
Abstract
A positive school climate is essential for promoting student success, wellbeing, and overall
development. While school climate is traditionally understood through a multidimensional
framework, the social inclusion of students with disabilities is often overlooked as a core
element. This study delves into the integration of social inclusion within the school climate
framework and explores its influence through multivariate regression analyses. The findings
reveal a robust relationship between social inclusion and overall school climate, with five key
dimensions identified as drivers of inclusion and school climate improvement. This research
underscores the importance of incorporating social inclusion into school climate
measurement tools, enabling schools to better understand their environments, meet the
diverse needs of students, and create equitable, supportive learning atmospheres.
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Introduction 
 
School climate refers to the overall quality and character of school life as experienced by 
students, family and staff. It reflects community members’ experiences of the institution’s norms, 
values, and organizational structures (National School Climate Center). Research consistently 
shows that a positive school climate leads to positive student outcomes such as reduced 
bullying, greater student engagement, positive human development, and greater academic 
achievement (Hansen et al., 2022; Schweig, Hamilton, & Baker, 2019; Wang & Degol, 2016). 

School climate is traditionally understood as multidimensional (Wang & Degol, 2016), yet the 
social inclusion of students with disabilities (SWD) remains underemphasized within this 
framework. Although SWD make up on average 14% of students in US schools, their social and 
academic inclusion is often regarded as secondary. Research suggests, however, that socially 
inclusive school climates greatly enhance the experience for all students (Kart & Kart, 2021). 

Students with intellectual and developmental disabilities are significantly more likely to 
experience social exclusion, bullying, and harassment, all of which act as barriers to their 
academic and social-emotional growth and wellbeing (Blake et al., 2012; Jones et al., 2012; 
Shriver et al., 2023). Failing to integrate their inclusion into school climate measurements and 
initiatives perpetuates a culture of exclusion, both by neglecting SWD’s perspectives and 
overlooking the broader community’s views on inclusivity. The very act of not integrating social 
inclusion into school climate is an exclusionary act that signals its deprioritization within the 
school community. 

Incorporating social inclusion as a core component of school climate fosters a culture that 
values diversity and participation. Furthermore, research shows that schools with inclusive 
environments see improved relationships, school engagement, and a greater sense of 
belonging (Siperstein et al., 2019). The present study examines the relationship between social 
inclusion and school climate. Here, we examine how social inclusion is related to school climate 
overall, how social inclusion is related to each of the dimensions within school climate, and 
which dimensions of school climate might have the greatest impact on increasing social 
inclusion. 
 

Methods 
 
This study analyzed school climate data from 83 public schools across the United States. The 
data was gathered using the Comprehensive School Climate Inventory (CSCI) during the 
2023-2024 school year. To be included in analysis, schools were required to have response 
rates higher than 50% for students, 25% for staff, and 5% for families. All demographic data was 
collected from the National Center for Education Statistics and state department of education 
databases. Definitions for all variables included in this study can be found in the Glossary. Table 
1 presents a summary of demographic variables across the sample schools. 
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Table 1: Demographic Summary  

Variable Mean Std. Dev.  Median  

Student Population Size 680.38 513.24 547 

Student Teacher Ratio 12.01 4.80 10.7 

Male (%) 52.6 7.4 51.7 

FRPL (%) 36.5 26.4 41.4 

Students with Disability (%) 16.3 4.5 16.6 

Students of Color (%) 48.0 29.6 38.9 

Chronically Absent (%) 19.5 12.0 17.9 

Staff Retention (%) 88.7 5.0 90.0 

Median Household Income $127,273.50 $66,537.34 $108,415.50 

Spending Per Pupil $23,127.75 $4,966.69 $22,898.50 

 
Measure 
The Comprehensive School Climate Inventory (CSCI), developed by the National School 
Climate Center, was used to collect all school climate data during the 2023-2024 school year. 
The CSCI is a 82 to 110 item survey administered to students, staff, and families within a 
school, measuring community perceptions of 14 school climate dimensions within 5 domains. 
These domains include (1) Safety, (2) Teaching and Learning, (3) Interpersonal Relationships, 
(4) Institutional Environment, and (5) Leadership and Efficacy. The last domain of the CSCI, 
Leadership and Efficacy, is only surveyed to staff within the school. This analysis focuses on the 
first four domains and their 12 dimensions. The structure of these domains is shown in Figure 1.  
 
