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Introduction

Social inclusion is a fundamental pillar of a positive school climate, ensuring students with
disabilities are valued, supported, and fully integrated into their school communities (Elleman &
Villenas, 2025). Meaningful social inclusion goes beyond mere physical presence in general
education classrooms - it entails equitable access to resources and activities, strong peer
relationships, and a supportive, respectful environment for all learners. Research consistently
underscores that inclusive education yields better academic, social-emotional, and well-being
outcomes for students with disabilities while also benefiting students without disabilities by
fostering empathy, respect for diversity, and collaboration (Oh-Young & Filler, 2015; Staub &
Peck, 1995). Studies have found that educating students with disabilities alongside their
non-disabled peers can lead to significant gains in cognitive and social development for those
students and positive outcomes for others in the classroom (Oh-Young & Filler, 2015;
Kalambouka et al., 2007). Early social exposure to diverse classmates helps all children develop
understanding and compassion, contributing to a more inclusive and empathetic school climate
(Staub & Peck, 1995). Some evidence also suggests that schools with robust social and
education inclusion practices see improved overall performance across all students, such as
higher standardized test scores and graduation rates compared to less inclusive schools (Hehir
etal., 2016).

Social inclusion has a substantial positive impact on students with and without disabilities, yet
its implementation varies widely across schools. Despite the well-documented benefits of
inclusive education systems, systemic barriers and demographic factors contribute to
significant disparities in how schools adopt and sustain socially inclusive practices. This
research brief examines these differences using data from the National School Climate Center’s
Comprehensive School Climate Inventory (CSCI). To explore systemic barriers to social
inclusion, we compare school climate dimensions and demographic characteristics across
elementary, middle, and high schools. Our findings highlight how broader school conditions and
demographics influence social inclusion. This research aims to inform educators and
policymakers, offering evidence-based insights to foster inclusive learning environments for all
students.

Data and Methods

This study employs a comparative approach to examine differences in school climate
dimensions between schools with low and high levels of social inclusion. Data were drawn from
the National School Climate Center's Comprehensive School Climate Inventory (CSCI), a
validated survey instrument designed to assess key aspects of school climate across diverse
educational settings.
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Measure

The CSCI measures perceptions of 14 school climate dimensions across five domains (see
Figure 1) and three respondent groups: students, staff, and families. This study focuses on the
first four domains, encompassing 12 dimensions consisting of 83 student items. The
Leadership and Efficacy domain is only administered to staff.

This study primarily focuses on the Social Inclusion dimension within the Institutional
Environment domain. This dimension captures perceptions of whether students with disabilities
are fully integrated members of the school community. The scale consists of 11 items, including
3 that are reverse coded. Sample items include: “In my school, adults encourage students with
disabilities to participate in all school activities,” “In my school, students with disabilities are
treated with respect,” and “In my school, students use negative terms to refer to students with
disabilities.” The scale assesses attitudes and perceptions related to the inclusion, support, and
participation of students with disabilities in classrooms, school leadership contexts, and

extracurricular activities.

Scoring

Schools receive 38 distinct scores, comprising 12 student dimension scores, 14 staff dimension
scores, and 12 family dimension scores. Scores range from 1 to 5, with higher scores reflecting
more favorable perceptions. Each score represents the median response within a given
respondent group (e.g., the student Rules and Norms score is derived from the median of all
average student responses for that dimension). Definitions for all variables are provided in the
Glossary.

Figure 1. Domains and Dimensions of the CSCI
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Sample and Inclusion Criteria

The study analyzed student-reported school climate data from 83 public schools (32 elementary
schools, 12 middle schools, and 39 high schools) across the United States, collected during the
2023-2024 school year. Schools were included if they met minimum response rate thresholds of
50% of students to ensure that scores reflected at least half of the student body’s perceptions.

Demographic data were obtained from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) and
state education department databases. Table 1 provides a summary of key demographic
characteristics of the sample.

Table 1: Demographic Summary

Demographic Standard Deviation Median

Total Student Enrollment 680.38 513.24 547
Student-Teacher Ratio 12.01 4.80 10.7
Male Students (%) 52.6 7.4 51.7
FRPL (%) 36.5 26.4 414
Students with Disabilities (%) 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
Analytic Approach

Our approach, described below, provides a data-driven profile of schools with varying levels of
social inclusion, offering insights into the structural and contextual factors that distinguish
them. These findings aim to inform educators and policymakers seeking to enhance socially
inclusive practices in school settings.

