirm diversity can backfire and actually impact 
negatively on the school climate (Aldridge et al., 2016; Aldridge et al., 2017). 

                                                                    
9 http://www.differencedifferently.edu.au/prof_learning/plcontent/whole_school_approach/part_1e.php  
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Schools can promote positive attitudes and beliefs (internal) about diversity by: 

• Providing staff with regular training on topics such as intercultural competence, Aboriginal history, 
discrimination, human rights, sexual diversity, interfaith tolerance, prejudice, mental health, 
disabilities, special learning needs, conscious and unconscious bias, and understanding poverty; 

• Inviting guest speakers to speak to students, staff and/or the wider community about issues such 
as the ones listed above; 

• Acknowledging and celebrating diversity among staff; and 

• Using texts or resources that highlight issues related to diversity in subjects like English, History, 
Geography, Art and Health. 

Schools can promote positive behaviours (external) related to diversity by: 

• Ensuring that non-Western names are pronounced correctly and respectfully; 

• Developing and promoting school-wide expectations for respect, tolerance, acceptance and 
inclusion of all students; 

• Actively monitoring the tone of student interactions and intervening when this is not appropriate; 
Providing opportunities for students to interact with a range of peers, including those of different 
genders and cultural, ethnic, religious or linguistic backgrounds; and 

• Taking seriously any complaints of bullying or harassment. 

Because of the complexity of effectively affirming diversity, schools should also commit to regular self-
review in this area including consultation with students, staff and members of the school community. In 
conducting such self-review it is important to carefully consider both conscious and unconscious bias, 
communication and behaviours. 

The first scale related to the support structures of the school, Catholic Identity in Practice, assesses the 
extent to which students’ perceive that the school ‘promotes, develops and gives witness to the Catholic 
faith and is centred on a personal relationship with God and others.’ 10 Whilst this scale assesses a similar 
construct to the identity scale outlined in the SOCS, it should be noted that the wording for the various items 
have been modified to suit the reading abilities and understandings of students of different ages. 

The Catholic Identity of the school involves staff and students being able to integrate faith, life and culture.11 
All in Catholic school communities are called to reflect upon the Christian message by relating it to their 
daily lives and to understand what it means to be a follower of Christ in Australia today. This involves a 
commitment to the school’s Catholic mission and vision, strong partnerships with the wider Church 
community, and high quality religious education.  

Catholic Identity in Practice 

As per the QCS Tool, a school with highly a developed Catholic Identity: 

• Incorporates Gospel values in all communications, policy documents and future planning and 
actively promotes the school’s Catholic identity in the selection of staff, enrolment of students and 
selection and use of resources.  

• Provides explicit teaching of Catholic beliefs and values in all areas of the curriculum. Students 
effectively learn of the close connection between the teachings of the Gospel, faith, life and 
culture through well integrated learning experiences and experiences of Christian Service.  

                                                                    
10 101 Systematic Evangelisation Planning 
11 Ibid 102 
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• Integrates the Christian understanding of the Christian understanding of the dignity of the human 
person, which is clearly reflected in all policies and practices of the school. Members of the school 
community are consistently challenged to accept and celebrate differences.  

• Provides students with many well-planned opportunities to use the Gospel to reflect on life’s 
questions.  

• Provides students with many well focused opportunities to critique the relationship between 
Australian society and Christian values 

• Has a whole school approach to teaching the Gospel spirit of poverty and to being counter-cultural 
in a materialistic society.  

• Has school community members who are consistently and effectively challenged to actively 
engage with those on the margins of society, including the marginalised in school communities. 

• Effectively integrates a comprehensive understanding of Catholic Social teachings into classroom 
practice and Christian service learning.  

• Has a rich and active partnership with the parish.  

The second scale related to the support structures of the school rule clarity scale examines the extent to 
which students perceive the school policies and expectations to be clear and promote a safe environment. 
The word ‘rule’ is not what is most important here: it is the idea of clarity and consistency around 
expectations for behaviour. For example, schools that have implemented restorative justice approaches 
(restorative practices) may have moved away from using the word ‘rule’, with its punitive connotations, but 
such schools will nonetheless need to have clearly-articulated shared understandings of acceptable or 
positive behaviours as part of school-wide prevention strategies (Kehoe, Hemphill, & Broderick, 2016). 

Students’ perception of their safety is an important aspect of the school culture (Cohen et al., 2009) and, 
according to Teddlie and Reynolds (2000), contributes to an effective school ethos. Having clear 
expectations and order helps students and staff to know what is expected of them and provides clear 
guidelines for interpersonal conduct (Hernandez & Seem, 2004). Clearly defining what is considered to be 
acceptable behaviour is likely to lead to the creation of a safer school climate.  

Past studies found that the norms regarding violence and the degree of rule clarity within schools 
significantly predict students’ involvement in delinquent behaviours such as theft, vandalism, smoking and 
drinking (Aldridge et al., 2017). Gottfredson et al. (2005) found that schools that establish and maintain rules, 
effectively communicate clear expectations for behaviour, consistently enforce behaviour standards, 
provide rewards for positive behaviour and address infractions, experience lower levels of student 
victimisation. Studies have also found that schools in which students perceived greater fairness and clarity 
of rules have less delinquent behaviour, less student victimisation and fewer behaviour problems (Aldridge 
et al., 2017; Gottfredson et al., 2005; Kawachi & Berkmann, 2000; Wang et al., 2010). 

Given that research evidence supports the importance of clear expectations for behaviour (with such 
expectations having been established in a fair and equitable manner and being clear and consistent) to 
create a safe school environment, this construct was considered pivotal in ensuring a positive school climate.  

Rule clarity in practice 

Efforts to promote clear expectations for behaviour in the school environment depend on both establishing 
clear policies and rules12 and implementing practices that support those policies. The policies and 

                                                                    
12 As noted earlier, the word ‘rule’ is not pivotal. Expectations for behaviour may be framed within the school as ‘rules’, 
‘expectations’, ‘guidelines’, ‘standards’, or even ‘the way we do things in this place’. The important thing is not the name but rather 
that there is an explicit way for all members of the school community to articulate what behaviour is desired or acceptable. For 
example, one school has encapsulated their expectations in what they call their ‘mantra’ – which is, “At our school we are safe, 
respectful learners who build, repair and maintain healthy relationships”. Individual behaviours can then be measured against 
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expectations themselves can be established in many ways – by school leaders; by a committee comprising 
school leaders, staff, and students; and/or consultation with the whole staff, the student body, and the wider 
community. In contrast, effective implementation of behaviour expectations must be a school-wide effort. 

School staff can promote clear expectations for behaviour by: 

• Consulting with students, parents and members of the community to develop new expectations for 
behaviour and/or to review the appropriateness of existing expectations or rules; 

• Ensuring that expectations or rules are clearly documented (written down) and accessible to all 
members of the school community (for example, displayed in classrooms; in student diaries; in 
newsletters or enrolment packets); 

• Avoiding excessive or unnecessary rules; 

• Framing expectations positively so that desired (rather than undesired) behaviours are identified (for 
example, “We treat each other with respect” rather than “Don’t be disrespectful to others”) 

• Talking to students about the expectations, explaining what they mean and why they are important; 

• Asking for parental support in encouraging their children to respect the school rules; 

• Reminding staff regularly of the importance of consistent school-wide implementation of the agreed 
expectations for behaviour; 

• Being proactive in monitoring student behaviour, and not relying only on students’ reporting of issues 
(see also the information for reporting and seeking help in the next section); 

• Reinforcing positive / desired behaviours; 

• Clearly identifying (or having students identify) the rule or expectation that has been broken when 
issues occur, and reinforcing why that rule or expectation is important; and 

• Considering the use of restorative practices, which encourage students to reflect on the impact their 
behaviour has on others and therefore reduces the likelihood of negative behaviours being repeated 
(for an overview of restorative practices, see (Kehoe et al., 2016). 

The third scale related to the support structures of the school reporting and seeking help scale examines the 
extent to which students are aware of procedures, and feel safe, to report incidents. 

Recent research indicates that when school rules are broken, adolescents are often unwilling to report issues 
or seek help (Eliot, Cornell, Gregory, & Fan, 2010), with the rate at which students seek help declining 
considerably in the middle years of schooling (Williams & Cornell, 2006). In their ‘Improving the Quality of 
Education for All’ project, Teddlie and Reynolds (2000) found that the ways in which a school deals with 
problems are likely to be reflected and established in the school culture. Research indicates that in schools 
where students believe that they know how to report the breaking of school rules and feel comfortable doing 
so, the rights of students are more likely to be upheld and safer school conditions prevail (Antrop-González, 
2006; Bandyopadhyay, Cornell, & Konold, 2009; Williams & Cornell, 2006). 

Reporting and seeking help in practice 

For students to feel comfortable reporting issues and seeking help, a level of trust is required between the 
students and the school / staff. Therefore, the strategies listed earlier under teacher support (see p. 37) are 
important for contributing to a safe environment in which students are more likely to feel that they can 
safely report issues and seek help. It is also important to work on changing school norms about what is 
‘acceptable’ behaviour in order to help prevent issues from occurring in the first place (see the information 
about rule clarity on p. 23). 

                                                                    

the standard of this mantra using questions like “Is what you are doing safe?” “Are you respecting people and property?” and “Is what 
you are doing stopping others from learning?” (see https://www.restorativepractices.org.au/). 
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Schools can also promote the mechanisms for reporting and seeking help by: 

• Explicitly identifying the pathways by which students can report issues and seek help; 

• Ensuring that there are a range of such pathways to suit different students’ experiences and level of 
comfort (for example, communicating that students can talk to any teacher they trust to report an 
issue; allowing students to email a teacher or pastoral leader with their concerns; and inviting students 
to share their concerns with their parents and then have a parent call the school); 

• Publicly committing to students that the school wants to genuinely and effectively address issues that 
are raised; 

• Regularly reminding students of the importance of reporting issues, including issues affecting them 
personally and issues affecting other students – teach students about the responsibilities of 
bystanders; 

• Regularly reinforcing what the school rules are; 

• Regularly teaching and communicating with students about issues such as bullying, consent, 
appropriate and inappropriate interpersonal behaviours (abuse prevention / awareness), remembering 
that not all students will come to school aware of what is acceptable or unacceptable; 

• Making students aware of the help that is available if they need it (for example, counselling, 
mediation, advice and guidance); 

• Regularly reminding all staff that they are expected to take seriously any issues reported to them; 

• Regularly reminding staff of the procedures they should follow when a student reports an issue or 
seeks help from them; 

• Getting back to students who have reported issues to let them know that the issue has been addressed 
– and doing this in a way that is sensitive, respectful and does not embarrass the student in front of 
their peers; and 

• Getting back to students who have sought help to check whether they feel that appropriate help has 
been offered. 

The first scale related to academic support is the support for learning scale which examines the extent to 
which students feel that their teachers support their learning. 

Although much research related to supporting learning has been devoted to teaching students with 
disabilities, the main tenets related to these findings apply to all students. This scale assesses students views 
of whether the teacher provide individual attention when needed, notices if the student has trouble learning 
and goes out of their way to help them. There is much research to suggest that paying individual attention 
to students and individualising learning is important (see for example John Hattie’s review of 50,000 
studies).  

There are many reasons that students might be experiencing difficulties but, regardless of the reason, 
without additional support, these students are likely to slip between the cracks as their education 
progresses. Being able to identify students who are experiencing learning difficulties and having the skills to 
help them is important if all students are to reach their potential.  

