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Whether you are a teacher, administrator, custodian, or school bus driver, you are helping 
to shape the character of the kids you come in contact with. It’s in the way you talk, the 
behaviors you model, the conduct you tolerate, the deeds you encourage, the expectations you 
transmit (Elkind and Sweet 2004). 

We all have been in 
schools and class-
rooms that “feel 

special,” where student-to-
student and student-teacher 
interactions are especially 
warm and positive, and there 
is evidence everywhere of the 
high value placed on students 
as individuals. In these places, 
a critical connection has been 
made between a school’s academic mission and a student’s 
need to feel safe, accepted, and valued.

Obviously, all of us want students to 
experience school as a safe and com-
fortable environment. However, in this 
time of high academic standards and 
accountability, should special attention 
and effort be devoted to achieving this 
goal? The answer is yes, since research 
tells us that providing students with 
emotional support helps them focus on 
learning. 

An emphasis on providing an emo-
tionally safe environment can have a 
particularly powerful impact on stu-
dents who may be academically at risk. 
Consider, for example, students who 
move from school to school due to 
problems associated with poverty. Help-
ing these students recognize that they 
are members of a supportive commu-
nity makes it easier for them to concen-
trate on learning.

Thus, it is reasonable to consider 
school efforts to provide emotional 
support for students—especially those 
most at risk of failure—a key strategy in 
addressing the academic gap and rais-
ing overall student performance.

What Does the research say?
There is a clear theoretical base 

for connecting students’ feelings of 
emotional security and their ability to 
focus on learning. Maslow’s hierarchy 
of human needs suggests that students 
who have their needs for safety, belong-
ing, and self-esteem met—as well as 
their basic physiological needs—possess 
an important foundation for building 
knowledge.

In addition, researchers have identi-
fied specific connections with school 
environments and students’ academic 
success:

Current work in educational psychology 
tells us that students’ experience of belong-
ingness in the school setting is linked to 
important motivational, attitudinal, and 
behavioral factors that are associated with 
school success. Specifically, we find that this 
sense of belonging to a supportive school 
community is associated with emotional well-
being, intrinsic motivation, prosocial behav-
ior, commitment to school, engagement,  
and achievement (Osterman 2002).

I N  B r I e F

This Research Report addresses the 
need to provide an emotionally safe 
environment for students who may 
be academically at risk. Research has 
focused on a variety of strategies, 
including bullying prevention, staff 
modeling of care and respect, 
school structures and routines, high 
expectations of student behavior, and 
making sure that every student feels 
known and valued by at least one adult 
in the school.  
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Klem and Connell (2004) discuss the 
important variable of student engage-
ment with the school community:

Studies show students with caring and 
supportive interpersonal relationships in 
school report more positive academic atti-
tudes and values, and more satisfaction 
with school. These students also are more 
engaged academically…Researchers have 
found student engagement a robust predic-
tor of student achievement and behavior in 
school, regardless of socioeconomic status….
Students who perceive teachers as creating 
a caring, well-structured learning environ-
ment in which expectations are high, clear, 
and fair are more likely to report engagement 
in school.

Research by Lee et al. (1999) 
addressed a question particularly 
important to educators working in 
high-stakes, standards-based environ-
ments: Are approaches focused on 
helping students do well on high-stakes 
tests and those intended to provide 
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social/emotional support incompat-
ible? These researchers found they 
were not. Their studies, conducted in 
Chicago public schools, focused on 
the relationship between “academic 
press” and “social support” on student 
learning and found that schools char-
acterized as “high academic press” 
and “high social support” experienced 
the largest gains on both reading and 
math assessments.

Our findings suggest that when school 
systems seek to improve student achievement 

by raising standards and expectations for 
learning and by creating high stakes for aca-
demic performance, they should not ignore 
the social support that may be necessary for 
students to succeed. For students who may 
receive little support from home, peers, and 
community, it becomes even more important 
that principals and teachers create school 
and classroom environments that provide 
personal support for learning (Lee et al. 
1999).