First, schools were classified as either "high inclusion” or "low inclusion” based on their
performance in the Social Inclusion dimension. This classification was determined by splitting
the sample at the median score for middle and high schools, and repeated for elementary
schools. By splitting our sample by the median score of the Social Inclusion dimension, we
created two equally sized groups for comparison. For middle and high schools, a social
inclusion score of 3.5 or below was classified as low, while scores above 3.5 were considered
high. In elementary schools, scores of 4.1 or below were categorized as low, and scores above
4.1 as high. This discrepancy in cutoffs likely reflects a trend where students’ positive
perceptions of school environments tend to decline as they progress through school (Booth &
Gerard, 2012).
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We then compared school climate perceptions and demographic characteristics between the
low and high social inclusion groups, with separate evaluations for elementary and middle/high
school levels. Rather than controlling for demographic or school climate variables, this study
used descriptive and inferential analyses to develop distinct profiles of schools with high and
low levels of social inclusion. Independent samples t-tests were conducted to compare these
groups across school climate dimensions, such as school connectedness, social-emotional
security, and peer relationships. Additionally, demographic characteristics— including school
size and student demographic composition—were analyzed to identify patterns associated with
inclusion levels.

Findings

The Challenge of Low Social Inclusion

Schools with low social inclusion scores face a multifaceted challenge: their barriers are often
tied to systemic inequities, resource deficits, and unfavorable demographic conditions. This
interwoven reality creates a self-perpetuating cycle, making it difficult for these schools to
improve social inclusion while simultaneously contending with other pressing issues (such as
weaker overall school climate and socioeconomic disparities). Below, we discuss how
demographic constraints, resource allocation, and school climate deficiencies coincide with low
social inclusion, illustrating why improvement requires addressing these factors holistically.

Demographic and Socioeconomic Constraints

Middle and High Schools

One critical factor underlying low social inclusion is the socioeconomic and demographic
composition of the school. Schools with lower inclusion scores serve significantly higher
proportions of students from marginalized and high-need backgrounds. For example, in our
dataset, low-inclusion middle and high schools had nearly double the percentage of students
eligible for free or reduced-price lunch (an indicator of low socioeconomic status) compared to
high-inclusion schools (47.4% vs. 24.2%). They also enroll a larger share of students of color
(56.2% vs. 39.5%) and are situated in communities with lower median household incomes on
average (~$78.9K vs. ~§152.0K). These statistics, summarized in Table 2, highlight structural
disadvantages faced by low-inclusion schools, which can hinder their capacity to foster a
socially inclusive climate.

Historically, the exclusion of disadvantaged student groups (students with disabilities,
racial/ethnic minorities, and those from low socioeconomic backgrounds) has been a persistent
problem in education (National Center for Learning Disabilities, 2020; Skiba et al., 2008). Given
this context, it is likely that low-inclusion schools, that are more frequently serving vulnerable
populations, may require additional support. Notably, low-inclusion middle and high schools in
the sample also had a higher rate of chronic student absenteeism (27.0% vs 17.9% in
high-inclusion schools). Such absenteeism reflects and exacerbates a negative school climate,
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making it even harder to build inclusive relationships. In short, low social inclusion is not
occurring in a vacuum-—it correlates with broader socioeconomic challenges that must be
addressed in tandem.

Elementary Schools

Demographic and socioeconomic differences persist at the elementary level, though less
pronounced than in secondary schools (see Table 2). Low-inclusion elementary schools
compared to high-inclusion elementary schools had a higher proportion of students of color
(51.8% vs. 33.9%) and higher chronic absenteeism (19.4% vs. 13.6%), indicating early patterns
of disadvantage. However, due to fewer elementary schools in the dataset (and generally
smaller enrollment sizes), these particular differences were not statistically significant at
conventional levels. Other measures, such as socioeconomic status (FRPL ~33.7% in both
groups) and median household income (approximately $151k in both) showed virtually no
difference between low- and high-inclusion elementary schools.

These results imply either that elementary schools are somewhat more demographically alike
regardless of inclusion level or that inclusion challenges in early grades are less driven by
socioeconomic composition and more by school practices. In any case, the overall trend holds:
the elementary schools with lower social inclusion of students with disabilities still show some
signs of demographic and socioeconomic disparities relative to those with higher inclusion.
This suggests that interventions to improve inclusion cannot wait until secondary school; they
must begin in elementary school.