Support for Learning in Practice 

The view that learning difficulties or problems are associated with social or institutional considerations, as 
opposed to the attributes of an individual, provides a positive approach. This approach takes the onus of off 
the individual (which could leave them with a sense of failure and helplessness) and gives call to the notion 
that, with the right help (e.g. teaching strategies) and support, students can succeed.  

School can promote learning and support by helping teachers to understand the importance of: 

• Using formative assessment as a means of identifying learning problems within the classroom. 
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• Building safe learning environments in which students can take risks in their learning and minimises 
humiliation or shame.  

• Establishing strong relationships with students to provide a basis upon which students will feel that 
they can take risks in their learning. 

• Pitching tasks so that failure is minimized – and yet ensuring that the work adequately challenges the 
students (don’t dumb it down!).  

• Using different approaches and strategies to help students with learning difficulties. 

• Understanding that students experiencing learning difficulties are likely to be working cognitively 
harder than their counterparts. It is important, therefore, that, to avoid fatigue, teachers ensure that 
they are not overloaded. 

• Providing a responsive learning context that caters for different interests and learning styles.  

• Considering the immediacy and frequency of feedback designed to encourage and assist students. 

• Developing skills related to noticing what is going on in their classrooms (the act of honing in on what 
is important in complex situations).   

The second academic support is the expectations for success scale which examines the extent to which 
students perceive that teachers expect them to succeed and challenge them to learn, 

The well-known pygmalian or Rosenthal effect was based on a study undertaken by Rosenthal and Jacobson 
in 1969, suggested that higher expectations lead to increased performance and, conversely, negative 
expectations effect performance negatively. Other, more recent, research has supported these early 
findings, suggesting that expectations shape a students’ learning experience in powerful ways. In this 
respect, John Hattie’s meta-analysis of 135 separate investigations, found that expectations were, in effect, 
self-fulfilling prophecies. That is, students who are expected to succeed are more likely to do so.  

The notions of high standards and high expectations have appeared regularly and together with respect to 
the characteristics of effective schools. High expectations for all students does not mean that they are the 
same for all students, rather, it suggests that, despite different abilities, learning styles cultures and 
identities, all students can experience success (Jalongo, 2007). High expectations have been found to impact 
on motivation, self-esteem, self-regulation and self-efficacy (Archambault et al., 2010). Further, high 
expectations have been found to promote resilience and act as a protective factor in at-risk students (Jussim 
& Harber, 2005; Kuklinski & Weinstein, 2001).  

Expectations for Success in Practice 

Robert Marzano found that, when teachers have high expectations of their students, they act differently. 
Teachers form expectations with respect to their academic success and then interact with students based 
on these expectations. That is, they treat students for whom they have low expectations of academic 
success differently to those that they hold high expectation. Interactions with low-expectancy students has 
been found to involve less eye contact, physical contact and playful behaviour and they tend to ask them 
less challenging questions than high-expectancy students. 

Expectations for Success involves school staff:  

• Regularly communicating high expectations to their students. 

• Providing work that is challenging to their students. 

• Regularly examining their expectations of individuals. 

• Identifying individual students for whom they hold low expectations and examining the reasons for 
their expectations of these students. 

• Examining and reflecting on how they interact with students for which they hold low expectations. 

• Examining how they can exhibit the same positive behaviours to all students – particularly during 
questioning.  
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Assessing Protective Factors 
Risk and resilience theory states that people’s development is influenced by both protective and risk factors 
in their environments (A. Masten, J. E. Herbers, J. J. Cutuli, & T. L. Lafavor, 2008; Schoon & Bynner, 2003). 
Protective factors boost people’s resilience (that is, their ability to continue to thrive or ‘bounce back’ despite 
negative experiences). Risk factors, however, jeopardise people’s resilience – especially when multiple risk 
factors ‘pile up’ for an individual who has experienced limited protective factors that might otherwise offset 
these risk factors. Figure 1 shows the relationships between risk and protective factors according to risk and 
resilience theory. Given that much past research has provided evidence to suggest that the school climate 
is linked to a range of emotional and behavioural outcomes (Esposito, 1999; Kuperminc, Leadbeater, & 
Blatt, 2001; Loukas & Robinson, 2004; Roeser, Eccles, & Sameroff, 2000; Wang et al., 2010), we decided to 
include a range of protective and risk factors within the WHITS.  

 

 
Figure 1 Risk and resilience theory 

The protective factors included in the WHITS are Catholic identity, self-anchoring, student agency, 
resilience and wellbeing. These five constructs can be understood both as outcomes that are influenced by 
the school climate and as protective factors that, in themselves, positively influence other important student 
outcomes. 

Protective Factor Scales 

Scale This scale assesses the extent to which … 

Catholic Identity in Action … students feel that the teachings of the Catholic faith are important to them. 

Moral Identity (agency) 
… students commit to lines of action that promote or protect the welfare of 

others. 

Self-anchoring* … students feel comfortable to be themselves at school. 

Resilience … students are able to cope with adversity, stress and achieve goals in the face of 
obstacles. 

Wellbeing … students experience life in a positive way. 

*This scale is not  included in the primary school versions 
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The first protective factor scale, Catholic Identity in Action, assesses the extent to which students’ feel that 
Catholic faith and practice are important to them. Similar to the staff version of this scale, identity is used 
to describe dimensions of self-understanding and meaningful religious engagement, however, the wording 
and number of items has been modified to suit the reading ability and ages of the students in the different 
versions of the WHITS.  

Catholic schools can significantly impact the religious communal cultures around them. The culture of the 
school, what they teach, how they teach it and for how long, all contribute to student identity and, therefore, 
the culture of the community in which the students live13.  Because student learning can be viewed as a 
process of enculturation, school structures can impact on student identity. The findings of studies in both 
religious and non-religious contexts suggest that the way that students identify with the practice and 
content of education and the culture (values, norms and beliefs) of the school or class, shape not only 
individual student identity but also their collective narrative about the nature of the activity in which they 
are engaged (see for example, Cobb, Gresalfi, and Hodge, 200914). Strengthening Catholic identity within 
[students/parents/staff] plays an important role in enhancing the Catholic identity of the school as a whole.  

Schools that cultivate a strong Catholic identity will: 

• Have evidence of staff and student spiritual formation in their evangelisation and strategic plans. 
• Provide opportunities for staff and students to build their knowledge and understanding of the 

Catholic faith. 
• Integrate religious understanding with the curriculum in ways that build confidence in the Catholic 

religion. 
• Provide opportunities to understand diverse perspectives. 

The second protective factor scale, Moral Identity, examines the extent to which students commit to lines 
of action that promote or protect the welfare of others. 

Traditionally, moral development has been grounded in cognitive-development theory (Haidt, 2001; 
Kohlberg, 1981, 1984), and research has established that moral judgement (or reasoning) helps to shape 
moral behaviour. More recently, however, it has been argued that moral identity is also a critical determinant 
of moral actions (S. J. Reynolds & Ceranic, 2007). Overall, the field of moral development has moved towards 
an identity model grounded in the social identity theory (Aquino & Reed, 2002; Blasi, 1984; Tajfel, 1959, 
1974).  

According to the consistency principle proposed by Erikson (1964), personal identity provides a need for an 
individual to be true to him or herself and provides the impetus for a person to act consistently with his or 
her identity. Given this drive, a strong moral identity would require an individual to act in a way that is moral. 
In line with this, Hart, Atkins, and Ford (1998, p. 515) define moral identity as “a commitment to one’s sense 
of self to lines of action that promote or protect the welfare of others”. Blasi (1984) also suggests that, 
although an individual’s moral identity is unique, common traits exist that are likely to be central to most 
people’s moral self-definitions. Research findings suggest that moral identity is dependent upon the level of 
social consensus associated with a particular moral involved – that is, the level of general social agreement 
about whether a particular action is deemed to be good or evil (Jones, 1991; S. J. Reynolds & Ceranic, 2007). 
According to S. J. Reynolds and Ceranic (2007), there are issues for which there is a high social consensus 
about what constitutes a moral act (for example, rape), and there also are issues for which there is no such 
consensus (for example, illegal parking). Reynolds and Ceranic (2007) argue that, if the degree of social 

                                                                    
13 Krakowski, M. (2017). Developing and transmitting religious identity: Curriculum and pedagogy in Modern Orthodox Jewish 
Schools. Cont Jewry, 37, 433-456.  
14 Cobb, P., Gresalfi, M., and Hodge, L. 2009. A design research perspective on the identities that students 
are developing in mathematics classrooms. In Transformation of knowledge through classroom 
interaction, ed. B. Schwarz, T. Dreyfus and H. Hershkowitz, 223–243. London: Routledge. 
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consensus regarding an issue is higher, then the extent to which moral judgement is required is reduced. 
Given these research findings, it is likely that, by developing a school culture that includes a high social 
consensus related to students’ moral behaviour, a school could influence a students’ sense of agency. Our 
research indicates that the school climate influences moral identity (see for example Riekie, Aldridge, & 
Afari, 2017). 

The third protective factor scale, self-anchoring, examines the extent to which students feel comfortable to 
be themselves at school. 

Self-identity, according to Erikson (1964), is embedded at the core of one’s being and involves being true to 
oneself in action. Within the field of identity development, there has also been an awareness of the 
importance of identity and pioneering intervention work supports the notion that it is possible to enhance 
processes that promote identity development (Enright, Ganiere, Buss, Lapsley, & Olson, 1983; Ferrer-
Wreder et al., 2002; Markstrom-Adams, Ascione, Braegger, & Adams, 1993).  

Identity and the development of positive self-identity are aspects of adolescent development that, 
according to Phinney (1990, 1996), can have long-lasting consequences for individuals. Research indicates 
that positive self-identity is related to adolescent mental health (Wakefield & Hudley, 2007), delinquency 
and self-efficacy (Street, Harris-Britt, & Walker-Barnes, 2009) and a range of behavioural factors such as 
substance abuse (Gazis, Connor, & Ho, 2010).  

Theorists have proposed that the development of a positive self-identity might involve a stage-like 
progression (W. E. J. Cross, 1991; Phinney, 1989). Important elements in this process are any encounters 
during which a prejudice event occurs that shakes a person’s original views and reshapes the interpretation 
of a person’s identity.  

Past research has provided evidence that there are positive relationships between the positive self-identity 
of adolescents (what we have referred to as self-anchoring) and their self-esteem (Holmes & Lochman, 
2009; Phinney, 1992; Phinney, Cantu, & Kurtz, 1997; Phinney & Chavira, 1992; Wright, 1985), behaviour 
(Holmes & Lochman, 2009), and belonging and engagement (Faircloth, 2009). Given the important role of 
self-anchoring in the development of adolescents, we investigated whether dimensions of the school 
climate were related to students’ self-reports of the extent to which they feel comfortable to be themselves 
at school. 

The fourth protective factor scale, resilience, examines the extent to which students report that they are 
able to cope with adversity, stress and achieve goals in the face of obstacles. 

Over the past two decades, the concept of resilience has developed into a significant field of research and 
theoretical discussion (see for example, Wagnild (2009). Recent research contrasts with research based on 
deficit perspectives that has focused on illness and psychopathology (Windle, Bennett, & Noyes, 2011).  That 
is, the direction of research has shifted from the negative outcomes and damage caused by risk factors to 
researching the positive attributes of how to cope with risk factors (Sun & Stewart, 2010). Internationally, 
these concepts have been related to resilience in Antonovsky (1996) salutogenic model and Bronfenbrenner 
(1979) ecological model. 