In total, schools receive 38 distinct scores: 12 student dimension scores, 14 staff dimensions 
scores, and 12 family dimension scores. For each dimension, a school receives a score from 1 
to 5. Higher scores indicate positive perceptions of the dimension. The dimension score is the 
median score across a respondent group. For instance, the student Rules and Norms score is 
the median score of all the student scores for the Rules and Norms dimension. 
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Figure 1: Domains and Dimensions of the CSCI 

 

 
Findings 
 
Social Inclusion Differs By School Characteristics 
For each demographic characteristic, schools were sorted into three equally sized groups: low, 
medium, and high. The student social inclusion scores of these groups were compared using 
ANOVA and Scheffe’s Methods post-hoc test. Significant differences were found between 
groups for five demographic characteristics. A summary of the Social Inclusion dimension 
scores can be found in Table 2. 
 
Population Size 
Schools with smaller student populations are more likely to have higher student perceptions of 
social inclusion (F(78, 2) = 6.80, p < .005). It is likely that smaller student bodies tend to bolster 
interactions and opportunities for school engagement among all students, leading to more social 
inclusion of SWD. 
 
Student-Teacher Ratio 
Schools with lower student-teacher ratios tend to have lower levels of student-perceived social 
inclusion (F(78, 2) = 15.83, p < .001). At first glance, smaller class sizes, like smaller schools, 
seem conducive to fostering inclusion. However, the opposite effect can emerge, especially for 
SWD. In these smaller settings, SWD might be more frequently placed in specialized 
classrooms, limiting opportunities for integration with the broader student body. This separation 
reduces social interactions, hindering perceptions of social inclusion. 
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Proportion of SWD 
Schools with a smaller proportion of SWD are more likely to have higher perceptions of social 
inclusion than schools with larger proportions of SWD (F(78, 2) = 3.97, p < .05). Similar to the 
dynamics of smaller class sizes, schools with a higher proportion of SWD might more frequently 
separate students with and without disabilities. This reduces opportunities for interaction and 
contributes to lower levels of social inclusion. Other factors, such as resource availability, might 
play a role in this relationship. 
 
Proportion of Chronically Absent Students 
Schools with lower rates of chronically absent students are more likely to have higher 
perceptions of social inclusion (F(78, 2) = 6.03, p < .005). A student is chronically absent if they 
have missed more than 10% of the school year. A low rate of chronic absenteeism means more 
students at a school are present for at least 90% of the school year than schools with a high 
rate. When students are more likely to be at school, there are more opportunities for them to 
engage with the community and their peers. Furthermore, SWD are more likely to be chronically 
absent from school (United States Department of Education, 2016). If SWD are not active at 
school, they are likely not as socially engaged by their peers leading to lower social inclusion. 
 
Median Household Income 
Schools with lower median household incomes are more likely to have lower perceptions of 
social inclusion (F (77, 2) = 11.37, p < .001). Median household income was determined by 
school zip code. Schools where median household income of students is lower likely translates 
to less resource availability. Lack of resources in schools is a commonly cited barrier to social 
inclusion of SWD. Even the perceived lack of resources in a school predicts lower well-being 
and lower social inclusion (Goldan, Hoffmann, & Schwab, 2021). When a school lacks 
resources either to make the physical environment more accessible or to hire staff who are 
qualified to work with SWD, its social inclusion suffers. 
 
Table 2: Social Inclusion Score Summary (N = 83) 

Variable Mean Std. Dev.  Median  

Student Social Inclusion 3.74 .388 3.7 

Staff Social Inclusion 4.23 .281 4.2 

Family Social Inclusion 4.11 .246 4.1 

 
Perceptions of Social Inclusion Significantly Predict School Climate 
for Students, School Staff, and Families 
Three linear regressions were used to determine the impact of perceptions of social inclusion on 
perceptions of overall school climate. Each regression used data from separate populations: 
students, staff, and families. While controlling for population size, percentage of SWD, 
percentage of students of color, percentage of chronically absent students, and median 
household income, all models were significant. Social inclusion significantly and positively 
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predicted school climate perception in each population demonstrating the importance of higher 
perceptions of social inclusion in creating greater perceptions of school climate. These models 
are described in Table 3. 
 
To compare perceptions of social inclusion between populations and their impact on school 
climate, a separate linear regression was used. This model regressed student social inclusion, 
staff social inclusion, and family social inclusion on a combined overall school climate score. All 
predictors significantly predicted overall school climate. Family social inclusion had the greatest 
impact on school climate, followed by student social inclusion, and then staff social inclusion. 
 
