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School Climate During COVID
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In this paper, we report on aspects of school climate most likely to be linked
with resilience in adolescent mental health during the fall semester of the
2020-2021 school year. The sample consists of 4,182 middle and high
school students from 10 independent and public schools across the U.S.

Findings showed three aspects of school climate that emerged as top
predictors of student symptoms. School Standards were strongly linked
with both Depression and Anxiety, overall and for most subgroups. Teacher
Aliena�on was strongly linked with Rule Breaking and Substance Use,
overall and for most subgroups. Low Equity/Inclusion also showed
important links to Depression, Anxiety, and Rule Breaking.

Addi�onal analyses were conducted to determine which subgroups of
adolescents might be most vulnerable on symptoms. Compared to male
students, notably higher vulnerability was found for gender non-binary
students on all symptoms as well as on School Standards, Teacher
Aliena�on, and Low Equity/Inclusion, and for female students on Anxiety
and Rule-Breaking as well as on School Standards, Teacher Aliena�on, and
Low Equity/Inclusion. High school students showed greater vulnerability on
all symptoms and on Low Equity/Inclusion. Black students were
significantly more likely to report Low Equity/Inclusion.

Overall, findings provide poten�al direc�ons for preven�ve interven�ons as
COVID-related stressors con�nue, with par�cular a�en�on to the aspects of
school climate noted above, and the subgroups of students iden�fied as
especially vulnerable.
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SCHOOL CLIMATE ANDWELL-BEING

School climate refers to the quality and character of a school’s environment.
According to the Na�onal School Climate Council (2021), school climate encompasses
the following major aspects of school life: safety, interpersonal rela�onships, teaching
and learning prac�ces, and organiza�onal structures.

In a recent peer-reviewed scien�fic paper published in the Interna�onal Journal of
School and Educa�onal Psychology, Ebbert and Luthar (2021) presented findings based
on 2,508 students surveyed in 2017 and showed robust links between school climate
dimensions and adolescent mental health symptoms. In par�cular, results showed that
students’ percep�ons of aliena�on from teachers and tolerance of bullying at school
were consistently found to be risk factors for symptoms, while their percep�ons of
caring adults at school and respect for diversity served as protec�ve factors.

The next sec�on of this report introduces the dimensions of school climate assessed
on the 2020-2021 High Achieving Schools Survey (HASS).

SCHOOL CLIMATE DURING COVID

In this report, we describe findings on school climate in rela�on to student mental
health during COVID. This report is the fourth in a five-part series, with Part 1
introducing underlying theory and methods, and presen�ng data on symptom
rates within different student subgroups, and with each of Parts 2 - 5 focusing on
a specific aspect of student life with essen�al implica�ons for mental health and
well-being. The aspects are Parent Rela�onships (Part 2), Peer Rela�onships (Part
3), School Climate, and Individual Student A�ributes.

https://schoolclimate.org/school-climate/
https://www.authconn.com/HASS_White%20Paper_Intro_June2021.html
https://www.authconn.com/Files/Authentic%20Connections%20HASS%20Parents%20White%20Paper.pdf
https://www.authconn.com/Files/AC_HASS_Peer_Relationships_White_Paper.pdf
https://www.authconn.com/Files/AC_HASS_Peer_Relationships_White_Paper.pdf
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Physical and Psychological Safety

Research has shown that posi�ve youth development depends on feelings of physical
and psychological safety (Devine & Cohen, 2007).

Physical safety involves the ability of the school community to learn and work without
the distrac�on and threat of violence, the�, weapons, and other safety concerns
(Na�onal Center of Safe Suppor�ve Learning Environments, 2021). Physical safety also
includes freedom from interpersonal conflict and peer violence. Research has shown
links between bullying at school and nega�ve student outcomes including depression,
anxiety, and substance use (e.g., Gunter & Bakken, 2010; Rivers et al., 2009)

Given the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, the 2020-2021 HASS included items that
assessed students’ feelings about returning to school during COVID and aboutmasking
and safety protocols at school. The HASS also assessed percep�ons of a climate of
bullying among students at school.

Psychological safety refers to an individual’s belief that it is safe to take interpersonal
risks (Edmondson, 1999; Kahn, 1990). For students, the safety to try new things and
show their true selves without the threat of embarrassment, ridicule, shame, or
ostracism is essen�al to their ability to engage, learn, and develop (Wanless, 2016).
Elements of school climate that are important to psychological safety include perceived
fairness of school rules and discipline, and respect for student diversity (Ebbert &
Luthar, 2021; Gregory et al., 2016).