The complexity of defining the construct of resilience is widely recognised and there are considerable 
challenges when developing an operational definition of resilience (Masten, 2007). Although no universally-
accepted definition of resilience exists, there is general agreement in the literature that resilience involves 
the ability of individuals to cope with adversity and stress and achieve goals in the face of obstacles. Connor 
and Davidson (2003) suggest that resilience is about thriving in the face of adversity. For example, natural 
disasters (e.g. floods and bushfires) can lead to demonstrations of individuals’ and communities’ resilience. 
Indeed, the ability to ‘bounce back’ is fundamental to the concept of resilience (B. Smith et al., 2008). Past 
conceptual and empirical work attests to the contemporary nature of much national and international 
resilience research (Connor & Davidson, 2003; B. Smith et al., 2008).  
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The fifth protective factor scale, wellbeing, examines the extent to which students experience life in a 
positive way. 

Psychosocial health promotion is concerned with enabling people to maximise their well-being through 
influencing environmental determinants of mental health. The terms ‘mental health’ and ‘wellbeing’ are 
difficult to define and numerous definitions have been published. For this survey, we have used the World 
Health Organisation (1998) understanding as a guide: 

Mental health and wellbeing are fundamental to the quality of life and productivity of individuals, families, 
communities and nations, enabling people to experience life as meaningful and to be creative and active 
citizens. We believe that the primary aim of mental health activity is to enhance people’s wellbeing and 
functioning by focusing on their strengths and resources, reinforcing resilience and enhancing protective 
external factors. 

In the past, educational psychologists have approached the notion of wellbeing from within a deficit model. 
According to Frydenberg, Care, Freeman, and Chan (2009), however, there is a growing trend to reframe 
the notions of wellbeing as positive states of being. Indicators of wellbeing, within this paradigm, include 
health, resilience and self-esteem. Although often overlooked in preference to academic achievement, a 
positive state of wellbeing is increasingly recognised as central to child development. Research over the past 
decade has provided a growing body of evidence that the wellbeing of children is correlated with economic 
and emotional wellbeing later in life (Gibbons & Silva, 2011).  

Although there have been reports of improved health indicators for adolescents in the developed world (see, 
for example the European Commission’s report on the state of young people’s health in the European Union, 
(2000), it would appear that psychosocial aspects of adolescent health show a different pattern (Berntsson 
& Köhler, 2001; Karvonen, Vikat, & Rimpelä, 2005). We do not yet have conclusive evidence that explains 
why adolescents today are experiencing increased psychosocial health problems, but studies suggest that 
factors such as changes in the context of family functions (including increased divorce rates and unstable 
parenting) and increased educational demands could contribute to these changes (McMunn, Nazroo, 
Marmot, M., & Goodman, 2000). Research indicates that improved mental health amongst our adolescent 
populations is likely to have ramifications for our adult populations and is, therefore, worth paying attention 
to.  

Research has indicated that the school climate could influence students’ psychosocial wellbeing (Olweus, 
1993). For example, students who are victims of bullying are reported to be generally lonely and unhappy 
and to display a dislike of school (Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996), which, in turn, is associated with some 
developmental psychopathology (Rønning, Handegård, & Sourander, 2004) including loss of self-esteem 
(Egan & Perry, 1998), anxiety and depression (Baldry, 2004). On the other hand, positive school climates 
(with growing recognition of the importance of school connectedness as a pivotal component, see Aldridge 
& McChesney, 2018 for more information) have been related to improved student behaviour (Frydenberg et 
al., 2009; Gray & Hackling, 2009; Wang et al., 2010) which, consequently, promote higher levels of student 
wellbeing.  

School climate is acknowledged as a determinant of the psychosocial wellbeing of young people (D. Cross 
et al., 2011; Hall, 2010; Karvonen et al., 2005; Nabuzoka, Rønning, & Handegard, 2009; J. Rutter, 2003; 
Torsheim & Wold, 2011b), and this, coupled with the strong emphasis on student wellbeing in the Australian 
Curriculum (ACARA., 2012), provided the impetus for including this scale in the WHITS survey. 
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Assessing Risk Factors 
The factors outlined in the previous section (catholic identity in action, moral identity, self-anchoring, 
resilience and wellbeing) are important protective factors within the school environment that can enhance 
students’ outcomes. However, it is also important to examine risk factors within the school environment. 
Whereas many risk factors are associated with individual students’ home or family situations, aspects of the 
school climate constitute risk factors that may affect all students within the school. Therefore, the WHITS 
includes items that measure the prevalence of three risk factors: bullying, disruptive behaviour, and risky 
behaviour. 

Risk Factor Scales 

Scale This scale assesses the extent to which … 

Bullying … students experience bullying. 

Disruptive behaviour … students perceive that students at their school engage in classroom behaviours 
that may disrupt learning. 

Risky behaviour* … students report themselves to be engaged in undesirable/risky behaviours. 

*This scale is not included in the primary school versions 

The first risk factor scale, Bullying, examines the extent to which students report experiencing bullying. 

Bullying can be defined as a proactive behaviour (that is usually repetitive) and is characterised by an 
imbalance of power between the perpetrator and the victim (Guerra, Williams, & Sadek, 2011; Rigby, 2006). 
Bullying or victimising are characterised by behaviours:  

a) In which one or more children/adolescents are engaged with the intention of inflicting 
physical hurt and/or psychological distress on one or more other children;  

b) That are systematically repeated over time; and  
c) That occur within a relationship or a network of relationships in which there is a physical or 

psychological imbalance of power that favours the bully and makes it difficult for the victim to 
defend himself or herself (Johnston, 2003; Olweus, 2003; Rigby, 2002; Salmivalli, Kaukiainen, 
Kaistaniemi, & Lagerspetz, 1999). 

Bullying is a social process that rarely involves a simple dyadic interaction between two students, the bully 
and the bullied (Flashpohler, Elfstrom, Vanderzee, Sink, & Birchmeier, 2009; Veenstra et al., 2007). Rather, 
it is argued that students can perform a range of roles associated with bullying behaviours. Apart from the 
roles of bully and victim, there are additional roles that are associated with being followers of the bully 
(joining in on bullying that is initiated by another student), supporters or onlookers of the bullying (those who 
are not actively involved with the bullying but allow it to continue), or defenders of the victims (those who 
actively try to stop the bullying or help the victim) (Salmivalli, Lagerspetz, Bjorkqvist, Osterman, & 
Kaukiainen, 1996).  

Past studies have identified that the climate created at a school is a strong predictor of bullying (Dessel, 
2010; Gendron, Williams, & Guerra, 2011; Pernice-Duca, Taiariol, & Yoon, 2010). Further, research evidence 
has indicated that changes in the school climate can help to reduce a culture of bullying (Bradshaw & 
Waasdorp, 2009). Bandyopadhyay et al. (2009, p. 339) maintain that the school climate is particularly 
relevant for the prevention of bullying, because a school in which there is a culture of bullying “empowers 
bullies to act aggressively without fear of sanction, encourages passivity in bystanders and creates an 
environment in which bystanders of bullying see no reason to report their victimisation or expect 
assistance”. Schools perceived as high in adult monitoring and low in student misconduct have been related 
to lower levels of school violence (Wienke Toture et al., 2009), and the degree to which students feel happy 
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at school and feel a sense of safety and belonging has also been found to contribute to the likelihood of 
involvement in bullying (Harel, 1999; Laufer & Harel, 2003; P. K. Smith & Shu, 2000) 

It has been well documented that exposure to bullying can have a traumatic impact on victims (Baldry, 2004; 
Rigby, 2002). Bullying affects the physical health of students, resulting in symptoms including headaches, 
stomach aches and backaches as well as psychological distress, such as depression, bad temper, 
nervousness, loneliness and helplessness and long-term patterns of problem behaviour, such as aggression, 
violence, problem drinking and substance abuse (Kaltiala-Heino, Rimpela, Marttunen, & Rimpela, 2000).  

Strong and consistent associations have been found between bullying and a range of outcomes associated 
with schooling. Findings have suggested that, at school, the victims of bullying are generally lonely, unhappy 
and display a strong dislike of school (Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996). Exposure to bullying or victimisation has 
been associated with physical, emotional, academic, and social maladjustment (Nylund, Bellmore, Nishina, 
& Graham, 2007). Students who are repeatedly bullied are more likely to exhibit a lack of concentration, 
more frequent absenteeism from school and poor academic performance (Juvonen & Graham, 2001). These 
findings indicated that victimisation may be associated with some developmental psychopathology 
(Rǿnning, Handegaard, & Sourander, 2003). There is a considerable body of research that suggests that 
students who were bullied and had low social support appear to be at most risk of poor mental health and a 
low sense of wellbeing (Rigby, 2000). Given the high rates of self-harm and suicide amongst our adolescent 
population in Australia, the extent to which negative peer relationships may contribute to depression and 
suicidal behaviour in children and adolescents is concerning (Rigby & Slee, 1999). According to Pfeffer 
(1990), humiliation, usually associated with public disgrace or disparagement can shatter a young person’s 
sense of self-worth and identity, both of which are critical factors found to increase thoughts of suicide.  

Past studies have identified that the climate created at a school is a strong predictor of bullying (Aldridge et 
al., 2017; Dessel, 2010; Gendron et al., 2011; Pernice-Duca et al., 2010) and further, research evidence has 
indicated that changes in the school climate can help to reduce a culture of bullying (Bradshaw & Waasdorp, 
2009). Bandyopadhyay et al. (2009, p. 339) maintain that the school climate is particularly relevant for the 
prevention of bullying, because schools in which there is a culture of bullying ‘empowers bullies to act 
aggressively without fear of sanction, encourages passivity in bystanders and creates an environment in 
which bystanders of bullying see no reason to report their victimisation or expect assistance’. Schools 
perceived as high in adult monitoring and low in student misconduct have been related to lower levels of 
school violence (Wienke Toture et al., 2009) and the degree to which students feel happy at school and feel 
a sense of safety and belonging has also been found to contribute to the likelihood of involvement in bullying 
(Eisenburg, Naumark-Sztainer, & Perry, 2003; Harel, 1999; Laufer & Harel, 2003; P. K. Smith & Shu, 2000) 

The bullying scale included in the WHITS was modified from existing surveys to examine the frequency with 
which students were victims of bullying behaviour (whether physical, emotional or social). This scale 
involves a student retrospective self-report of bullying episodes that they have experienced over the 
previous few weeks. The scale takes into account that bullying can present itself in different forms (such as 
physical, verbal or written).  

The second risk factor scale, Disruptive Behaviour, assesses the extent to which students perceive that 
students at their school engage in classroom behaviours that may disrupt their learning.  

Student behaviour has been described as “one of the dominant discourses of schooling” (Ball, Maguire, & 
Braun, 2012, p. 98). That is, student behaviour, along with the policies and practices used to manage it, is an 
ever-present concern and topic of conversation for all those involved in schooling – including students, 
parents, teachers, administrators, community members and the many “diverse professionals with 
attachments to different interpretations of the what and why of behaviour management” (Ball et al., 2012, 
p. 98). Dealing with challenging student behaviour has been identified as one of the top concerns of early-
career teachers in Australia (McKenzie, Weldon, Rowley, Murphy, & McMillan, 2014), and while more 
extreme antisocial behaviours (such as violence, harassment and abuse) occur relatively rarely in Australian 
schools, “low-level disruptive and disengaged student behaviours occur frequently and teachers find them 
difficult to manage” (Sullivan, Johnson, Owens, & Conway, 2014, p. 43). The 2015 PISA study indicated that 
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Australian secondary schools were among the worst in the world in terms of their disciplinary environments, 
ranking 64th out of 69 countries (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2016). 