Table 3: Regression Models Where Social Inclusion Predicts School Climate 

Stakeholder 
Group F Model Adjusted 

R2 
Social Inclusion 

Coef. 
Social Inclusion 

p-value 

Students F(7,71) = 348.15 0.969 .917 p < .001 

Staff F(7,71) = 71.59 0.864 1.05 p < .001 

Families F(7,71) = 84.84 0.883 .992 p < .001 

 
Social Inclusion Significantly Predicts All Dimensions of School 
Climate 
Social Inclusion’s prediction of all dimensions of school climate suggests that by improving 
perceptions of social inclusion, schools are likely to improve other dimensions of school climate. 
Furthermore, the connections that social inclusion has to all other dimensions of school climate 
demonstrates the importance of considering social inclusion as a critical piece of the school 
climate puzzle. 
 
To uncover this finding, multivariate linear regression was used to model multiple school climate 
dimensions across domains as dependent variables, with social inclusion as a primary predictor. 
This approach allowed us to assess the unique contribution of social inclusion across multiple 
school climate outcomes, offering a comprehensive view of its impact on overall school climate. 
For example, for the Institutional Environment domain model, we simultaneously modeled 
Physical Surroundings and School Connectedness as dependent variables, with Social 
Inclusion as the main predictor of interest. Here, one point of interest was determining whether 
schools with greater social inclusion led to better school organization or accessibility while 
controlling for perceptions of connectedness. In total, eight multivariate regressions were 
conducted for each population group: four multivariate regressions without controls and four 
with controls.  
 
The controls included in the controlled models were population size, student - teacher ratio, 
proportion of male students, proportion of students who qualify for free/reduced price lunch, 
proportion of SWD, and proportion of students of color. Multivariate modeling allowed the control 
of the relationship between dimensions within a domain for all models. Within each stakeholder 
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group (students, staff, and families), perceptions of social inclusion significantly and positively 
predicted each dimension of school climate with and without controls.  
 
For students, the model where social inclusion predicted student-teacher relationships 
accounted for the most variance at 96.1% (R2 = .961) with controls. For staff, the controlled 
model where social inclusion predicted respect for diversity accounted for the most variance (R2 
= .857). Finally, for families, the controlled model where social inclusion predicted social 
emotional learning accounted for the most variance (R2 = .906). For students and staff, the 
model that accounted for the second most variance of social inclusion was social emotional 
learning, 95.8% and 79.0% respectively (R2 =.958 and R2 =.790). Table 4 shows social inclusion 
coefficients for each model. 
 
Table 4: Coefficient of Social Inclusion in Models Predicting Dimensions 

Dependent Variable Student Models Staff Models Family Models 

 Without 
Controls 

With 
Controls 

Without 
Controls 

With 
Controls 

Without 
Controls 

With 
Controls 

Safety Domain 

Rules and Norms .871 .843 1.41 1.34 .977 .905 

Sense of Physical Security .674 .578 1.07 .938 .896 .955 

Sense of Social Emotional Security .817 .700 1.67 1.50 1.17 1.01 

Online Safety .920 .994 .875 1.04 .804 .695 

Teaching & Learning Domain 

Support for Academic Learning .865 .885 .377 .379 1.09 1.00 

Social Emotional Learning 1.27 1.30 1.38 1.26 1.29 1.16 

Interpersonal Relationships Domain 

Respect for Diversity .929 .931 .972 .949 .909 .726 

Teacher-Student Relationships 1.10 1.11 .372 .362 1.20 1.08 

Peer Relationships .759 .772 1.16 1.09 .996 1.04 

Institutional Environment Domain 

School Connectedness 1.09 1.07 1.05 .950 1.09 1.12 

Physical Surroundings 1.12 1.04 1.16 1.05 .893 1.03 

All Coefficients, p < .05 
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Pathways for Social Inclusion Improvement 
As demonstrated above, social inclusion is closely and definitively linked to school climate; 
however, it has historically been overlooked within this context. Many schools already engage in 
school climate initiatives and improvement practices. Here, we identify pathways by which 
schools can incorporate social inclusion into their existing school climate practices to enhance 
their approaches and outcomes. To identify these pathways, we regressed all dimensions of 
school climate on social inclusion across different populations to determine their impact on 
social inclusion outcomes. These models controlled for population size, student - teacher ratio, 
proportion of male students, proportion of students who qualify for free/reduced price lunch, 
proportion of SWD, and proportion of students of color. All predictor coefficients are listed in 
Table 5. Across the three models there were 5 distinct school climate dimensions that positively 
and significantly predicted social inclusion: 
 
Respect for Diversity indicates mutual respect for individual differences. As expected, when 
students perceive greater rates of mutual respect for one another they also perceive greater 
social inclusion. This relationship demonstrates that this respect is especially vital to social 
inclusivity in schools.  
 