“The teachers and school
are trying their hardest to
respect my pronouns

which I really appreciate.”

The HASS assessed several dimensions of
psychological safety related to fairness,
diversity, equity, inclusion, and belonging at
school:
• ethnic discrimina�on,
• LGBTQIA+ discrimina�on,
• safety to be out as LGBTQIA+,
• equity and inclusion,
• school fairness,
• respect for diversity, and
• openness to opinions.
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Interpersonal Rela�onships

At AC, we know that resilience rests, fundamentally, on rela�onships. Thus, we
strive to measure, track, and improve the quality of the rela�onships that ma�er
most to students. Figure 1 illustrates the components of resilience:

The HASS assessed aspects of posi�ve student rela�onships, including helpfulness,
respect, and willingness to stand up against bullying. It also assessed cohesion and
respect among adults in the school community.

“I feel like most are nice, but there is one
who is judgmental, and he gets angry
whenever I get something wrong. He

makes very sarcas�c jokes demeaning kids
in the class for things they cannot control.”

“The school has a reasonable
amount of home work and
class work. The school also is
very kind and that is probably
the most important thing.”

Other
family

rela�onships

Parent
rela�onships

Rela�onships
with

school adults

Rela�onships
with
peers

Social-
emo�onal

skills

Other
individual
a�ributes

Rela�onships
at school

Rela�onships
at home

A�ributes of
each student

Resilience

As findings from research have shown that student-teacher rela�onship quality is
linked to students’ mental health and well-being (Ebbert & Luthar, 2021; Osher et
al, 2018), the HASS assessed student percep�ons of teacher emo�onal and
academic support and of the presence of caring adults to confide in at school.
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Addi�onally, given research showing that being made to feel excluded, humiliated,
or embarrassed by teachers is especially harmful to students’ adjustment (Ebbert &
Luthar, 2021; Darling-Hammond et al., 2019), the HASS included measures of
aliena�on from teachers and adults at school.

School Prac�ces and Structures

A final dimension of school climate involves prac�ces and organiza�onal structures
that affect teaching and learning at school. Past research on students in high-
achieving schools has demonstrated the harmful effects of overly high standards
and expecta�ons for achievement and status (e.g., Ciciolla et al., 2017; Ebbert et al.,
2019). This is mirrored by research on parent-child rela�onships showing that
students’ percep�ons of parental cri�cism and perfec�onism are linked to higher
symptoms of depression (Authen�c Connec�ons, June 2021).

The HASS assessed student percep�ons of teachers’ standards and expecta�ons,
responsiveness to concerns, clarity of expecta�ons, and of the amount and
relevance of schoolwork. It also assessed students’ percep�ons of their learning
efficacy– how well they were able to learn school materials.

This report will present findings on student symptoms in rela�on to school climate.
We will seek to answer two key ques�ons: 1) Which aspects of school climate
ma�er most for students’ mental health? and 2) Which subgroups are most at-risk?

“I think that some�mes teachers can treat
the girls be�er than boys, some�mes my

teachers will just check the boys’ packets and
not the girls’ and just give the girls full credit

without checking the homework first.”

“Teachers expect you to priori�ze their
subject; that is simply a part of their job.
And when, as o�en happens at boarding
school, mul�ple teachers / faculty push
those expecta�ons onto you, you o�en
feel as if you're being ripped apart.”

https://www.authconn.com/Files/Authentic%20Connections%20HASS%20Parents%20White%20Paper.pdf
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THE FALL 2020 HIGH ACHIEVING SCHOOLS SURVEY

During the Fall semester of the 2020-2021 school year, AC partnered with independent
and public schools across the country to administer the High Achieving Students
Survey (HASS) to 4,182 middle and high school students (for more details about the
sample, see Authen�c Connec�ons, June 2021). The HASS is a comprehensive mixed-
methods survey with both quan�ta�ve and open-ended ques�ons, and is designed to
be completed online by students in a single class period (approximately 30-45
minutes). At the �me of assessment, par�cipa�ng schools were in either full in-person
learning mode or in a hybrid format including both in-person and remote learning.

MEASURES

Student Symptoms

The HASSmeasured four components of student mental health and well-being:
Depression, Anxiety, Rule Breaking (i.e., behaviors such as chea�ng and stealing),
and Substance Use. For each component, five ques�ons asked students to report how
frequently they experienced the symptom in ques�on on a 5-point scale (0 = never,
4 = very o�en). The items were taken from theWell-Being Index, a psychometrically-
validated measure of adolescent mental health symptoms (Luthar et al., 2020a).

