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Too frequently, education reform takes a siloed view that 

focuses on an individual issue instead of a broader and 

more comprehensive perspective. For example, students’ 

lack of access to challenging and rigorous course work 

and their lack of access to experienced, engaging, and 

effective teachers are often discussed as separate issues 

rather than within the wider context of school climate. 

School climate—the totality of factors that affect a learning 

environment—is talked about less often than individual 

factors, despite research showing that a school’s climate, 

whether positive, negative, or somewhere in between, is 

connected to the level of students’ engagement in their 

course work and, consequently, to their success.

Instead of responding to issues in isolation, school 

administrators, policymakers, and legislators should 

examine how these multiple issues fit together and affect 

schools and districts, as well as the broader education 

system. Failing to take a more comprehensive approach 

toward the goals of reforming education and improving 

school climate will result in limited, if any, success in 

achieving these goals. In an effort to create a positive 

school climate, the Alliance for Excellent Education 

proposes the following federal, state, and local policy 

recommendations.

FEDERAL POLICY 
RECOMMENDATIONS

Addressing Discipline Within Overall School 

Improvement Efforts

 y Low-performing schools, as identified under Section 

1116 of the Elementary and Secondary Education 

Act (ESEA), should be required to assess schoolwide 

discipline issues, including through a diagnostic 

analysis of data submitted in response to the U.S. 

Department of Education’s (ED’s) Civil Rights Data 

Collection. Where applicable, these schools should 

identify and implement evidence-based, schoolwide 

discipline policies and practices to strengthen student-

staff relationships and create a positive school climate. 

Middle and high schools should describe the process 

for implementing an early-warning indicator system 

to identify students in need of targeted supports and 

integrated services.

 y Local education agencies (LEAs) receiving federal 

funding should track and report to the state and 

make school- and grade-level discipline data publicly 

available, including that of nonviolent behavior. The 

data should include the number and type of instances 

and the disciplinary response (including number 

of students suspended, both in school and out of 

school, and length of suspension). Data should be 

disaggregated by race/ethnicity, gender, English 

language learner (ELL) status, and disability. Any 

disparities should be addressed through timely and 

targeted reform, professional development, and 

increased student services.

 y LEAs should track and report, in the disaggregate, 

student grade retention rates and the percentage of 

students transferred with the district, including the 

reason for transfer, to better assess the extent to 
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which practices that “push out” or disengage students 

are being applied.

 y Competitive federal grant programs, such as Race 

to the Top, should incentivize the adoption of school 

discipline codes that are aligned with the principles 

of Schoolwide Positive Behavioral Interventions and 

Supports (SWPBIS), social-emotional learning, and 

restorative practices.

Access to Rigorous and Advanced Course Work

 y Support the development and implementation of 

technologies that can offer specialized and advanced 

courses to all students to address the challenges rural 

and urban schools may face in providing and staffing 

these courses.

 y Require LEAs to report on student access to and 

completion of rigorous course work, disaggregated 

by income quartile of schools under Section 1112 of 

ESEA. This should include access to opportunities to 

earn postsecondary credit while in high school such as 

through Advanced Placement (AP) and International 

Baccalaureate (IB) courses and exams, dual 

enrollment, and performance on AP and IB exams. 

Local education plans under this section should also 

describe how the LEAs will identify and address 

any disparity within student subgroups in equitable 

access to rigorous course work, including access 

to the opportunities previously described. This data 

should be used to target resources and implement the 

previously described strategies to increase access to 

these students.

 y School improvement plans under Section 1116 of 

ESEA should include a diagnostic review of data 

related to student and instructional staff, including but 

not limited to the most recent data submitted through 

ED’s Civil Rights Data Collection and a strategy for 

addressing any disparities revealed by the data.

 y School improvement plans under Section 1116 of 

ESEA should include strategies for increasing the 

provision of rigorous course work at the secondary 

school level, including opportunities to earn 

postsecondary credit while in high school such as 

through AP and IB courses and exams and dual 

enrollment. These plans should also include strategies 

to increase student engagement and a progression of 

support for students to succeed in such course work.

 y Funding should be increased to support the expansion 

of AP course offerings and dual enrollment programs.

Chronic Absenteeism

 y School report cards should be required to provide 

student attendance information in the aggregate and 

disaggregate, including rates of chronic absenteeism. 

According to the Everyone Graduates Center, a school 

can have average daily attendance of 90 percent and 

still have 40 percent of its students chronically absent, 

because on different days, different students make up 

that 90 percent.

Student Assessments

 y State and local assessment requirements under 

Section 1111 of ESEA should measure the full range 

of academic standards students are expected to meet. 