Table 2. Demographics of Low vs. High Social Inclusion Schools

Middle and High Schools (N = 51) Elementary Schools (N = 32)
Mean o Ni Mean q
- sy % Difference Rl % Difference
Demographic Low-  High-  High-Low p Low- High- High-Low p
Inclusion Inclusion Inclusion Inclusion
Male Students 55.5% 50.9% -8.4% 0.038 | 50.6% 51.5% +1.9% 0.223
FRPL 47.4% 24.2% -48.9% 0.000 33.7% 33.8% +0.4% 0.988
Students with Disabilities 17.0% 15.1% -11.5% 0.114 16.1% 13.9% -14.0% 0.103
Students of Color 56.2% 39.5% -29.6% 0.023 | 51.8% 33.9% -34.5% 0.078
Chronically Absent 27.0% 17.9% -33.6% 0.005 | 19.4% 13.6% -29.8% 0.220

Median Household $78906 $152,008  +92.6%  0.000 $150,862 $154554  +2.4% 0.865

Income
Spending Per Pupil $25,022 $22,742 -9.1% 0.141 | $21,719 $20,892 -3.8% 0.393
Total Student Enroliment 753 1,027 +36.4% 0.116 419 434 +3.6% 0.732

Note: Percent difference is calculated as the proportional difference relative to the low-inclusion group. Negative values indicate
that the high-inclusion school value is lower than the low-inclusion school value; positive values indicate it is higher.
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The demographic disparities across elementary, middle, and high schools illustrate how social
inclusion challenges are intertwined with broader equity issues. Schools with concentrated
poverty and diversity likely require additional needs due to inadequate support associated with
underfunded systems, ultimately impacting school climate and social inclusion. In practice, this
means low-inclusion schools are often contending with issues like higher student needs, fewer
familial resources, and potential cultural mismatches among staff and students that can strain
the school's capacity for social inclusion. Addressing social inclusion thus requires recognizing
and responding to these socioeconomic and cultural contexts. Research on inclusive education
emphasizes that barriers such as insufficient teacher training, inadequate facilities, and lack of
family engagement commonly hinder inclusion in under-resourced settings (Jardinez &
Natividad, 2024). Therefore, any effort to raise inclusion in such schools must grapple with
these underlying challenges and constraints.

School Climate Disparities

Middle and High Schools

Compounding these issues, low-inclusion middle and high schools also consistently score lower
on key school climate dimensions compared to high-inclusion schools, making it even harder for
them to cultivate a socially inclusive climate. School climate encompasses factors like safety,
relationships, support, and respect within the school — essentially, the conditions that enable all
students to feel welcome and engaged.

All measured climate differences between low- and high-inclusion schools were statistically
significant, underscoring a consistent pattern: schools struggling with inclusion also struggle
with overall school climate. Table 3 provides the full set of climate metrics. The
across-the-board gaps (ranging from about 13% to 22% lower on average) reveal how an
exclusionary atmosphere permeates multiple aspects of the school experience in low-inclusion
settings.

Elementary Schools

Our previous research showed that school climate and social inclusion are inextricably linked
(Elleman & Villenas, 2025). Schools with positive climates provide the necessary foundation for
inclusion of students with disabilities, while those with negative climates create additional
barriers that impede progress (Thapa et al., 2013). The patterns observed in middle and high
schools above also appear in elementary schools, though the gaps between low- and
high-inclusion schools at the elementary level are somewhat narrower. In general, elementary
schools tend to have more favorable climate ratings overall (perhaps due to smaller school size,
younger students, and typically more close-knit teacher-student relationships in early grades),
so the differences between a low-inclusion and high-inclusion elementary school are less
extreme than the differences seen in secondary schools. However, the direction of the
differences remains the same — even at the elementary level, schools with low inclusion scores
are lower on climate measures and face related demographic challenges.
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In our sample of elementary schools, low-inclusion schools still trailed high-inclusion schools on
all measured climate dimensions, but by single-digit percentage differences rather than the
double-digit gaps seen in upper grades. These gaps, while smaller than those at the secondary
level, are still statistically significant and practically meaningful. The fact that they emerge even
in elementary schools underscores that a positive climate is a prerequisite for inclusion from
the very start of a child’s schooling. Table 3 provides the full set of climate comparison data for
elementary schools. Below, we discuss a handful of notable disparities across grade levels.