School Climate Predictors

The HASS assessed 21 constructs related to school climate. Table 1 presents
examples of items for each construct (all were rated on a 5-point Likert scale: 1 =
strongly disagree/not at all, 5 = strongly agree/very much).

https://www.authconn.com/HASS_White%20Paper_Intro_June2021.html
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Table 1. School Climate Constructs and Items

KEY FINDINGS

Top School Climate Predictors of Student Symptoms

We conducted mul�ple regression analyses to iden�fy which of the school climate
constructs examined were most strongly linked to student symptoms. Figure 2
presents the top school climate predictor of student mental health for each
symptom, overall and within each subgroup.
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Figure 2. Top School Climate Predictor of Each Student Symptom ¹

As shown in Figure 2, a high level of School Standards was the strongest predictor
of both Depression and Anxiety in the overall sample of students and for most
demographic subgroups examined, indica�ng that students’ feelings of being
unable to meet the expecta�ons of teachers and adults at school were linked to
poor mental health outcomes. Teacher Aliena�on was the top predictor of both
Rule Breaking and Substance Use, overall and for most subgroups, sugges�ng that
students’ feelings of being excluded, humiliated, or embarrassed by teachers and
adults at school were linked to delinquent or externalizing behaviors. Although not
shown in Figure 2, which presents only the single top predictor of each symptom,
Low Equity/Inclusion consistently emerged within the top three predictors of
symptoms; when the sample was split by whether or not students received
financial aid, Low Equity/Inclusion was the strongest predictor of Anxiety.

Table 2 presents regression beta coefficients showing the strength of the effect of
each predictor on each outcome. In psychological research, a beta coefficient
larger than ±0.20 is generally considered “meaningful” or “noteworthy”.
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Table 2.
Regression Beta
Coefficients

As shown in Table 2, a large beta coefficient was observed for School Standards
with Depression (0.25). Other rela�onships approaching the meaningful cutoff
include School Standards with Anxiety (0.18); Low Equity/Inclusion with Anxiety
(0.18), Depression (0.16), and Rule Breaking (0.14); and Teacher Aliena�on with
Rule Breaking (0.14) and Anxiety (0.13).

The next sec�on of this report presents clinically significant levels of the top three
aspects of school climate most powerfully linked to students’ mental health–
School Standards, Teacher Aliena�on, and Low Equity/Inclusion– separately by
gender, ethnicity/race, and grade level division.

Rates of School Climate Predictors in Student Subgroups

Part 1 of this report introduced the underlying theory and methods and presented
data on symptom rates within different student subgroups. To reiterate the
findings on symptom rates, we found that four par�cular subgroups stood out.
First, gender non-binary students had higher levels of all symptoms assessed than
males and females. Second, high school students had higher levels of all
symptoms assessed than middle school students. Third, students in remote
learning had higher levels of Anxiety and Substance Use than students a�ending
school in person or in hybrid format. Finally, considered by ethnicity/race,White
students were most likely to report serious rates of Substance Use.

https://www.authconn.com/HASS_White%20Paper_Intro_June2021.html
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Figure 3.
School Standards by Gender Iden�ty

Figure 3 shows the percentage of students repor�ng
high levels of School Standards separately by gender
iden�ty. As shown in Figure 3, the percentage of
students repor�ng high levels of School Standards
was higher among gender non-binary students than
among males or females; these differences were
sta�s�cally significant.²

Figure 4.
School Standards by by Ethnicity/Race

Figure 4 shows the percentage of students repor�ng
high School Standards separately by race/ethnicity. As
shown in Figure 4, rates were highest among Hispanic
students and lowest among Asian students;
differences were not sta�s�cally significant.³

Figure 5.
School Standards by Grade Level

Figure 5 shows the percentage of students repor�ng
high School Standards separately by grade level
division. As shown in Figure 5, high school students
were slightly more likely than middle school students
to report high levels of School Standards; differences
were not sta�s�cally significant.⁴

Rates of School Standards
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Rates of Teacher Aliena�on

Figure 6.
Teacher Aliena�on by Gender Iden�ty

Figure 6 shows the percentage of students repor�ng
frequent Teacher Aliena�on by gender iden�ty. As
shown in Figure 6, rates of Teacher Aliena�on were
significantly higher among female and gender non-
binary students than among male students.⁵