Finally, researchers have found that 
school efforts to connect with students 
can have effects far beyond the school 
year in which they are instituted. For 
example, Hawkins and his colleagues 
(National Public Radio 2002) describe 
the results of Project SOAR, in which 
800 first graders in five schools were 
assigned to either intervention or 
control classrooms. Each year, teach-
ers and parents in the intervention 
classrooms received training in how to 
actively engage children in learning 
while strengthening bonding to family 
and school. Many of the teacher strat-
egies were “deceptively simple tech-
niques to connect with children—like 
making eye contact and greeting stu-
dents in the hallways in the morning” 
(National Public Radio 2002). In addi-
tion, students were taught social skills, 
such as waiting their turn. Follow-up 
studies found that the Project SOAR 
group had higher academic achieve-
ment, lower dropout rates, and lower 
rates of delinquent behavior and sub-
stance abuse in high school, and lower 
pregnancy rates at age 21 (National 
Public Radio 2002; Social Development 
Research Group 2002). 

strategies to Build community 
A variety of strategies can contribute 

to a school’s efforts to build commu-
nity and demonstrate caring. Most of 
them are common sense, take little 
extra time, and often are already part 
of a school’s day-to-day activities. 

First, of course, is ensuring that stu-
dents feel safe in school. This includes 
addressing problems such as bullying.

Second, staff should continuously 
model caring and respect for all mem-

“…researchers have 

found that school efforts 

to connect with students 

can have effects far

beyond the school 

year in which they are 

instituted.”
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bers of the school community. Reitzug 
and Patterson (1998) shadowed princi-
pal Debbie Pressley and observed her 
ongoing efforts to make connections 
with students. Her behaviors included 
calling students by their first names and 
focusing on a student sent to her office 
for misbehavior as a person rather than 
as a problem. 

Third, school structures and rou-
tines can help build community. For 
example, some schools begin each day 
with brief classroom meetings. Oth-
ers line their hallways with examples 
of students “caught being good.” Still 
others have implemented instructional 
approaches such as looping for their 
demonstrated academic and social-
emotional benefits.

Fourth, staff should convey high 
expectations for student behavior as 
well as academic achievement, since 
the positive impact of these has been 
demonstrated repeatedly (Osher and 
Fleischman 2005). However, some 
students may need special help to 
learn skills critical to acceptance as a 
valuable member of the community. 
For example, one elementary school 
began direct teaching of social skills 
in the hope that it would decrease 
the amount of class time spent on 
discipline problems. The skills were 
introduced and taught throughout 
the school at regular intervals in every 
classroom. Examples of these skills 
include:

n	 How to greet someone; 
n How to get the teacher’s attention; 
n How to follow instructions; 
n How to make a request; 
n	 How to accept “no” for an answer; and 
n How to disagree appropriately.

Finally, every staff member must take 
responsibility for ensuring that no child 
falls through the cracks. The literature 
repeatedly mentions the importance of 
making sure every student feels known 
and valued by at least one adult in the 
school. Such connections are typically 
most important for students having 
difficulty in their personal or academic 
life. Simply knowing that a respected 

adult cares about his or her interests 
and concerns may provide such stu-
dents with the emotional support they 
need to focus on learning.

In caring schools, a critical connec-
tion has been made between students’ 
academic achievement and their need 
to feel safe, accepted, and valued. 
Researchers single out “a safe, wel-
coming, stimulating, and nurturing 
environment focused on learning for 

“a variety of strategies 

can contribute to a 

school’s efforts to 

build community and  

demonstrate caring. 

Most of them are 

common sense…”
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Web ResouRces

Every Child Learning: Safe and 
Supportive Schools, a report published 
by the Learning First Alliance, 
describes some core elements of 
supportive school environments 
and makes recommendations for 
strengthening school community.
http://learningfirst.org/publications/
safeschools/

A report posted on the Web site 
of the Consortium on Chicago 
School Research discusses results 
of a study designed to assess the 
relationship of social support 
and academic press to academic 
achievement. Specific examples of 
ways in which schools can provide 
social support are included.
http://ccsr.uchicago.edu/publications/
p0e01.pdf

In What Empathy Can Do, Ernest 
Mendes provides examples of ways 
teachers can build relationships 
with students. 
www.ascd.org (Select this article 
from the September 2003 issue of 
Educational Leadership.)

A brief article, “The Heart of 
a Caring School,” by Eric Schaps 
suggests ways schools can build a 
sense of community.
www.devstu.org/about/articles/
heart_of_caring_school.html

all children” as one of five key supports 
for school improvement (Sebring et al. 
2006). Clearly, by building a schoolwide 
sense of community educators can help 
students develop the sense of engage-
ment and connectedness important to 
their ability to focus on learning.
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