No educator will be surprised to read that being in learning environments characterised by disruptive 
behaviour has adverse effects on student outcomes. School disciplinary climates are strongly correlated 
with academic performance, with less orderly learning environments being associated with lower 
achievement (Barnes, Belsky, Broomfield, Melhuish, & Team, 2006; Kristoffersen, Krægpøth, Nielsen, & 
Simonsen, 2015; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2016) as well as a lesser degree 
of academic focus (Barth, Dunlap, Dane, Lochman, & Wells, 2004). Disrupted classroom environments are 
also associated with increased levels of aggressive or delinquent behaviour (Barth et al., 2004; Stormshak 
et al., 1999; Thomas, Bierman, & Group., 2006) and poorer relations among students (Barth et al., 2004). 

Characteristics of individual students are associated with their likelihood of engaging in disruptive 
behaviour. For example, students are more likely to be disruptive if they are: male (Kaplan, Gheen, & 
Midgley, 2002); of an ethnic minority group (Thomas et al., 2006); of a lower socio-economic background 
(Barnes et al., 2006; O’Brennan, Bradshaw, & Furlong, 2014; Thomas et al., 2006); or struggling academically 
(Kaplan et al., 2002).  

Importantly, however, classroom- and school-level factors also influence student behaviour in statistically 
significant ways (Farmer, 2000; O’Brennan et al., 2014; Rumberger & Palardy, 2011; Stormshak et al., 1999). 
Unfortunately, these influences tend to be under-acknowledged (Farmer, 2000; Graham, 2016; Sullivan et 
al., 2014). For example,  

Disruptive behaviour … is often viewed as a consequence of poor parenting … which 
obscures the contribution made by school culture, classroom climates, pedagogy, 
teacher-student relationships, and the provision of appropriate and timely supports … 
Despite the rich potential for intervention offered by school-based factors, views about 
student and parent deficit have permeated public discourse, leading to the promotion of 
simplistic solutions that have so far stymied real reform in Australian schools. (Graham, 
2016, p. 115). 

The inclusion of the disruptive behaviour scale in the WHITS is designed to promote consideration of the 
ways in which aspects of the school climate can contribute to preventing and reducing disruptive behaviour. 
Over time, as lines of inquiry and intervention result in improvements to the school climate, improvements 
in student behaviour may also be observed. The survey items in this scale examine the extent to which 
students perceive that students in their school engage in disruptive behaviours such as using electronic 
devices for non-educational purposes, misbehaving in class, and ignoring teacher instructions. 

The third risk factor scale, Risky Behaviours, assesses the extent to which students report themselves to be 
engaged in undesirable/risky behaviours. 

A range of terms are used to reflect different combinations of behaviours, such as ‘antisocial’, ‘problem’, 
‘delinquent’, ‘deviant’, and ‘risk’ behaviour. The common thread is the acknowledgement that some children 
engage in undesirable behaviours that may have serious negative consequences for either themselves or 
others. Risky behaviours, in this survey, include misdeeds and offences that would be considered 
unacceptable to most people. 

Risky behaviours threaten the present health, wellbeing, social relations, and academic achievement of 
children (A. S. Masten, J. E. Herbers, J. J. Cutuli, & T. L. Lafavor, 2008; Valois, 2014). These preventable 
behaviours are also associated with reduced social and psychosocial wellbeing (Valois, 2014).  

Past studies suggest that children’s perceptions of school climate may be associated with their engagement 
in risky behaviours (see, for example, Bond et al., 2004; Carter, McGee, Taylor, & Williams, 2007; Hopson & 
Lee, 2011; Klein, Cornell, & Konold, 2012; Loukas et al., 2006; Reid, Peterson, Hughey, & Garcia-Reid, 2006; 
Resnick et al., 1997). There is also evidence to suggest that experiences of bully victimisation are associated 
with risky behaviours (see, for example,Chang, Chen, & Brownson, 2003; Klein et al., 2012; Shetgiri, 2013). 
Specific forms of delinquency that have been linked to experiences of bullying victimisation include: 
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substance abuse (Hoffman, Phillips, Daigle, & Turner, 2016; National Center for Injury Prevention and 
Control, 2014; Turner, 2013); and crime ((Hoffman et al., 2016; Shetgiri, 2013; Turner, 2013). 

The inclusion of the risky behaviour scale in the WHITS is designed to promote consideration of the ways in 
which aspects of the school climate can contribute to preventing and reducing this behaviour and its 
negative consequences. The combination of the disruptive behaviour and risky behaviours scales also allows 
for investigation of any relationships between these two types of behaviour (for example, whether initial 
involvement in lower-level disruptive behaviour may be a precursor to later involvement in more serious 
forms of risky behaviour). The survey items in this scale examine the extent to which students have 
personally engaged in behaviours such as smoking or drinking over the few weeks. 

Aligning the Use of Feedback With The AITSL 
The use of  school-level data provides quality feedback with respect to students’ and teachers’ perspectives. 
Using this data has direct links to the National Professional Standards for Teachers developed by the 
Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL). These Standards provide a framework that 
makes explicit the knowledge, practice and professional engagement required across a teacher’s career. 
These teaching standards are separated into the three domains of professional knowledge, professional 
practice and professional engagement as outlined below. 

Domains of Teaching Standards 

Professional Knowledge 
1.  Know students and how they learn.  

2.  Know the content and how to teach it.  

Professional Practice 

3.  Plan for and implement effective teaching and learning. 

4.  Create and maintain supportive and safe learning environments. 

5.  Assess, provide feedback and report on student learning. 

Professional 
Engagement 

6.  Engage in professional learning. 

7.  Engage professionally with colleagues, parents/carers and the community. 

Teachers’ work with NSI can be used to address the AITSL Professional Standards for Teachers. The 
feedback from the WHITS can provide evidence of teachers’ engagement with the standards and/or can 
provide a framework for addressing the focus areas defined within the Standards. The overall process of 
working with NSI also provides evidence that teachers are meeting the following Standards: 

• Standard 1: Know students and how they learn – Deliberately gathering student voice (through the 
WHITS) demonstrates a commitment to knowing about students’ experiences and wishes for their 
learning environment. 

• Standard 3: Plan and implement effective teaching and learning – NSI’s collaborative inquiry process 
of gathering baseline data, implementing targeted interventions and then re-evaluating to 
measure progress is a concrete and effective way to “evaluate and improve teaching programs” 
(standard 3.6). 

• Standard 4: Create and maintain supportive and safe learning environments – Many of the WHITS 
scales examine the extent to which students feel that their learning environment is safe and 
supportive. Using the WHITS and the NSI collaborative inquiry process demonstrates a 
commitment to monitoring and enhancing these aspects of the learning environment. 

• Standard 6: Engage in professional learning – The NSI collaborative inquiry process is a powerful 
form of teacher professional learning. It involves action and reflection informed by student voice 
and results in measurable growth and improvement over time. 

Participating teachers are able to fulfil their professional learning commitment, as stipulated by the AITSL 
standards, by using student feedback on the WHITS as part of action learning in a collaborative setting, as 
described in the WHITS Companion booklet. 
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The evidence is consistent, positive, and convincing: Families have a major influence on 
their children’s achievement in school and through life … Students with involved parents, 
no matter what their income or background, were more likely to: 

• Earn higher grades and test scores, and enroll in higher-level programs. 
• Be promoted, pass their classes, and earn credits. 
• Attend school regularly. 
• Have better social skills, show improved behaviour, and adapt well to school. 
• Graduate and go on to postsecondary education. 

—Henderson & Mapp (2002) 
Bronfenbrenner’s (1994) ecological model offers a helpful way 
to conceptualise the roles of, and interactions between, the 
family, school, and student. This model highlights the 
importance of the various contexts in which young people live 
their lives and shows how these contexts form a nested series 
of ecological systems surrounding and influencing the 
individual. Figure 2 illustrates this structure. 

Considered separately, the school and family environments 
each have important influences on students. Both of these 
‘microsystems’ have direct and significant influence on 
students. However, moving to the next-outermost layer in 
Figure 2 (the ‘mesosystems’), the nature of the interactions 
between these two contexts also has another type of influence 
on students. That is, the interactions between the home/family 
and school environments contribute uniquely to students’ 
educational and psychosocial experiences and outcomes. 

Christenson and Sheridan (2001) draw on general principles of 
system theory to highlight important attributes of family–
school dynamics: 

• The systems principle of circular causality means that “change in one individual affects other 
individuals and the group as a whole. School difficulties affect children’s behaviour within a family, 
and conversely family problems influence students’ achievement or behaviour at school” 
(Christenson, 2004, p. 86) 

• The systems principle of nonsummativity reflects the old adage that, in any system, the whole is 
greater than the sum of the parts because the interaction between the parts adds something 
significant and unique (Christenson, 2004; Christenson & Sheridan, 2001). When the distinct family 
and school systems are connected, something new and powerful is added to enhance the 
experiences of the children and adolescents at the centre of the educational process: “School and 
family together can achieve more than either alone” (Christenson, 2004, p. 86). 

• The systems principles of equifinality and multifinality acknowledge the complexity of systems and 
the huge number of possible combinations of factors intersecting within a system. These principles 
tell us, first, that different combinations of ‘input’ factors may result in similar end outcomes 
(equifinality) and, second, that the same or similar combinations of ‘input’ may result in different 
end outcomes (multifinality). Although we can (and should) learn about what factors tend to 

Figure 2. Ecological systems model of the contexts 
influencing child and adolescent development (based on 
Bronfenbrenner, 1994; Garbarino, 2014). 
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support or promote particular outcomes, there is not one ‘magic recipe’ for outcomes such as 
educational success or for positive family-school interactions. 

There is extensive research evidence documenting the specific ways in which the interactions between the 
home/family and school environments affect children’s development and achievement (Alton-Lee et al., 
2009; Bandura, Barbaranelli, Caprara, & Pastorelli, 2001; Froiland & Davison, 2014; Henderson & Mapp, 
2002; McCoach et al., 2010; Neuenschwander, Vida, Garrett, & Eccles, 2007; US Department of Education, 
2007). The challenge, however, is that “a strong connection between parents and educators does not come 
about automatically” (US Department of Education, 2007, p. 1).  

A number of factors may prevent or discourage parents and caregivers from involving themselves in their 
children’s education (thus preventing the mesosystem-level effects identified in Bronfenbrenner’s model). 
Factors affecting parents’ and caregivers’ engagement with the school may include (see Christenson, 2004; 
Epstein, 2002; Froiland & Davison, 2014; Grant & Ray, 2016; US Department of Education, 2007): 

• Family circumstances (for example, heavy work commitments, poverty, homelessness or illness);  

• Family capacity or capital (for example, limited English language proficiency or a lack of 
understanding of school or qualification systems);  

• Family history (for example, parents’ or caregivers’ own negative experiences of schooling);  

• Family culture (for example, if families come from cultures in which it is not considered 
appropriate or necessary for parents or caregivers to involve themselves in schooling); and 

• Negative past experiences as a parent or caregiver at school (for example, if parents or caregivers 
have attempted to raise issues or participate in school activities but have been made to feel 
unwelcome, disrespected, or unqualified to challenge what the staff are doing). 

Although most of the factors listed above are situated within the family itself and are not within the school’s 
direct control, these factors result in an ongoing form of inequity whereby some students benefit from 
intensive family involvement in their educational experiences and other students miss out (Epstein, 2002; 
Hattie, 2009; OECD, 2008). Arguably, then, schools have a moral responsibility to try and engage all parents 
and caregivers in order to allow all students to benefit from this engagement. The Australian Professional 
Standards for Teachers and Principals (AITSL, 2011, 2014) reflect the importance of schools being proactive 
in trying to engage parents and caregivers in students’ education. The relevant standards are reproduced on 
the next page. 