Figure 7.
Teacher Aliena�on by Ethnicity/Race

Figure 7 shows the percentage of students repor�ng
frequent Teacher Aliena�on by race/ethnicity. As
shown in Figure 7, rates of Teacher Aliena�on were
slightly higher among Hispanic students and lower
among Asian students; differences were not
sta�s�cally significant.⁶

Figure 8.
Teacher Aliena�on by Grade Level

Figure 8 shows the percentage of students repor�ng
frequent Teacher Aliena�on by division. As shown in
Figure 8, rates of Teacher Aliena�on did not differ
significantly by grade level.⁷
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Rates of Low Equity/Inclusion

Figure 9.
Low Equity/Inclusion by Gender Iden�ty

Figure 9 shows the percentage of students repor�ng
Low Equity/Inclusion by gender iden�ty. As shown in
Figure 9, rates of Low Equity/Inclusion were highest
among gender non-binary students and lowest among
male students; differences were sta�s�cally
significant.⁸

Figure 10.
Low Equity/Inclusion by Ethnicity/Race

Figure 10 shows the percentage of students repor�ng
Low Equity/Inclusion by race/ethnicity. As shown in
Figure 10, Black students were significantly more likely
to report Low Equity/Inclusion.⁹

Figure 11.
Low Equity/Inclusion by Grade Level

Figure 11 shows the percentage of students repor�ng
Low Equity/Inclusion by grade level division. As shown
in Figure 11, high school students were significantly
more likely to report Low Equity/Inclusion.¹⁰
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QUALITATIVE RESPONSES

In addi�on to the quan�ta�ve, ra�ng-scale variables discussed so far, the HASS also
included open-ended ques�ons designed to capture students’ feelings about issues
that were top of mind for them.

Tables 3-5 show illustra�ve verba�m responses to open-ended ques�ons about
what was going well at school, what needed improvement, and what was most
concerning to them.
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DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Our analysis of symptom rates among 4,182 students surveyed between September
and December of 2020 revealed several important pa�erns regarding the role of
school climate in student resilience during COVID. We summarize findings on the two
key ques�ons addressed, and then provide associated recommenda�ons for schools.

Which specific aspects of school climate are most important for students’
mental health?

Of the 21 aspects of school climate we examined, three emerged as top predictors
of student symptoms. First, high levels of School Standards were strongly linked
with both Depression and Anxiety, overall and for all subgroups. Second, high
levels of Teacher Aliena�on were strongly linked with Rule Breaking and
Substance Use, overall and for most subgroups. Third, Low Equity/Inclusion
consistently emerged as one of the top three predictors of student symptoms;
addi�onally, when the sample was considered by whether or not students
received financial aid or tui�on assistance, Low Equity/Inclusion emerged as the
top predictor of Anxiety.

Sta�s�cally significant beta coefficients at or approaching the “meaningful” cutoff
of ±0.20 were observed for School Standards with Depression (0.25) and with
Anxiety (0.18); Low Equity/Inclusion with Anxiety (0.18), Depression (0.16), and
Rule Breaking (0.14); and Teacher Aliena�on with Rule Breaking (0.14) and
Anxiety (0.13).

The finding that student percep�ons of overly high standards and expecta�ons
among teachers and adults at school is a top predictor of mental health symptoms
is mirrored by findings linking parental cri�cism and perfec�onism to adolescent
depression (Authen�c Connec�ons, June 2021).When adolescents perceive
themselves as falling short of the standards and expecta�ons of the important
adult figures in their lives, their mental health suffers.

The finding that Teacher Aliena�on emerged as a top risk factor for Rule Breaking
and Substance Use, overall and among most subgroups, illustrates the “bad is
stronger than good” phenomenon (e.g., Luthar & Eisenberg, 2017; NASEM, 2019).
Several posi�ve aspects of rela�onships with teachers and school adults, such as

https://www.authconn.com/Files/Authentic%20Connections%20HASS%20Parents%20White%20Paper.pdf


// 19 HIGH ACHIEVING SCHOOLS SURVEY: SCHOOL CLIMATE

Emo�onal Support, Academic Support, Community Cohesion, and Responsiveness
to Concerns were also considered as poten�al protec�ve factors; however, as
indicated by the size and sta�s�cal significance of regression betas, these
protec�ve factors were less important for student symptoms than Teacher
Aliena�on. In other words, the protec�ve benefit conferred by posi�ve aspects of
teacher rela�onships was outweighed by the harm done by nega�ve aspects.

Which subgroups are most at-risk in terms of school climate?