Table 3. Low vs. High Social Inclusion School Climate Dimensions

Middle and High Schools (N = 51) Elementary Schools (N = 32)
Climate Dimension Mean W EET
_ % Difference . % Difference
Low- ngh' High-Low p Low- ngh- ngh'LOW p
Inclusion Inclusion Inclusion Inclusion
Rules and Norms 3.36 3.93 +16.9% 0.000 | 3.91 411 +5.2% 0.001
Social Emotional Security 3.08 3.70 +20.2%  0.000 3.54 3.81 +7.7% 0.001

Social Physical Security 3.66 413 +13.1%  0.000 | 4.05 4.32 +6.7% 0.000

Online Safety 3.14 3.59 +14.4% 0.000, 3.76 3.99 +6.1% 0.005

Support for Academic

. 3.39 3.88 +14.3%  0.000| 3.98 418 +5.0% 0.001
Learning

Social Emotional Learning 3.10 3.74 +20.6%  0.000 | 4.03 4.29 +6.5% 0.001

Respect for Diversity 3.53 4.00 +13.3% 0.000 4.19 4.39 +4.7% 0.001

Student-Teacher

. . 3.48 4.06 +16.7%  0.000| 4.29 4.52 +5.4%  0.000
Relationships

Peer Relationships 3.36 3.83 +14.0% 0.000 3.84 4.09 +6.4% 0.000
School Connectedness 3.29 3.91 +18.9% 0.000 4.05 4.34 +7.3% 0.000

Physical Surroundings 332 403 +21.6%  0.000| 4.08 4.35 +6.6%  0.000

Note: Percent difference is calculated as the proportional difference relative to the low-inclusion group. Negative values indicate
that the high-inclusion school value is lower than the low-inclusion school value; positive values indicate it is higher. Mean scores
are calculated based on school climate scores rated on a 5-point scale.
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Notable School Climate Disparities

o~ B

/ Emotional Security (students’ sense of emotional safety)
Emotional security scores were 20.2% lower in low-inclusion middle and high schools, and 7.7%
lower in low-inclusion elementary schools, compared to their high-inclusion counterparts. These
are among the highest percent differences across dimension scores for both the middle/high
and elementary groups. This indicates that many students in low-inclusion environments do not
feel as safe or free from bullying and harassment as those in high social inclusion schools. A
lack of emotional security can fuel exclusionary behavior and discourage vulnerable students
from participating in the school community. Research shows that students’ feelings of safety
and support are foundational to effective learning and social development (Thapa et al., 2013);

. when those needs are unmet, it can undermine inclusion efforts.

e

Physical surroundings were rated 21.6% lower in low-inclusion middle and high schools, and
6.6% lower in low-inclusion elementary schools, compared to high-inclusion schools. Among all
climate dimensions, this was the largest difference for middle and high schools, and one of the
largest for elementary schools. The markedly lower rating indicates the facilities in low-inclusion
schools are likely poorer, possibly more crowded, outdated, or inaccessible. Inadequate and
inaccessible physical environments can directly impede a student with a disability from
navigating the school and participating comfortably and meaningfully.

Low-inclusion middle and high schools were 18.9% lower in school connectedness and
low-inclusion elementary schools were 7.3% lower compared to high-inclusion schools. This
percent difference for elementary schools is among the highest compared to other dimensions.
When students feel less connected to their school, they are less invested in school activities and
norms. This is especially problematic because strong school connectedness is associated with
positive outcomes — higher academic performance, better attendance, and lower incidences of
disruptive behavior (Blum, 2005). A low sense of belonging can leave students with disabilities
isolated on the fringes of school life instead of participating as full members of the community.
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/ Student-Teacher Relationships (quality of rapport and support) -\
Student—teacher relationship scores were 16.7% lower in middle and high schools and 5.4%
lower in elementary schools for low-inclusion schools compared to high-inclusion schools. This
suggests that weaker student—teacher relationships, particularly in middle and high schools,
may be both a symptom and a driver of reduced social inclusion. Teachers play a critical role in
fostering social inclusion—modeling inclusive behavior, embedding it into classroom activities,
and creating environments where all students feel valued. But these efforts depend on a
foundation of trust and connection with students. In schools where student—teacher
relationships are weaker, the capacity to promote meaningful inclusion may be compromised.
Research shows that supportive teacher—student relationships are strong predictors of
students’ sense of belonging and engagement in school (Roorda et al., 2011). Without this
foundation, students with disabilities may feel less seen, supported, and included in the broader