Physical Surroundings of a school speak to the school building’s cleanliness, order, and 
resources. Inadequate school facilities negatively impact learning, especially for SWD because 
of barriers to accessibility that inhibit SWD’s interactions with the physical school environment. 
In 2020, the US Government Accountability Office (GAO) found that two-thirds of public school 
districts have buildings with accessibility issues (GAO, 2020). Some examples of accessibility 
issues include inaccessible entrances, poor lighting and acoustic quality, or lack of accessible 
door hardware. 
 
Support for Academic Learning indicates sufficient resources and teaching practices are in 
place to support student learning. When these supports are in place, it is likely that all students 
feel more included and empowered in their learning. This leads to greater inclusion in and out of 
the classroom.  
 
Social Emotional Security refers to the sense of emotional safety students experience at 
school. When students feel supported and confident in developing their social and emotional 
skills, they are more likely to step outside their comfort zones and engage more openly with 
others. This security fosters a deeper understanding of themselves and their peers, ultimately 
promoting greater social inclusivity. 
 
School Connectedness speaks to the pride or connection that a community member feels 
towards their school. School connectedness is often developed through community events such 
as school campaigns, drives, and pep rallies. When these events are accessible to all members 
of the school, community and connection is bolstered, impacting inclusion.  
 
By focusing on these dimensions of school climate, schools have a greater chance at creating a 
more socially inclusive community where all members can thrive. 
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Table 5: Coefficients of Predictors of Social Inclusion 

Predictors Student Models Staff Models Family Models 

 Without 
Controls 

With 
Controls 

Without 
Controls 

With 
Controls 

Without 
Controls 

With 
Controls 

Rules and Norms -.015 0.044 -.057 0.016 .129 0.081 

Sense of Physical Security -.019 -0.009 -.148* -0.119 .068 -0.007 

Sense of Social Emotional Security .066 0.022 .103* 0.135* .069 0.062 

Online Safety .108 0.066 -.025 -0.020 -.044 -0.026 

Support for Academic Learning .101 0.183 .207 0.265* -.030 -0.012 

Social Emotional Learning .002 0.025 .103 0.014 .219* 0.190 

Respect for Diversity .295* 0.267* .200* 0.364* .133 0.115 

Teacher-Student Relationships .214 0.140 .260* 0.197 .031 0.018 

Peer Relationships -.112 -0.078 .038 -0.073 -.091 -0.004 

School Connectedness .193 0.180 .051 -0.012 .253* 0.330* 

Physical Surroundings .107 0.129* -.007 0.034 .096* 0.073 

Leadership & Administration, staff N/A N/A .090 0.108 N/A N/A 

Collective Efficacy, staff N/A N/A .096* 0.141 N/A N/A 

*indicates significance, p < .05 
 
Implications 
 
This study underscores the importance of considering social inclusion as a key tenant of school 
climate. Here, social inclusion is clearly linked to school climate and its dimensions. Not only is 
social inclusion predictive of school climate, all other dimensions of school climate are also 
predictive of social inclusion across the school community. By including social inclusion in 
school climate measurement tools, schools will receive a fuller picture of their school climate. 
This picture will more accurately reflect the individual perceptions of SWD and their peer’s 
perceptions of how they are included within the school community.  
 
Around the world, children with disabilities are often considered a vulnerable group as they are 
more likely to face stigma, violence, and exploitation (United Nations). These risks carry into 
schools and can be seen in SWD’s increased risks of being bullied, excluded, and harassed. 
Schools carry the responsibility of protecting all students including those with disabilities. As of 
now, when schools are measuring school climate and using this data for school improvement, 

Social Inclusion and School Climate  |  January 2025 |  National School Climate Center   8 



 
 

they are missing a piece of the puzzle. This missing puzzle piece undermines their ability to 
measure and protect their SWD.  
 
Currently, most school climate measurement tools do not include a social inclusion measure. 
For schools that may be measuring school climate excluding social inclusion, this study has 
identified pathways for increasing social inclusion so that they may still use existing data for 
social inclusion improvement. By focusing on respect for diversity, physical surroundings, 
support for academic learning, social emotional security, and school connectedness, schools 
have the opportunity to continue their school climate improvements while considering social 
inclusion. Moving forward, however, schools should consider implementing a school climate 
measurement tool that includes a measure of social inclusion so they can make more informed 
decisions that protect and nurture the development and learning of all students. 
 