To inform schools’ efforts to engage with parents and caregivers and to optimise students’ learning 
experiences, it is important to gather information about parents’ and caregivers’ actual perceptions of the 
school. NSI’s Parent and Caregiver Survey (PaCS) is one manageable, cost-effective and inclusive way of 
doing this. As noted by the US Department of Education (2007, p. 38; emphasis added): 

The act of conducting a survey is itself a parent-friendly message to parents that a school cares 
what they think. It gives [parents] a voice in articulating what works and what does not work in 
the particular school community … In yielding site-specific information, it offers important 
guidance. One parent noted when talking about the value of a school survey, “It gives us data 
about our actual community. It’s not just something we got from someplace else like ours that 
may or may not really fit us.” 

The Parent and Caregiver Survey (PaCS) contains two parts: a set of scales that assess the school climate, 
and a set of scales that assess parents’ and caregivers’ attitudes in relation to their child’s schooling. This 
section provides detailed information and theoretical background about the scales related to the school 
climate; the section beginning on page 47 provides similar information about the scales related to parents’ 
and caregivers’ attitudes. 

In developing the PaCS, we identified eight important aspects of parents’ and caregivers’ perceptions of the 
school climate. Three of these aspects relate to perceptions of their children’s experiences at the school, in 
terms of the level of teacher support for students, the type of behaviour shown by students at the school, 
and whether the learning activities were motivating and challenging. The next five aspects relate to parent’s 
and caregivers’ perceptions of their own experiences at the school, in terms of whether they feel that a 
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Catholic ethos is evident, how they and other parents or caregivers are treated, included, and communicated 
with. Finally, the last section assesses five scales pertinent to parents religious identity, aspirations and 
satisfaction. The sections that follow provide detailed information about each scale in the school climate 
part of the PaCS. 

Scales Measuring Children’s Experiences 
Three of the school climate scales included in the PaCS relate to parents’ and caregivers’ perceptions of their 
children’s experiences at the school.  

Children’s Experiences Scales 

Scale This scale assesses the extent to which … 

Teacher support … teachers at the school are supportive of students. 

Student behaviour … the school makes clear the expectations of student behaviour and promotes a 
safe environment 

Stimulating and Challenging 
Enviroment 

… parents feel that the activities provided for their child/children are stimullating 
and challenging. 

Parents’ and caregivers’ responses for the teacher support scale, student behaviour scale and stimulating and 
challenging environment scale are likely to be influenced by a mixture of their own observations (for example, 
when visiting the school or attending school-related events) and the accounts they have heard from their 
children.  

The first scale related to children’s experiences at school, teacher support, measures the extent to which 
parents and caregivers feel that teachers at the school are supportive of students. 

Within the school environment, students experiencing social bonds with teachers is important for creating 
social capital (Roffey, 2008) and attaining positive student outcomes (Carbonaro, 2005; Hattie, 2009; 
Johnson, Crosnoe, & Elder, 2001). Philosophical assumptions about how school members treat and interact 
with each other involve unspoken norms and beliefs. These norms and beliefs influence the types and nature 
of interactions between teachers and students that take place in a school and are critical to the school 
climate (Dessel, 2010).  

The teachers’ relationships with the students are a pivotal aspect of any school environment and have a 
powerful influence on students’ experience of school. According to Noddings (1996), students who perceive 
themselves to be noticed and valued by teachers are more likely to work hard and to care for themselves 
and others. Research has shown that students who perceive their teachers to be supportive have greater 
confidence in tackling new problems and are more likely to persevere in completing challenging tasks 
(Loukas & Robinson, 2004). Other research has found that, if students feel that their teachers are 
approachable and supportive and that teachers care about them, then students (a) are more likely to seek 
teachers’ help if there is a problem, (b) have better achievement, and (c) have fewer behaviour problems 
(Wang et al., 2010). Conversely, students who feel uncared for by teachers are likely to experience higher 
levels of disorder (Sherman, Gottfredson, MacKenzie, Eck, Reuter, & Bushway, 1997) and experience higher 
degrees of bully victimisation. It is noteworthy that teacher-student relationships and perceptions of 
teacher support may be particularly important for students from minority groups, yet in comparison to 
students, parents, and principals, it is often the teachers themselves who are the least ‘tuned in’ to the 
importance of these relationships (Bishop, Ladwig, & Berryman, 2014; Hattie, 2009). Based on these 
research findings, teachers’ relationships with and support of students were considered to be an important 
factor that influences the school climate.  

A recent survey (ASG, 2016) reported almost 3,000 Australian parents’ and caregivers’ perceptions of their 
children’s school experiences. Although most parents and caregivers were confident in the qualifications of 
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their children’s teachers, survey respondents raised concerns related to the level of support that teachers 
provide to students. Examples of parents’ and caregivers’ comments include: 

• “Teachers should be better trained to teach students of both high IQ and autism” 

• “Teachers’ attitudes; some are so enthusiastic and encouraging and others less so” 

• “Teachers are not able to help in class when the child is facing problems with study” 

• “Teachers are not able to understand that every child has their own way of learning, hence not 
able to provide the right support.” 

It is important to note that these comments reflect parents’ and caregivers’ perceptions, which are 
necessarily influenced by the parents’ and caregivers’ expectations of the teachers’ role or of what their child 
should know or be able to achieve. Improving communication between teachers and parents may enhance 
parents’ understanding of classroom matters and change these parental perceptions (ASG, 2016). 
Nonetheless, surveying parents and caregivers about their perceptions of teacher support (as in the NSI 
PaCS) provides useful information to the school about whether or not there are problems that need to be 
addressed, and whether or not progress is being made over time. 

Note that the What’s Happening In This School? Survey (student perceptions of the school-level climate) 
also assesses teacher support, but from the students’ perspective. The teacher support scale results from 
the student survey can be compared with the PaCS responses (parent perceptions) to gain additional 
insights. 

The second scale related to children’s experiences at school, student behaviour, assesses the extent to which 
parents and caregivers feel that the school makes the expectations for behaviour clear and promotes a safe 
environment. 

Student behaviour has been described as “one of the dominant discourses of schooling” (Ball, Maguire & 
Braun, 2012, p. 98). That is, student behaviour, along with the policies and practices used to manage it, is an 
ever-present concern and topic of conversation for all those involved in schooling – including students, 
parents, teachers, administrators, community members and the many “diverse professionals with 
attachments to different interpretations of the what and why of behaviour management” (Ball et al., 2012, 
p. 98). Dealing with challenging student behaviour has been identified as one of the top concerns of early 
career teachers in Australia (McKenzie, Weldon, Rowley, Murphy, & McMillan, 2014), and while more 
extreme antisocial behaviours (such as violence, harassment and abuse) occur relatively rarely in Australian 
schools, “low-level disruptive and disengaged student behaviours occur frequently and teachers find them 
difficult to manage” (Sullivan, Johnson, Owens, & Conway, 2014, p. 43). The 2015 PISA study indicated that 
Australian secondary schools were among the worst in the world in terms of their disciplinary environments, 
ranking 64th out of 69 countries (OECD, 2016): 

Student reports indicated that many Australian schools have a poor climate of classroom 
discipline. Australia scored significantly lower than the OECD average on this index, indicating a 
more problematic situation than across the OECD. About one-third of the students in 
[Australian] advantaged schools, and about half of those in disadvantaged schools, reported that 
in most or every class there was noise and disorder, students didn’t listen to what the teacher 
said, and that students found it difficult to learn. (Thomson, De Bortoli, & Underwood, 2017. p. 
248) 

Parents’ and caregivers’ expectations for behaviour at school “are among the most important influences on 
students’ behaviour and academic performance … [and] students’ perceptions about their parents’ 
expectations have the potential to protect them from problem behaviour and poor grades” (Bowen, 2012, 
p. 176). As such, gathering parents’ perceptions of school-level behaviour (as in the PaCS) can be a useful 
way for school leaders to triangulate their own perceptions of whether the school learning environment is 
promoting positive student behaviour, learning and achievement. 
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Note that the NSI’s What’s Happening In This School? Survey also measures aspects of student behaviour 
(in terms of the extent to which students engage in prosocial, disruptive, and delinquent behaviours)15. The 
behaviour scale results from the WHITS (student perceptions) can, therefore, be compared with those for 
the PaCS (parent perceptions) to gain additional insights into this aspect of the school climate. 

The third scale related to the children’s experiences at school, stimulating and challenging environment, 
assesses the extent to which parents and caregivers feel that the activities provided to their child are 
stimulating and challenge their child/children to do better.  

It is widely acknowledged that motivation is a critical part of effective learning. The teaching and learning 
that occurs within classrooms and the learning environment in which the teaching and learning takes place 
has a strong impact on the motivation of students. Also, motivation, in turn, influences self-regulation (the 
degree to which students are willing to stay on task despite its difficulty or the distractions presented). It 
follows, therefore, that students exposed to positive learning environments with challenging and 
stimulating activities are more likely to be highly motivated and more likely to engage in adaptive self-
regulatory behaviour, which could result in improved knowledge and skills. 

Teacher and peer support and the subsequent interactions are central to an effective learning environment. 
Both the quality of the teacher support (such as respecting, caring about and being empathetic towards 
students) and the instructional support (such as clarifying learning objectives, promoting engagement in 
higher order thinking), are intrinsically motivating to students. Providing students with lessons that include 
higher-order thinking and the opportunity to be engaged in deep learning and understanding are central to 
challenging students in ways that are productive and engaging.  

Given the parents’ close relationships with students, the insights they can offer through this scale, can be a 
useful way for school leaders and teachers to triangulate their own perceptions of the learning environments 
created in classrooms.  The information in this scale can be used to examine students views of the school 
climate that are likely to influence their learning, such as teacher and peer support, and expectations for 
success. 

Scales Measuring Parents’ and Caregivers’ Experiences 
There is no more complex and tender geography than the borderlands between families and 
schools. Everyone believes that parents and teachers should be allies and partners. After all, 
we are all engaged in the important and precious work of raising, guiding, and teaching our 
children. But all too often, parents and teachers feel estranged from and suspicious of each 
other. The relationship can become competitive and adversarial rather than collaborative 
and empathetic … How teachers approach encounters with parents from the first day has a 
profound effect not only on how parents view the school, but also on the child’s experience 
in and outlook on school and learning as a whole. Teachers need to develop strategies, tools, 
and skills for supporting productive dialogue with parents. They need to value the authority 
and wisdom of parents. 

—Lawrence-Lightfoot (1999) 
This section involves five school climate scales which are relate to parents’ and caregivers’ perceptions of 
their own experiences at the school.  

                                                                    

15 The specific scales included in the WHITS vary across the lower primary, upper primary, and secondary 
school versions. For more information, visit www.NSIPartnerships.com.au/Surveys 
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Parents’ and Caregivers’ Experiences  

 Scale This scale assesses the extent to which … 

Catholic Identity in Practice 
… parents or caregivers feel that the teachings of the Catholic faith are 

important and practised at the school. 

Affirming diversity … the background of families and social issues are acknowledged and valued. 

Welcoming school … parents or caregivers feel welcomed at the school. 

Communication 
… parents or caregivers feel that they are able to communicate with members 

of the school staff. 

Assessment criteria 
… parents or caregivers are aware of their child’s progress and how work is 

being judged. 