In addition, they should involve multiple measures of 

student academic achievement and include measures 

of students’ deep content knowledge and their ability 

to use knowledge to think critically and solve problems 

and to communicate effectively, and may be delivered 

in the form of portfolios, projects, or extended 

performance tasks.

http://www.all4ed.org
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 y Grants for assessments under Section 1113 of 

ESEA should support assessments that develop 

multiple measures of student academic achievement, 

including measures that assess higher-order thinking 

skills and understanding, and elicit complex student 

demonstrations or applications of knowledge and 

skills to increase the reliability and validity of state 

assessment systems; that are balanced assessment 

systems that include summative, interim, and 

formative assessments; and that may include 

computer adaptive assessments, performance 

assessments, technology based assessments, 

and through-course assessments. Professional 

development should include preparing educators with 

strategies for effectively utilizing student assessment 

data to inform their practice.

Access to Well-Prepared and  

Effective Teaching

 y Include strategies for improving current recruitment 

and placement processes in Title I plans for equitable 

distribution of teachers within ESEA. These should 

include efforts to hire and place teachers in a 

classroom position at least one month prior to the 

start of the school year. More than one-third of new 

teachers are hired after the start of the school year1 

which increases the likelihood that they will be placed 

outside of their certification area in an effort to fill open 

positions. This practice further prevents teachers from 

participating in professional development that occurs 

prior to the start of the school year.

 y Incentivize state adoption of an edTPA—a validated 

teacher performance assessment, such as the one 

developed by the Stanford Center for Assessment, 

Learning, and Equity in partnership with the American 

Association of Colleges of Teacher Education—which 

many states are using as part of their certification/

licensing requirements. Teacher performance 

assessments such as the edTPA help ensure that 

teachers entering the profession can demonstrate 

their ability to be effective in the classroom and meet 

the needs of all students.2 

 y Support the development of minimum standards for 

state-based teacher licensure policies. Currently, there 

is no federal standard for teachers in training before 

they enter the classroom. In fact, almost all teachers 

are considered “highly qualified” under federal law 

due to a federal provision that was extended recently 

under the ESEA. Before becoming the teacher of 

record, all prospective teachers should demonstrate 

the ability to lead classrooms, educate students of 

differing abilities and needs, and establish a positive 

classroom climate—a key element of the edTPA.3 

http://www.all4ed.org
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STATE AND DISTRICT POLICY 
RECOMMENDATIONS

Overall School Discipline Policies

 y School staff should create a shared vision for positive 

school climate that engages school staff, students, 

families, and the community.

 y Based on that vision, school staff should create a 

positive school climate policy agenda and identify 

best practices and programs that support that vision.4 

District-level staff should be involved to the extent 

needed to support the implementation of that vision.

 y District-level and school-based staff should reexamine 

the applicable code of conduct, including through the 

use of student, parent/caregiver, and staff surveys, to 

assess current policies. This review should seek to 

reduce the inclusion of zero-tolerance policies.5 

 y State and district policy should require the presence 

of a parent/caregiver during any proceeding that could 

result in a student receiving either an out-of-school or 

in-school suspension.

 y State and district policy should establish, publicly 

distribute, and post due process procedures 

for suspensions, transfers, and expulsions with 

students and parents/caregivers in a clear and easily 

understandable format.

 y School district policy should require that when 

students are suspended they are provided with the 

materials and opportunities necessary to ensure 

that they can make up any exams, classwork, and 

homework assignments.

 y Districts should support schoolwide and, ideally, 

districtwide evidence-based programs that contribute 

to a positive school climate, such as restorative justice 

programs, SWPBIS, and social-emotional learning, 

as an alternative to suspensions. Suspensions should 

be reserved for instances where students pose as a 

threat to themselves or others.

The Role of Law Enforcement

 y In districts that place law enforcement or armed 

personnel in schools, appropriate restrictions should 

be placed on the infractions they are permitted to 

respond to when they can make an arrest. Districts 

should define a clear role for law enforcement, where 

applicable, that is aligned with effective, supportive, 

and inclusive practices and should provide the 

necessary training and support.6 

Well-Prepared and Effective Teaching

Recruitment, certification, and licensing

 y States should assess their teacher preparation and 

licensing requirements to ensure that educators enter 

the classroom prepared to provide more rigorous and 

engaging instruction.

 y Support efforts to recruit more diverse candidates. 