In examining levels of school climate predictors within each student subgroup, we
iden�fied some groups of students who may be par�cularly at risk.

Considered by gender, non-binary students were most likely to report high levels of
School Standards, Teacher Aliena�on, and Low Equity/Inclusion. As described in
Part 1 of this report, gender non-binary students also had higher levels of all
symptoms assessed than males and females. Female students also reported higher
rates of School Standards, Teacher Aliena�on, and Low Equity/Inclusion than males.

In terms of developmental level, high school students were more likely than middle
school students to report Low Equity/Inclusion; the groups did not differ on School
Standards or Teacher Aliena�on. By race/ethnicity, Black students were most likely
to report Low Equity/Inclusion.

Recommenda�ons for Schools

Taken together, the findings reported here indicate a need for schools to support
students by working to promote healthy school climates and prevent nega�ve school
climates.

On this front, the most important issue to address is school standards; students
who felt unable to measure up to the high expecta�ons of their teachers and adults
at school were more vulnerable to depression and anxiety. Here, our first
recommenda�on is for adults at school tomake it clear that mee�ng high academic
and extracurricular expecta�ons should never come at the expense of health and
overall well-being. We also recommend that schools share the relevant science on
the ill-effects of high achievement pressures from parents at home and adults at
school, and to work collabora�vely to ensure that students do not feel that
expecta�ons are way too high for them to handle.

https://www.authconn.com/HASS_White%20Paper_Intro_June2021.html
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/309651504_When_Mothers_and_Fathers_Are_Seen_as_Disproportionately_Valuing_Achievements_Implications_for_Adjustment_Among_Upper_Middle_Class_Youth
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/337098103_High-achieving_schools_connote_risks_for_adolescents_Problems_documented_processes_implicated_and_directions_for_interventions
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/337098103_High-achieving_schools_connote_risks_for_adolescents_Problems_documented_processes_implicated_and_directions_for_interventions
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Second, we recommend that proac�ve steps are taken to reduce students’ feelings
of aliena�on from teachers and adults at school. Here, it is essen�al for teachers,
coaches, administrators and other adults at school to remain vigilant for words or
ac�ons that students may see as hur�ul. When students feel embarrassed or
shamed by an educator, it nega�vely affects their mental health and also their
ability to learn. It may be necessary to have conversa�ons with colleagues in order
to gauge how adults might come across to students, and to consider some
reassignments for advisor responsibili�es, so that students are paired with an adult
to whom they are naturally drawn.

“Making it easier for me to inform them of my
pronouns and then actually making the effort to use
them. Have a gender inclusive dorm. Enforce covid

rules. Educate about LGBTQ history as well as current
terms. Have real sex ed. Hire accep�ng people.

Fostering a culture where correc�ng people on their
implicit prejudice is normal and posi�ve.”

Our third recommenda�on is to include students themselves in coming up with
solu�ons to increase equity and inclusion at school. Make �me and space for
students to openly share their insecuri�es and uncertain�es with empathic adults
and ensure that the community knows about specific adults at school who are
available to help. In par�cular, for students who are treated nega�vely because of
their minority status, ensure that there is a safe space for them to share
experiences. Finally, encourage students to speak up on behalf of others being
mistreated.
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NOTES
1. All regression coefficients (standardized beta weights) are sta�s�cally significant (p < .05).
2. Gender: X2(2, N = 3932) = 34.32, p < .001.
3. Ethnicity: X2(4, N = 3894) = 6.12, n.s.
4. Grade: X2(1, N = 3933) = 3.71, n.s.
5. Gender: X2(2, N = 3932) = 75.08, p < .001.
6. Ethnicity: X2(4, N = 3885) = 5.54, n.s.
7. Grade: X2(1, N = 3923) = 1.64, n.s.
8. Gender: X2(2, N = 4027) = 54.07, p < .001.
9. Ethnicity: X2(4, N = 3985) = 42.71, p < .001.
10. Grade: X2(1, N = 4027) = 104.63, p < .001.

Ongoing Innova�on and Support

At AC, we are commi�ed to crea�ng high-quality tools to help schools measure,
track, and improve well-being and resilience. To that end, we constantly revise our
survey measures to ensure that our surveys are measuring the most important
aspects of community mental health and well-being.

Conclusion

In future efforts to enhance students’ well-being, schools would do well to minimize
three aspects of school climate that are related to poor mental health. Schools will
have to work proac�vely to address overly high standards and expecta�ons, any
amount of teacher aliena�on, and low equity and inclusion.
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