Parents’ and caregivers’ perceptions of these scales are likely to be primarily based on their own direct 
experiences and interactions with the school. These could include in-person experiences (such as visiting the 
school, speaking to teachers by phone, or attending prizegivings, information evenings, sports activities or 
assemblies) as well as written or electronic communications with the school (such as newsletters, emails, 
SMS alert messages, or the school’s use of social media). 

The first scale related to parents’ and caregivers’ own experiences of the school, Catholic Identity in Practice, 
assesses the extent to which parent’ perceive that the school ‘promotes, develops and gives witness to the 
Catholic faith and is centred on a personal relationship with God and others.’ 16  

The Catholic Identity of the school involves staff and students being able to integrate faith, life and culture.17 
All in Catholic school communities are called to reflect upon the Christian message by relating it to their 
daily lives and to understand what it means to be a follower of Christ in Australia today. This involves a 
commitment to the school’s Catholic mission and vision, strong partnerships with the wider Church 
community, and high quality religious education. See the Catholic Identity in Practice on page 6 for 
information about ways in which a school can develop a Catholic identity (as per the QCS tool) 

The second scale related to parents’ and caregivers’ own experiences of the school, Affirming Diversity, 
measures the extent to which parents or caregivers feel that the backgrounds of families and social issues 
are acknowledged and valued. 

Most schools in Australia today include students and families that represent a diverse range of cultural and 
linguistic backgrounds. According to UNESCO (1995, 1997, 2000), inclusion involves advocating respect, 
acceptance and appreciation of the diversity of our world’s cultures. In a school environment, then, inclusion 
and affirming diversity are related to the creation of harmony in difference so that students, parents and 
caregivers from all cultural and language backgrounds feel that they are acknowledged and valued.  

While effectively affirming diversity for all members of the school community is a worthy goal, achieving 
this takes intentional efforts and a sustained commitment over time. Given that the majority of Australian 
teachers are white (McKenzie, Weldon, Rowley, Murphy, & McMillan, 2014) and middle classed (Forsey, 
2010; McMillan, Beavis, & Jones, 2009), teachers may lack self-awareness about their own cultural 

                                                                    
16 101 Systematic Evangelisation Planning 
17 Ibid 102 
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positioning (Berryman & Woller, 2013; Choi, 2017; Christianakis, 2011; McMillan, Beavis, & Jones, 2009), be 
unable to understand the views of students from different classes or minority groups (Choi, 2017; Forsey, 
2010), and be ill-equipped to deal with racism or prejudice (Marshall, 2001; McMillan, Beavis, & Jones, 2009). 
The natural default is for teachers to best understand and best serve the students who are most like them 
(Forsey, 2010). 

Past research has indicated that prolonged contact between diverse groups and the outward celebration of 
diversity (such as Harmony Day) are not sufficient to alleviate prejudice and break down barriers (Dessel, 
2010; Halse, 2017; Priest, Walton, White, Kowal, Fox, & Paradies, 2016). Instead, schools must work 
intentionally and proactively to disrupt deeply-held beliefs and to improve attitudes and practices related 
to diversity. Berryman, Eley, Ford, and Egan (2015, p. 6518) argue that three key factors are needed in this 
endeavour:  

Deep, sustainable change that truly leads to [minority] students enjoying and achieving 
educational success … requires will (school leaders’ deliberate engagement with the policy 
mandate), and skill (school leaders and teachers learning from the research and professional 
learning and development about what works for [minority students]) underpinned by a relentless 
moral imperative for change.” 

Drawing on his experiences as an Aboriginal school principal, Dr Chris Sarra (2011) highlights a number of 
strategies that contributed to successfully promoting Aboriginal identity and community engagement. 
Many of these ideas could also be used in relation to other cultural groups represented within a school as 
part of efforts to affirm diversity. Sarra (2011) recommends: 

• Having high expectations for all students’ achievement and deliberately disrupting traditional 
stereotypes and low expectations associated with particular minority groups; 

• Using key brokers within the school community to build connections, knowledge, mutual respect 
and shared understandings of expectations between school leaders and minority community 
members; 

• Intentionally avoiding giving messages of assimilation or absorption to members of minority 
groups (either students or parents / caregivers); 

• Finding ways (practical or symbolic) to generate a sense of solidarity for everyone within the 
school community; 

• Bringing members of minority groups into the school to act as role models or practical helpers; 

• Empowering parents and caregivers to participate in the school’s student behaviour management 
processes; 

• Engaging with community groups that also support members of minority groups; 

• Providing opportunities for teaching staff to interact with members of minority groups so that 
they can build relationships and learn more about each other; 

• Engaging with ‘elders’ within minority groups (for example, Aboriginal elders) who may not be 
direct parents or caregivers of your students but who are respected within their communities, can 
articulate their community members’ needs, and can influence the behaviour and attitudes of 
others. 

NSI’s WHITS also measures affirming diversity19 using student perceptions of the school climate. The 
affirming diversity results from the WHITS can, therefore, be compared with those for the PaCS (parent 
perceptions) to gain additional insights into this aspect of the school climate.

                                                                    
18 Emphasis in original. 
19 The affirming diversity scale is only included in the secondary school and upper primary school versions 
of the What’s Happening In This School? survey. For more information, visit 
www.NSIPartnerships.com.au/Surveys 
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The third scale related to parents’ and caregivers’ own experiences of the school, Welcoming School, 
measures the extent to which parents and caregivers feel welcomed at the school. 

According to the US Department of Education (2007, p. 38):  

The degree to which parents feel at ease in their children’s school is influenced by such factors as 
who initially greets them and whether they are met with a smile, with a frown, or ignored entirely; 
whether there is a physical space for parents to meet and find information and resources related 
to the school and education in general; whether they receive timely information (e.g., about 
school events, student productions, upcoming assessments) on a regular basis; … whether 
teachers and the principal seem open to questions or feedback; and whether the only time 
parents hear from anyone at school is when there is a problem with their child. Parents who have 
made an initial effort to come to school to meet their children’s teachers and principal are less 
likely to return if their experience is not positive. On the other hand, if parents are enthusiastically 
invited into schools, warmly greeted, and engaged in ways that make them feel comfortable and 
assure them that their input and questions are valued, they may be willing to come back and 
become involved at levels they might not even have considered. 

Parents’ and caregivers’ affective ‘front window’ experiences at school, then, have an important influence 
on their subsequent involvement in their children’s schooling (Harrison & Greenfield, 2011; Schueler et al., 
2014). Further, these experiences are likely to be of particular importance to parents and caregivers who 
may not naturally feel empowered or equipped to engage with their children’s schooling (Hattie, 2009) 

Messages of welcome can be communicated by the school in various ways. Interpersonal interactions such 
as when parents and caregivers speak to school staff on the phone or when they visit the school 
communicate powerful messages. Busy school staff can – intentionally or unintentionally – interact in ways 
that make parents and caregivers feel that they are interrupting the business of the school, that they have 
somehow done ‘the wrong thing’, or that they lack some sort of ‘insider knowledge’ about the school (such 
as where to go, who to speak to, or what might be happening) and therefore do not belong in the school 
space. However, by becoming more aware of their own behaviours and the messages they are 
communicating, school staff can make parents and caregivers feel welcomed; appreciated; valued; heard; 
and as though they belong in the school space (US Department of Education, 2007). Ensuring that all 
members of the school community are welcomed and respected is of utmost importance, so that existing 
subconscious power relations, institutional racism, and privileges associated with school belonging (for 
example, as being for white middle- and upper-class children and families) are not perpetuated (see Crozier, 
2001; Hernández, Zubov, Goddard, & Vargas, 2016). Regardless of race, socio-economic background, level 
of education, dress, or their children’s behaviour or educational attainment, all parents and caregivers 
should be welcomed and respected when they interact with school staff or enter the school environment. 

The physical environment and physical resources of the school can also be leveraged to intentionally reflect 
aspects of the school community. For example, Harrison & Greenfield (2011, p. 72) report schools using art 
works, flags, artefacts and teaching materials to reflect Aboriginal cultures and note that this use of “the 
symbolic also appears to reduce the divide in the minds of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal children in these 
schools.” The same paper also reports a school intentionally ensuring that ample car parking is available for 
parents and caregivers “so that they feel welcome in the school” (p. 72). King (2002, p. 14) suggests that 
schools create a dedicated “space—big or small—where families can meet, read, talk, or drink coffee,” 
noting that “a dedicated space for parents sends everyone a strong message about belonging”. Physical 
spaces can also create tangible forms of inclusion and exclusion for disabled parents and caregivers, or for 
the parents and caregivers of disabled children; this further contributes to these parents’ and caregivers’ 
sense of welcome. 

School rituals and practices offer another opportunity to express messages of welcome to the school 
community. For example, acknowledging the Aboriginal custodians of the local area and the specific school 
site can become part of formal school occasions including assemblies, prizegivings, and meetings (Harrison 
& Greenfield, 2011). Multiple languages (reflecting the cultural diversity of the school community) can be 
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used to greet parents and caregivers as well as students, or to display written welcomes in places such as 
classrooms, the assembly hall, and the school entrance area (Hernández et al., 2016). 

Transition processes for new students are commonplace in Australian schools. Whether moving through the 
stages of schooling or simply entering a new school due to relocation or other reasons, students are typically 
welcomed and ‘inducted’ into the new school environment, receiving important information and perhaps 
being allocated a ‘buddy’. It is also important to consider transition offerings for parents and caregivers to 
ensure that they feel welcomed into the school community and receive all necessary information (CELA, 
2017; Harrison & Greenfield, 2011).  

Finally, messages of welcome can be expressed through invitations to engage. This involves more than 
simply sending home a newsletter with times and dates of parent meetings; thought needs to be given to 
how the school can most effectively reach out to its community (and specific individuals or groups within 
that community). Either school staff or fellow parents and caregivers (or both) can serve as family liaisons, 
proactively seeking to contact and engage parents and caregivers (Harrison & Greenfield, 2011; King, 2002; 
Sarra, 2011). For example, Harrison and Greenfield (2011, p. 67) report that: 

At one school in Sydney, an Aboriginal parent was employed through TASS [the Targeted 
Aboriginal Student Strategy] to ring the parents and encourage them to come to the school. She 
‘sat on the phone for a term’ and according to teachers at the school it worked exceeding well. 
She would say things like: ‘I haven’t seen you up at the school’. She would also speak to parents 
in the street. Her manner and method of communication made parents feel like they were 
welcome at the school. 

Since messages of welcome (or a lack of welcome) create the context for parents’ and caregivers’ 
subsequent engagement with schooling, it is important to ‘get this right’. We suggest that if the PaCS scores 
for this scale are low (either for all parents / caregivers or for a particular subgroup), the lack of welcome that 
parents and caregivers feel is likely to be negatively affecting other aspects of their engagement with the 
school. Improving the school’s expressions of genuine welcome to all parents and caregivers is likely to 
generate significant improvements in a number of areas. 

The fourth scale related to parents’ and caregivers’ own experiences of the school, Communication, 
measures the extent to which parents or caregivers feel that they are able to communicate with members 
of the school staff.  

Effective communication between parents / caregivers and school staff is a fundamental component of any 
home–school partnership efforts (Emerson, Fear, Fox, & Sanders, 2012; Graham-Clay, 2005). 
Communication is also critical for establishing a sense of community and belonging (related to the 
welcoming school scale – see p. 42). However, research suggests that many schools may not be taking full 
advantage of the potential of teacher–parent communication (Graham-Clay, 2005; Kraft & Rogers, 2015). 