For example, Illinois created the Minority Teachers 

of Illinois Scholarship Program, which provides 

scholarships to encourage academically talented 

students from diverse backgrounds to pursue teaching 

careers, especially in certain disciplines or in hard-to 

staff schools.7 

 y Support and/or incentivize teachers to receive National 

Board certification. The certification process has been 

found to produce positive impacts on teacher retention 

and improve practice. The process of analyzing 

students’ work and assessing their own actions 

in relation to professional standards is valuable in 

http://www.all4ed.org
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improving teaching and illuminates how well teachers 

are able to engage learners, assess students’ current 

knowledge and skill development, and alter instruction 

to advance students’ performance.

Improved working conditions

 y Use school, teacher, and student data8 to assess the 

working conditions within each school, identify areas 

of improvement, and implement responsive strategies 

aimed at strengthening relationships between staff, 

and between students and staff. Target professional 

development to strengthen classroom practices that 

engage and support students. A number of states 

have adopted teaching conditions standards, and 

nine states9 are utilizing the Teaching, Empowering, 

Leading and Learning (TELL) Survey10. The TELL 

Survey provides detailed information regarding the 

perceptions about the presence of teaching and 

learning conditions that research has shown increase 

student learning and teacher retention.

 y Support teachers in addressing the needs of the whole 

student by increasing the number of support staff, 

such as guidance counselors, social workers, and 

appropriately trained paraprofessionals and assistants 

to support student achievement.

Professional development

 y Provide early-career teachers with opportunities to 

participate in residency,11 induction, and mentoring 

programs in an effort to provide support and build 

capacity. This should include significantly increasing 

opportunities for teachers to participate in professional 

learning communities or other opportunities for  

peer collaboration.

 y District and school leaders should assess professional 

development opportunities for teachers and leaders 

that are intended to support positive and equitable 

discipline practices and strengthen student, parent/

caregiver, and staff relationships. Professional 

development should provide information and 

resources related to conflict resolution, effective 

practices in classroom and behavior management, 

culturally responsive practices, and the strengthening 

of teacher-student and teacher-parent/caregiver 

relationships.

 y Provide professional development to support the 

implementation of equitable and effective approaches 

to school discipline (see the recent joint school 

discipline guiding principles and accompanying 

documents issued by ED and the U.S. Department  

of Justice for specific strategies).12 For example, 

support the development of strategies such as 

restorative justice and response to intervention, which 

have been demonstrated to be effective approaches 

to addressing student behavior in a positive and 

inclusive way.

 y Incorporate strategies for assessing teacher attitudes 

and providing access to training and support that 

can reduce deficit-oriented approaches (for example, 

focusing on what students can do rather than 

what they cannot) that often result in low student 

expectations.13 Such training can also replace reactive 

and punitive approaches that create or escalate 

problem behavior with preventive approaches that 

address the underlying needs of students.14 

 y Provide opportunities for teachers to develop culturally 

relevant competencies15 and strategies for teaching 

diverse learners. Eight of the seventeen states that 

produce approximately 70 percent of the nation’s 

dropouts have a large number of students of color 

and ELLs16 in their schools. The rapidly changing 

faces of America’s classrooms create new urgency for 

http://www.all4ed.org
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states and districts to develop an increasingly diverse 

teaching force that is effective in teaching a diverse 

set of learners. Numerous studies demonstrate the 

positive impact that culturally responsive teaching can 

have on strengthening teacher-student relationships 

and improving student engagement and outcomes.17 

The Collection and Use of Data for 

Identification, Intervention, and Support

 y District and school leaders should collect, report, 

and analyze school-, grade-, and classroom-level 

discipline data (including that of nonviolent behavior 

including tardiness or truancy, and subjective behavior 

such as willful defiance) on an ongoing basis. The 

data should be examined (across the district, schools 

within the same district, and classrooms within 

the same school) for instances of disproportionate 

disciplining. The data should include the number and 

type of instances and disciplinary response (including 

number of students suspended, both in school and out 

of school, and length of suspensions). Data should be 

disaggregated by race/ethnicity, gender, ELL status, 

and disability. Any disparities should be addressed 

through timely and targeted reform, professional 

development, and increased student services. 

Curriculum should emphasize social and emotional 

learning as a tool for students and staff to promote 

safe and positive school learning communities.

Climate Change Publications

Climate Change: Creating an Integrated Framework 

for Improving School Climate (August 2013)

Climate Change: Implementing School Discipline 

Practices that Create a Positive School Climate 

(September 2013)

Climate Change: Providing Equitable Access  

to a Rigorous and Engaging Curriculum  

(November 2013) 

Climate Change: Improving School Climate by 

Supporting Great Teaching (September 2014)
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