\school community. _/

é Respect for Diversity (inclusion of different backgrounds and perspectives) N
Low-inclusion middle and high schools were 13.3% lower and low-inclusion elementary schools
were 4.7% lower in respect for diversity than high-inclusion schools. Respect for diversity had
the lowest percent change across dimensions for elementary schools and was among the
lowest for middle and high schools, yet the magnitude of change remains significant. This
suggests that low-inclusion schools have a less affirming and inclusive attitude toward student
differences. A lower score here may reflect fewer multicultural or disability-inclusive practices,

-\h_making it harder for students with disabilities to be accepted and valued by their peers. 4

//I-Deer Relationships (friendliness and social support among students) -\\
Peer relationship scores were 14.0% lower in low-inclusion middle and high schools, and 6.4%
lower in low-inclusion elementary schools, compared to their high-inclusion counterparts.
Although this was among the smallest percent difference across dimensions for secondary
schools, the gap remains substantial. Students in low-inclusion schools experience weaker
friendships and lower levels of peer support. Positive peer relationships are a key driver of
school engagement and connection (Blum, 2005). When students with disabilities struggle to
form friendships—whether due to stigma, isolation, or fewer opportunities for interaction—their
sense of belonging is deeply affected. In contrast, schools that actively support friendships
across ability differences create more inclusive environments, where students with disabilities

\f\re significantly more likely to feel socially connected (Carter et al., 2016). _/
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Implications for Practice

The challenges discussed above demonstrate that social inclusion cannot be achieved in
isolation from overall school climate. When students feel unsafe or disconnected, targeted
social inclusion interventions will have limited effectiveness without addressing the underlying
systemic issues. While poor climate creates a cyclical challenge where negative environments
impede inclusion, and lack of inclusion further deteriorates the school's social ecosystem, a
positive school climate is foundational to successful social inclusion and other outcomes.
Therefore, schools must address systemic climate issues simultaneously with inclusion efforts
and address safety, relationships, and support systems holistically.

Given the intertwined nature of social inclusion, school climate, and demographic challenges,
efforts to improve social inclusion of students with disabilities must adopt a systemic and
proactive approach. Below, we outline key recommendations for policy and practice. These
strategies aim to create sustainable improvements in social inclusion while also addressing the
broader obstacles that low-inclusion schools face. By implementing these measures, educators
and policymakers can break the cycle of disadvantage, fostering more equitable, inclusive
school communities.

4 "I_Equitable Resource Allocation
Target funding and resources to schools struggling with social inclusion, ensuring they can
implement inclusion-focused programs. This may include providing adaptive technology, hiring
co-teachers or aides, and offering inclusive extracurricular activities (such as Unified Sports® or
clubs that bring students of all abilities together). Resources must be directed toward identified
gaps - for example, funding professional development on inclusive practices, improving
physical accessibility, or reducing student-to-counselor ratios — rather than simply increasing
budgets broadly. By allocating resources in a targeted way, districts can help low-inclusion
schools overcome common barriers like insufficient training and inadequate support services

“_(Jardinez & Natividad, 2024).

,.f”-Comprehensive School Climate Improvement Plans
Because a healthy school climate is the bedrock of inclusion, schools with low inclusion should
develop holistic climate improvement plans. These improvement plans should address safety,
relationships, teaching practices, and the environment. Key interventions can include
social-emotional learning, anti-bullying programs, facility accessibility, and enhanced
communication and trust among community members, depending on a school’s needs.

Research shows that strengthening student-teacher relationships and fostering school
connectedness improve student motivation, attendance, and academic performance (Thapa et
al., 2013). By using climate survey data to set specific improvement goals and track progress,
schools can create an inclusive environment that supports all students. Embedding climate
\._goals into school improvement plans ensures that this work is sustained and prioritized.
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/" Culturally Responsive Teaching and Training
Professional development in culturally responsive teaching is crucial for inclusive education.
This approach recognizes and values students' diverse cultural backgrounds and abilities,
making learning accessible and relevant to all (Gay, 2018). Effective training should equip
educators with strategies to differentiate instruction, use inclusive materials, facilitate
cooperative learning, and challenge biases.