Communication between the school and parents / caregivers can be considered at both surface and deep 
levels. Although surface-level practices are easier to modify and measure, recognising the underlying 
attitudes, beliefs and interpersonal dynamics is important for effective home–school communication. 

At a surface level, home–school communication can be classified into one-way and two-way interactions 
(Graham-Clay, 2005). One-way communication tends to involve teachers’ provision of information to 
parents. This is not typically face-to-face but rather involves newsletters, emails, report cards, notes or social 
media announcements. Important considerations for effective one-way communication include (Emerson 
et al., 2012; Graham-Clay, 2005): 

• Ensuring that the information is clear, concise and comprehensive. 

• Considering parents’ and caregivers’ likely information needs and interests. 

• Ensuring that the information is accessible (understandable) for parents and caregivers (for 
example, those who may be unfamiliar with school processes or terminology, or those whose first 
language is not English). 
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• Ensuring that the communication medium is recognisable by parents and caregivers so that it will 
be noticed and read (‘branding’ practices can be helpful here, such as the use of a school letterhead 
or consistent communication channels such as student diaries or a school Facebook account). 

• Ensuring that one-way communication is only used where appropriate, and that two-way 
communication is initiated when needed. 

Two-way communication “involves interactive dialogue between teachers and parents” (Graham-Clay, 
2005, p. 118). This may happen in person or via phone, video conferencing, or some forms of social media as 
well as through an extended back-and-forth exchange of notes or emails. Phone calls home and parent-
teacher conferences are among the most common forms of two-way communication, although there is a 
tendency for these interactions to focus on negative rather than positive points (Emerson et al., 2012; 
Graham-Clay, 2005). These types of interaction often cause anxiety and tension on the part of parents and 
caregivers (Graham-Clay, 2005). Key considerations for effective two-way communication include (Emerson 
et al., 2012; Graham-Clay, 2005; Mind Matters, n. d.): 

• Initiating communication for positive (and not only negative) reasons. 

• Advance planning by teachers in terms of the points for discussion and related information. 

• Summarising the decisions made and ensuring that these are recorded and followed up. 

• Using effective communication skills including body language, tone of voice, understandable 
everyday language, and active listening. 

• Being mindful of differing cultural norms for communication. 

• Showing warmth, respect and a ‘personal touch’. 

Epstein (2002) also highlights the important role of students in facilitating home–school communication. 
For example, students are often required to carry messages between home and school or may need to assist 
parents to understand aspects of communication that comes from the school. 

Moving beyond these surface-level 
communication practices, it is important 
to also consider the deeper dynamics at 
play in home–school communication. 
Drawing on the work of Andy 
Hargreaves, Lasky (2000, p. 846) has 
proposed a cross-correlational model 
that depicts parent–teacher interactions 
as being influenced by four surrounding 
aspects, each of which also influences 
each of the others: culture and context; 
moral purposes; power and status; and 
emotions (see Figure 3). For example, 
Lasky (2000) argues that parent–teacher 
interactions are emotional because all 
human communication involves 
emotion. She also argues that people’s 
emotions are linked to perceptions of 
power and status because of the ways 
that we (as a society) tend to admire or 
affirm those who appear to have positive emotions while we criticise, look down on or are suspicious of those 
with negative emotions. Issues of power and status are also linked to people’s moral purpose, as we 
constantly judge and evaluate the aims and goals of others (for example, whether they are primarily 
concerned with their own self-interest or the interests of others). Culture and context – both that of a society 
of origin and that of a particular school – also influence people’s moral purposes (and their judgements of 
the moral purposes of others); people’s expectations or norms for emotional responses; people’s 
expectations of the power dynamics associated with roles such as teacher, principal, parent and student; and 

Figure 3. Lasky’s (2000) cross-correlational model for emotional influences on teacher–
parent interactions. 
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people’s “notions of school and appropriate relationships of closeness and distance between parents and 
teachers” (Lasky, 2000, p. 844). The issues that Lasky incorporates in her model are supported by other 
research and serve to highlight the complex array of factors that underlie the surface-level communication 
practices used by teachers and parents / caregivers (see also Choi, 2017; Lawrence-Lightfoot 1999). 

When considering these underlying issues, it is helpful for teachers to stop and reflect on the parents’ point 
of view. Lawrence-Lightfoot (1999, p. 27) has captured this perspective powerfully20: 

To parents, their child is the most important person in their lives, the one who arouses their 
deepest passions and greatest vulnerabilities, and the one who inspires their fiercest advocacy 
and protection. And it is teachers – society’s professional adults – who are the primary people 
with whom the parents must seek alliance and support in the crucial work of child rearing. 
Parents must quickly learn to release their child and trust that he or she will be well cared for by 
a perfect stranger. This is a hard thing to do. All of the parent’s expectations and fears, as well as 
their own memories – positive and negative – of school experiences, get loaded onto encounters 
with teachers. 

Surveying parents about their perceptions of home–school communication (as in the PaCS) is an important 
way for schools to gauge how well their communication mechanisms are working for parents. 

The final scale related to parents’ and caregivers’ own experiences of the school is assessment and feedback, 
measures the extent to which parents or caregivers are aware of their child’s progress and how the work is 
being judged. Clear and public 
assessment criteria may support 
and enhance a teachers’ ability to 
make professional judgements 
about student learning. Moreover, 
as a matter of fairness, students 
should also know the criteria by 
which they are being assessed. It is 
important, therefore, that 
formative assessment includes 
opportunities to clarify, share and 
understand the learning 
intentions and criteria for success 
(Hattie, 2009; Williams, 2010). 
This provides a powerful means of 
improving student learning by 
making clear the goals they are 
striving towards, providing useful 
feedback on their progress, 
encouraging them to reflect on 
their current understandings and 
plan for success in their future 
learning. 

A 2012 survey in the US found that 
parents were very interested in 
how their children were being 

                                                                    
20 An extended lecture by Lawrence-Lightfoot on this topic is available at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ExzDtPKvSVc. It is an ideal springboard for staff reflection and professional 
development around parent-teacher communication and relationships. 

Figure 4. Responses to a US survey regarding parents’ top priorities for their child’s 
education  
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assessed at school (NWEA, 2012). When asked which of a series of possible priorities were most important 
to them, the most widely affirmed priorities (selected as “extremely” or “very” important by 95% of parents) 
were “monitoring child’s general progress in education” and “knowing when to be concerned about my 
childs progress”  (NWEA, 2012, p. 61: see Figure 4.) 

In the same survey, parents also indicated that they were interested in various assessment-related issues 
including: 

• The balance of assessment for learning (formative assessment) and assessment of learning 
(summative assessment); 

• Whether teaching and assessment were personalised for their own child’s performance; 

• Whether student performance was measured in a range of subjects and in terms of both 
traditional content knowledge and 21st century skills and competencies; 

• How current (up-to-date) assessment information is; 

• How much time and money is spent on assessment; and 

• The stress and other negative impacts of assessment on children. 

Parents had strong views about the relative usefulness of formative and summative assessments, as shown 
in Figure 521. Finally, many parents indicated that they needed help with understanding their children’s 
assessment results (NWEA, 2012). 

 

                                                                    
21 This figure is reproduced by permission of Grunwald Associates LLC. Source: 
https://www.nwea.org/content/uploads/2014/07/NWEA-GRUNWALD_Assessment_Perceptions_b.pdf 

Figure 5. Responses to a US survey regarding parents’ perceptions of the relative usefulness 
of formative and summative forms of assessment 
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The items in the NSI PaCS assessment criteria scale provide a baseline indication of whether both parents 
and students are being provided with key information about how students will be assessed. 

Assessing Parents’ and Caregivers’ Attitudes  
The third part of the Parent and Caregiver Survey (PaCS) examines parents’ and caregivers’ attitudes, goals, 
and beliefs related to their children’s schooling. Parents’ and caregivers’ responses for the satisfaction with 
child’s progress scale are likely to be influenced by the parents’ or caregivers’ own educational and cultural 
backgrounds and their aspirations for their children (ASG, 2016). However, it is well-established that 
people’s behaviour is, in large part, driven by their underlying attitudes, goals, and beliefs; people’s 
satisfaction with aspects of their lives is, likewise, influenced by these factors. Understanding parents and 
caregiver’s satisfaction allows you, as a school, to reflect on the extent to which you are accommodating 
parents’ priorities and expectations. This information also allows you to better understand the parents, 
caregivers and students who make up your school community, supporting the development of improved 
relationships and more effective conversations that focus on shared goals. 

The PaCS contains four scales that examine parents’ and caregivers’ attitudes to their children’s schooling. 

Parents’ and Caregivers’ Attitudes Scales 

Scale This scale assesses the extent to which … 

Catholic Identity in Action 
… parents or caregivers feel that Catholic faith and practice are important to 

them. 
Aspirations for their child’s 

education  … parents or caregivers have high aspirations for their child’s education. 

Satisfaction with the school … parents or caregivers are satisfied with the school their child attends. 

Satisfaction with child’s 
progress … parents or caregivers are satisfied with their child’s progress 

Parents’ and caregivers’ perceptions related to the first two scales (Catholic identity and aspirations) are 
likely to be relatively independent of the nature, performance, or climate of your particular school. Rather, 
these attitudes are likely to be rooted in parents’ and caregivers’ family, cultural, religious, social, and 
personal background characteristics. On the other hand, the responses to the third and fourth scale 
(satisfaction with school and student’ progress) will be based on parents’ and caregivers’ experiences and 
perceptions of your school, as they consider the extent to which the school’s values and practices align with 
their own beliefs and values. 

The first scale related to the parent and caregiver aspirations and attitudes, Catholic Identity in Action, 
assesses the extent to which the parents feel that Catholic faith and practice are important to them. For this 
scale, only parents identifying as Catholic will respond to the items.  

As with the other surveys, identity is used to describe dimensions of self-understanding and meaningful 
religious engagement. Catholic schools can significantly impact the religious communal cultures around 
them. The culture of the school, their engagement with parents, what they teach, how they teach it and for 
how long, all contribute to the culture of the school community.  Because student learning can be viewed as 
a process of enculturation, which is strongly influenced by parents and caregivers, the Catholic Identity of 
the parents is likely to have implications for their child’s religious identity. The findings of studies in both 
religious and non-religious contexts suggest that the way that students identify with the practice and 
content of education and the culture (values, norms and beliefs) of the school or class, shape not only 
individual student identity but also their collective narrative about the nature of the activity in which they 
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are engaged (see for example, Cobb, Gresalfi, and Hodge, 200922). This scale provides shools with an 
understanding of the Catholic identity of the parents’ and caregivers’ who identify as Catholics. 
Interpretation of this data could provide insights into how schools can work with parents to strengthen 
Catholic identity within students to enhance the Catholic identity of the school as a whole.  

When students and their parents hold high, but realistic, expectations for their futures, they 
tend to invest more in their learning and to receive the support they need to be able to 
achieve their goals. 

– OECD, 2015 
The second scale related to the parent and caregiver aspirations and attitudes, Aspirations for their Child’s 
Education, assesses the extent to which parents or caregivers have high aspirations for their child’s 
education. 