Future Research 
 
The current research project serves as an exploration of the connection between social 
inclusion and school climate and opens the conversation to incorporating social inclusion into 
school climate measures. Given the limitations of the current study's relatively small sample size 
and its focus on schools from only 10 US states, future research should prioritize expanding the 
sample to include a larger, more diverse range of schools. Additionally, further studies should 
delve deeper into the relationships identified in this analysis, focusing on moderation, mediation, 
and directionality. These investigations would allow schools to pinpoint specific areas for 
improvement that could lead to the greatest positive impact on inclusion and overall school 
climate. 
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Glossary of Variables 
 
Demographic Variables 
Demographic variable data, unless noted otherwise, was gathered from the National Center for 
Education Statistics (NCES) website or database. 
 
Student Population Size refers to the number of students enrolled at a school. 

Student Teacher Ratio refers to the ratio of enrolled students and the number of 
full-time-equivalent (FTE) teachers working at the school. 

Male indicates the percentage of male identifying students at the school. NCES provides 
enrollment counts for male and female students. For simplicity, this study controlled for the 
percentage of male students as female students can be considered its inverse. 

FRPL refers to the proportion of students in a school who are eligible to receive Free or 
Reduced Price Lunch through the National School Lunch Program (NSLP). 

Students with Disability indicates the proportion of students in a school who require special 
education or related services due to a disability that adversely affects their academic 
performance. Disabilities can include developmental disabilities, intellectual disabilities, learning 
disabilities, or other health impairments that impact a student’s ability to engage with the school. 

Students of Color refers to the proportion of students in a school that are not white. NCES 
provides enrollment counts for ethnicity including American Indian/Alaskan Native, Asian, Black, 
Hispanic, White, Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, and Two or More Races. Due to historical and 
ongoing inequities in schools, schools with majority white populations most often have access to 
greater financial and community resources, impacting the learning environment and school 
climate. We collapsed the NCES ethnicity variables into ‘Students of Color’ to control for these 
racial disparities. 

Chronically Absent refers to the proportion of students who are chronically absent from school. 
A student is chronically absent if they have missed more than 10% of the school year. 

Staff Retention indicates the proportion of staff/teachers who continue to work at the school 
from the previous year. 

Median Household Income refers to the median income of the zipcode in which the school is 
placed. Data for this variable was gathered from US Census data. 

Spending per Pupil indicates the dollar amount that a school spends for each enrolled student. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Social Inclusion and School Climate  |  January 2025 |  National School Climate Center   12 



 
 

CSCI Dimensions 
For each dimension listed below, there is a dimension variable for each respondent group 
except for ‘Leadership and Efficacy’ and ‘Administration’ which are staff only dimensions. 
 
Rules and Norms measures perceptions that the school has rules against physical violence, 
verbal abuse, harassment, and teasing; and that, overall, the school’s rules are reasonable, 
clearly communicated and equitably enforced.  

Sense of Physical Security measures perceptions that students and adults feel safe from 
physical harm at school. 

Sense of Social Emotional Security measures perceptions that students and adults feel safe 
from verbal abuse, teasing, and exclusion at school. 

Online Safety measures perceptions that students feel safe using and get support for engaging 
responsibility on social media. 

Support for Academic Learning measures perceptions about teaching practices being 
supportive, encouraging and constructive; that students have varied opportunities to 
demonstrate knowledge and skills; that risk-taking and independent thinking are encouraged; 
and that success is expected for all students. 

Social Emotional Learning measures perceptions about teaching that helps students develop 
skills and attributes that will enable them to succeed in and outside the classroom, in their 
relationships and in the community. 

Respect for Diversity measures perceptions about how individual differences, such as race or 
gender identity, are welcomed and appreciated across the school community. 

Teacher-Student Relationships measures perceptions of supportive and caring relationships 
between students and teachers. 

Peer Relationships measures perceptions of welcoming, supportive and collaborative 
relationships among students. 

School Connectedness measures perceptions about school as a welcoming place for all 
where feelings of pride and belonging are cultivated. 

Physical Surroundings measures perceptions about the school being a clean, comfortable 
and well-resourced place to learn.  

Social Inclusion measures perceptions about students with disabilities being full members of 
the school community. 

Leadership & Administration (staff) measures perceptions about how well the administration 
creates an effective and equitable environment for teaching and learning.  

Collective Efficacy (staff) measures perceptions about attitudes and relationships among 
school staff that support effectively working and learning together 
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