Culturally responsive pedagogy goes beyond techniques—it's an ethos of valuing diversity as a

classroom asset. By helping teachers understand and appreciate students' individual

experiences, schools can create environments where all students, especially those with
\_disabilities, feel respected, understood, and engaged.

4 “Data-Driven Decision-Making

Schools should leverage climate and social inclusion data to drive continuous improvement.
Regularly assessing students' perceptions through surveys provides critical insights into the
effectiveness of initiatives and social inclusion programs. By disaggregating data by disability
status, race, and other factors, schools can identify and address specific equity gaps, enabling
targeted interventions. For instance, survey results showing students with disabilities feeling
disconnected could prompt targeted programs like buddy systems. Establishing a diverse team
to review climate data annually ensures ongoing assessment and strategic planning.

Success should be measured beyond academic metrics, focusing on inclusion indicators such
as student engagement, sense of belonging, and reduction in exclusionary experiences. As
research suggests, systematic data analysis for focusing efforts can significantly enhance

"u\‘ school climate and student outcomes (Klevan, Leung-Gagné, & Nakajima, 2024).

,:""'Strengthening Peer Inclusion Programs

| Structured peer-to-peer programs can effectively break down social barriers between students
with and without disabilities. Initiatives like peer mentoring or buddy programs (such as Best
Buddies or Special Olympics Unified Champion Schools initiatives) create opportunities for
meaningful interactions and friendship. Research shows these programs benefit both groups:
students without disabilities develop more positive attitudes, empathy, and leadership skills,
while students with disabilities gain social skills and increased social opportunities (Algahtani,
2015; Ramdass et al., 2024).

Successful implementation requires careful guidance and training to ensure positive,
empathetic interactions. When well-implemented, peer inclusion programs create a ripple effect
that improves school climate, they normalize and set the expectation of social inclusion so that
students with disabilities become an integral part of the school’s social fabric rather than

\_isolated or stigmatized.
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Conclusion

Schools with lower social inclusion face an uphill battle, often grappling with broader systemic
challenges that make meaningful progress difficult. Socioeconomic disadvantages, weaker
school climates, and resource constraints collectively hinder efforts to improve social inclusion
for students with disabilities. In middle and high schools, our analysis showed that these
low-inclusion schools are more likely to serve high-need students and report lower levels of
safety, support, and connectedness — factors that are fundamental to any student’s success.
Addressing these challenges requires a comprehensive approach that goes beyond isolated
social inclusion initiatives and instead seeks to build a stronger, more equitable educational
environment for all students.

There is no quick fix; rather, improving social inclusion demands sustained, multi-faceted action.
Schools and policymakers must recognize the tight link between social inclusion and the
general school climate. It is not enough to implement a policy mandating inclusion or to place a
student with disabilities in a general education classroom; the surrounding conditions have to
be favorable for that student to truly belong and thrive. This means tackling issues like bullying,
teacher training, and resource inequity as integral parts of social inclusion reform. By adopting a
systemic lens — one that acknowledges how inclusion is intertwined with school climate and
demographic context — community members can develop more effective strategies for
fostering the genuine social inclusion of students with disabilities. Encouragingly, the benefits of
doing so extend to all students: a school that is inclusive of students with disabilities is likely
one that practices empathy, celebrates diversity, and engages every learner.

By implementing the recommendations outlined and remaining vigilant through data and
feedback, educators and leaders can make tangible strides toward this vision. The challenge is
complex, but the evidence is clear that when schools succeed in creating a socially inclusive
climate, students with disabilities and their peers reap wide-ranging benefits — academically,
socially, and emotionally (Hehir et al., 2016). In essence, inclusion is a win-win proposition: it
uplifts those most at-risk without detracting from others, and it fosters a generation of young
people who value diversity and practice inclusion naturally. The task now is to remove the
barriers identified, invest in what works, and commit to the principle that every child belongs in
our schools. With a concerted effort, schools can transform into truly inclusive communities
where differences are not just accommodated but appreciated as an integral part of the learning
experience.
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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.

Total Student Enrollment 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
enroliment 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.

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.

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.
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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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