Parents’ aspirations and expectations are important because of their positive relationships to children’s 
actual academic achievement (Bandura et al., 2001; Briley, Harden, & Tucker-Drob, 2014; Fan & Chen, 2001; 
Froiland & Davison, 2014; Neuenschwander et al., 2007; OECD, 2013; Spera et al., 2009). Indeed, based on 
a meta-analysis of past studies, Fan and Chen (2001) concluded that parents’ aspirations for their children’s 
achievement had the strongest relationship with students’ academic achievement, outstripping four other 
types of parent involvement reported in the literature (parental communication with children about 
schooling, parental supervision / home structure related to schooling, parental participation in school 
activities; and other or general forms of parental involvement). As an indicator of the significance of parental 
aspirations for their children’s education, a recent Australian study (Gemici, Bednarz, Karmel, & Lim, 2014) 
provided the following conclusions: 

• “Students whose parents want them to attend university are four times more likely to complete 
Year 12 than those whose parents would like them to choose a non-university pathway” (p. 13) 

• “Students whose parents expect them to go to university are around 11 times more likely to report 
that they plan to attend university when compared with students whose parents expect them to 
do something other than university” (p. 17) 

• “The principal drivers of young people’s plans to attend university in the first year after leaving 
school are parental expectations and peers’ plans” (p. 18) 

• “Parental and peer influences almost entirely mediate the effects of gender, Indigenous status, 
socioeconomic status, location, family structure and immigration status [on students’ expectations 
for school and higher education completion]” (p. 20) 

                                                                    
22 Cobb, P., Gresalfi, M., and Hodge, L. 2009. A design research perspective on the identities that students 
are developing in mathematics classrooms. In Transformation of knowledge through classroom 
interaction, ed. B. Schwarz, T. Dreyfus and H. Hershkowitz, 223–243. London: Routledge. 
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Parents’ aspirations are also formative influences on children’s own emerging aspirations, their motivation 
for learning, and their perceptions of themselves as learners (Bandura et al., 2001; Neuenschwander et al., 
2007; OECD, 2013; Rutherford, 2015; Suizzo et al, 2016). Thus, when parents have high aspirations for their 
children, the children are likely to achieve better academically and to have higher perceptions of their 
abilities and of themselves as learners. 

Research both in Australia and internationally indicates that, 
overall, most parents do have high aspirations for their 
children (ASG, 2016, 2017; Epstein, 2002; OECD, 2013, 2015; 
Spera, Wentzel, & Matto, 2009; Suizzo et al., 2016). In a recent 
Australian study, 72% of surveyed parents reported having 
high standards for their child’s academic achievement and 
85% of parents agreed that higher education was important 
for their child (ASG, 2017). However, despite the general trend 
for parents to have high aspirations for their children, a 
number of demographic factors have been found to affect 
these aspirations, including: 

• Ethnicity (ASG, 2017; Briley et al., 2014; Choi, 2017; 
Davis-Kean & Sexton, 2009; Spera et al., 2009);  

• Child’s gender (ASG, 2017; Koshy et al., 2017); and 

• Parents’ and caregivers’ own educational attainment 
(ASG, 2017; Davis-Kean, 2005; Davis-Kean & Sexton, 
2009; Koshy, Dockery, & Seymour, 2017; Spera et al., 
2009); 

• Socio-economic advantage (Bandura et al., 2001; Briley et al., 2014; Davis-Kean, 2005; Davis-Kean 
& Sexton, 2009; Neuenschwander et al., 2007; OECD, 2013)/ 

Non-demographic factors also affect parents’ aspirations for their children. Spera et al. (2009) found some 
evidence that parents’ perceptions of the school climate predicted the parents’ aspirations for their children. 
Zentner and Renaud (2007) found that as children entered adolescence, parents’ aspirations began to be 
influenced by the children’s own educational aspirations. Finally, past research suggests that parents’ 
aspirations are influenced by their children’s actual educational attainment (Briley et al, 2014; Koshy et al., 
2017 Spera et al., 2009). 

Collecting data about the aspirations that parents and caregivers at your school hold for their children’s 
education can give you rich insight into your school community. NSI can help you examine differences in the 
data (e.g. according to demographic factors) and consider ways that you can harness parents’ aspirations to 
support student success. 

The third scale related to the parent and caregiver aspirations and attitudes, satisfaction with the school, 
examines the extent to which parents and caregivers are satisfied with the school their child attends.  

We anticipate that parents’ and caregivers’ responses to this scale are likely to be influenced by many of the 
constructs described earlier and captured in the other PaCS scales. Therefore, this scale is included in the 
PaCS to allow us to test that hypothesis and to drill down and identify the specific aspects of the school 
environment or parent/caregiver attitudes that contribute to the overall satisfaction scores. 

Because of the ‘big picture’ nature of this scale, the data may be of use to your school as a ‘quick indicator’ 
of parents’ and caregivers’ perceptions and attitudes towards the school. Improving the satisfaction scores 
will require finer-grained examination of the specific areas where parents are less positive (using the data 
from the other PaCS scales), but this overall satisfaction score offers a summary metric that you can track 
over time to monitor overall improvement in the school’s engagement and relationship with parents.  

Figure 6. Mean responses by ethnicity in a survey 
 of Australian parents (ASG, 2016). 
 Survey item: “Our family has high 
 aspirations for our child’s education”  
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The fourth scale related to the parent and caregiver aspirations and attitudes, satisfaction with child’s 
progress, assesses the extent to which parents and caregivers are satisfied with their child’s progress.  

Much research has focused on parents’ expectations or aspirations for their child/ren’s educational outcomes; 
for an overview of some such research see the section on the Aspirations for child’s schooling scale. In 
contrast to the extensive research on parents’ expectations and aspirations, limited research has examined 
parents’ satisfaction with their children’s actual educational outcomes (Gibbons & Silva, 2009). Although it 
seems reasonable to expect that parents’ level of satisfaction with their children’s achievement would be 
related to the parents’ expectations for that achievement, expectations and satisfaction are nonetheless 
distinct constructs. For example, considering the socio-ecological model introduced on page 36 and the fact 
that parents and caregivers are likely to know their children’s circumstances well, a number of intervening 
factors may affect whether parents do in fact report dissatisfaction if their children’s achievement does not 
meet the parents’ original expectations.  

Just two past studies were located that specifically examined parents’ and caregivers’ satisfaction with their 
children’s academic progress or attainment. First, a UK-based study by Gibbons and Silva (2009) found that 
around one in ten parents were dissatisfied with their child’s progress. Second, a US-based study by Peck 
(2005) found that parents’ satisfaction with their child’s academic achievement made a statistically 
significant contribution to parents’ overall reported satisfaction with the school, although, interestingly, 
parents’ perceptions of the overall academic performance across the school as a whole made twice as large 
a contribution as did their perceptions of their individual child’s performance.  

By measuring parents’ and caregivers’ satisfaction with their children’s performance (through the PaCS), 
schools can gain insights into how parents are feeling about what is arguably the ‘bottom line’ of schooling: 
student learning. Although it is likely that a majority of parents may feel content with how their children are 
doing at school, NSI’s analysis can help you identify any common characteristics of the minority who may 
be dissatisfied in this area. For example, you may find that members of a particular ethnic group or the 
parents of senior boys appear to be dissatisfied with their children’s academic performance. Such 
information offers valuable insights to help the school self-reflect and plan lines of action for the future. 
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Aligning the Use of Feedback with the AITSL Standards 

AITSL Professional Standards for Teachers 

Standard 3.7: Engage parents / carers in the educative process 

Graduate 

Describe a broad range of 
strategies for involving 
parents/carers in the 
educative process. 

Proficient 

Plan for appropriate and 
contextually relevant 
opportunities for parents/ 
carers to be involved in their 
children’s learning. 

Highly Accomplished 

Work with colleagues to provide 
appropriate and contextually 
relevant opportunities for 
parents/carers to be involved in 
their children’s learning. 

Lead 

Initiate contextually relevant processes 
to establish programs that involve 
parents/carers in the education of their 
children and broader school priorities 
and activities. 

 Standard 7.3: Engage with parents / carers 

Graduate 

Understand strategies for 
working effectively, 
sensitively and confidentially 
with parents/carers. 

Proficient 

Establish and maintain 
respectful collaborative 
relationships with parents/ 
carers regarding their 
children’s learning and 
wellbeing. 

Highly Accomplished 

Demonstrate responsiveness in 
all communications with 
parents/carers about their 
children’s learning and 
wellbeing. 

Lead 

Identify, initiate and build on 
opportunities that engage 
parents/carers in both the progress of 
their children’s learning and in the 
educational priorities of the school. 

AITSL Professional Standards for Principals  

Professional Practice 5: Engaging and working with the community 

Principals embrace inclusion and help build a culture of high expectations that takes account of the richness and diversity of the wider school 
community and the education systems and sectors. They develop and maintain positive partnerships with students, families and carers and all 
those associated with the wider school community. They create an ethos of respect taking account of the spiritual, moral, social and physical 
health and wellbeing of students. They promote sound lifelong learning from preschool through to adult life. They recognise the multicultural 
nature of Australia’s people. They foster understanding and reconciliation with Indigenous cultures. They recognise and use the rich and diverse 
linguistic and cultural resources in the school community. They recognise and support the needs of students, families and carers from 
communities facing complex challenges. 

 

Principals promote parental 
and carer engagement as a 
key aspect of raising the 
achievement of all students. 
They support the 
development of a strong 
school governing body that is 
truly representative of the 
community. They lead an 
inclusive curriculum and 
school culture that promotes 
understanding of and respect 
for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander histories, 
cultures and languages and 
other culturally and 
linguistically diverse 
communities. They build 
partnerships with the local 
community and external 
stakeholders so they are 
aware of the vision and 
values of the school and can 
contribute to its success. 

Principals draw on expertise 
from other organisations to 
enhance and enrich the 
learning experience for 
students and their families. 
They encourage the 
community to use school 
facilities in order to strengthen 
community engagement with 
the school. They identify and 
implement strategies to meet 
the diverse needs of students 
and their families, challenge 
low expectations and close 
gaps in achievement for 
specific groups. They 
understand the strengths and 
needs of their communities, 
promoting high expectations 
and achievement for all. 

Principals work with other 
agencies to support the health, 
wellbeing and safety of students 
and their families. They create 
specific strategies for hard-to-
reach parents and carers, and 
explore the use of technology to 
deepen the engagement of 
parents and carers in student 
learning. They establish 
innovative processes to gather 
regular feedback from families 
and the local community that is 
systematically used to review 
school practices and inform 
decision-making. 

Principals lead the school as an inclusive 
outward-facing organisation. They link 
with and provide support to other 
schools in effective community and 
family engagement. They draw on best 
practice nationally and internationally 
to embed a culture of inclusion and high 
expectations for all and take steps to 
tackle the effects of disadvantage on 
learning. They develop a mutually 
supportive, collaborative and trusting 
relationship with the community to 
ensure engagement in the life of the 
school. They collaborate effectively 
with other schools and agencies to 
promote an excellent education system 
in which all young people can thrive. 

  

Developmental pathway: A principal’s increasing proficiency 
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Data from NSI Partnerships' school climate surveys will sit alongside, support and strengthen the QCS 
process as it is applied throughout the annual school improvement process. A ‘data map’ has been 
developed to show how the different NSI survey scales and sub-scales link to the fourteen QCS components.  

NSI's surveys supplements and triangulates feedback and other rich data-sources collected through the QCS 
process that provide insights into the school's climate and operations. 

Note that the Analysis and Discussion of Data QCS Component crosses all areas and several QCS 
Components in the Education domain are not represented because the data collected through the school 
climate surveys has a whole school rather than classroom focus. 

 
Figure 7. NSI School Climate Survey links to the Catholic Identity Domain of the QCS tool. 
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Figure 8. NSI School Climate Survey links to the Community Domain of the QCS tool. 

 
Figure 9. NSI School Climate Survey links to the Education Domain of the QCS tool. 
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Figure 10. NSI School Climate Survey links to the Stewardship Domain of the QCS tool. 
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