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W h a t i s wo r t h f i g h t i n g f o r i s n o t t o l e t
o u r s c h o o l s b e n e g a t i ve b y d e f a u l t , b u t t o
m a k e t h e m p o s i t i ve b y d e s i g n .
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Many years ago, when my wife and I purchased our first home, we were excited, overjoyed, and very
broke. We quickly discovered that we would have to make many improvements to the house ourselves,
including replacing old carpet with wood flooring. As I headed to the local home-improvement store,
I envisioned what materials I would need: wood flooring (of course), a hammer, nails, varnish, and
glue. Many do-it-yourselfers would scoff at my ignorance, but I was truly surprised to find that glue
was not a part of the floor-laying process. I discovered that laying wood flooring involves tongue-andgroove technology: a tongue along the edge of one board fits into a groove along the edge of the other
board. When I was done laying my new wood floor, I was amazed at how solid and seamless it was.
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In the years since I installed that floor, many wonderful things have happened in my house—we
had children and watched them grow and experience life, we learned together, we celebrated. The
floor I installed provided a solid foundation for our everyday lives. The work of laying a solid foundation in one’s home is not unlike the work a principal does to create a solid foundation within his
or her school.
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Much of the focus in schools is on what happens between teachers and students in the classroom—and understandably so. What is often taken for granted is the foundation upon which learning takes place. If this foundation is firm, then learning can happen. If it’s not, students and staff
members suffer. Principals create this foundation for learning when they ensure physical and emotional safety in their schools in a purposeful and intentional way. These two elements fit together
tongue-and-groove to provide a firm foundation. In the past, principals addressed issues of physical and emotional security by checking boxes off a list, but school leaders now face very different
times in which creating a safe school environment is a top priority. If principals neglect to do so,
the results can be devastating.
Common sense tells us that when students feel unsafe or unwelcomed, they do not want to be in
school and they cannot learn to the best of their abilities because the environment prevents success.
At the heart of a physically and emotionally safe school is a caring learning community in which
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students feel safe, welcomed, cared for, and supported. In such an environment, students are in a
much better position to learn and grow, and they have a firm foundation for school success.

What Is a Caring Learning Community?
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A caring learning community is easier felt than described; it can feel like magic, though it is
actually the result of focused, sustained work. A caring learning community insists on respect
for all members. It puts a priority on recognizing and celebrating each individual’s abilities and
on fostering meaningful student-to-adult and student-to-student relationships. A caring learning
community seeks to embed this level of respect, recognition, and celebration as a routine part of
the overall school culture. A caring learning community has high expectations for student behavior. It emphasizes and reinforces positive behavior, and school leaders work with staff to develop a
schoolwide discipline plan to spell out expectations and ensure physical and emotional safety for
all students. Principals play an important role in shaping and maintaining such an environment;
they can be thought of as a lighthouse, consistently providing direction and safe harbor.
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School is where many students spend most of their waking hours, and it is critically important
that they feel a deep sense of connection, support, and safety there. In a caring learning community,
every single student feels welcomed and supported every day. Each student should know that there
is an adult who is happy to see that he or she arrives at school each day. But a caring learning community isn’t simply characterized by what leaders and staff do from a social and emotional standpoint. The atmosphere of acceptance, belonging, and support within a caring learning community
makes the ground fertile for learning. Mardale Dunsworth and Dawn Billings (2009) contend that,
because of their unique position in the school and district structures, school leaders must set and
maintain high expectations for themselves, students, teachers, and all others within the school
community. According to Dunsworth and Billings (2009), effective school leaders do the following:
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• Create a culture of high expectations for student and adult success and support those beliefs
schoolwide
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• Foster a positive school environment in which students and staff members feel valued,
students are challenged to grow academically, and staff members are challenged to grow
professionally
• Create a physical environment that is safe, welcoming, and conducive to learning
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• Implement an effective system of discipline and behavior management that supports teaching and learning schoolwide

These elements combine to create the foundation of a caring learning community. Although
many responsibilities for creating and maintaining such a community should be shared among
staff members, certain responsibilities should not be delegated. Because of their unique position in
the school and district, principals must take the lead, setting and maintaining high expectations
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for themselves, students, teachers, and all others within the school community. Such leadership
ensures that the following conditions are established (Dunsworth & Billings, 2009):
• There is an atmosphere of academic press in which learning is prioritized as the most important mission of the school.
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• Students feel valued by school administrators and challenged to grow academically.
• Schoolwide positive behavior supports a strong climate for teaching and learning.

• Staff members feel simultaneously valued by school administrators and challenged to grow
professionally.

Reculturing Your School
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• There is an atmosphere of mutual respect that exists at all levels of the organization and
between all stakeholders.
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School culture is often slow to change. School leaders naturally place time and energy into the
areas they deem to be the most important. As Anne Conzemius and Terry Morganti-Fisher (2012)
note, what is given time, energy, and attention will grow. The underlying challenge for educators is
identifying the right thing to focus on amidst an endless stream of worthy options. For too many, the
trap of business creates a barrier to thoughtful focus resulting in a continuous cycle of work for the
sake of getting things done. Leaders must remember that no improvements can fully flourish within a
school that does not ensure both physical and emotional security for students. Principals must make
sure this critical foundation is set before steering students toward their great potential.
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A successful journey does not begin with the first step but rather with a turn to face in the right
direction. Likewise, transforming the culture of your school does not start with implementing a
sequence of tasks but with creating clarity on the organization’s direction: its fundamental purpose
(Buffum, Mattos, & Weber, 2012). Before principals take the first steps to creating a caring learning
community, they should take a moment to think about every person in the school building. Are they
facing the same direction? Teachers will have different levels of comfort, agreement, and understanding when it comes to any initiative. Some will be on board more than others. Some will need
additional support. The key to getting everyone to look in the same direction—whether it’s to focus
on emotional security, physical security, or high expectations for student learning—is by first looking at your school’s core values and beliefs. Daniel Goleman (2002) contends that a visionary leader
helps people move toward a shared hope or dream, but also allows them to innovate, experiment,
and take calculated risks. Th is has an immensely positive impact on a school’s emotional climate.

Warren Bennis (1997), in his work studying what makes both great groups and great leaders,
reminds us that “all great teams—and all great organizations—are built around a shared dream or
motivating purpose.” Every single person on staff should have an opportunity to contribute to the
clear picture of the school they want to become and help to build a plan of tangible and observable
next steps to bring the vision to reality.
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Chapter Overviews
Creating Physical & Emotional Security in Schools provides strategies principals can use in both
small- and big-picture ways to facilitate a secure environment and develop strategies to support
teachers through observation, communication, and collaboration.
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Chapter 1 defines a caring learning community and puts principals on the right track to developing one, detailing the ways in which educators can nurture supportive relationships with their
students, develop student initiative and resilience, establish high expectations, encourage celebration, promote parent involvement, and create a positive and welcoming school building.
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Chapter 2 focuses on helping students deal with confl ict and anger by examining the roots of
these feelings and actions, how to integrate conflict-management strategies into the school building, and how to develop schoolwide conflict-management strategies for problem solving and conflict resolution.
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Chapter 3 looks at how to develop an effective schoolwide policy for behavior and discipline that
focuses on teaching behavioral expectations and using reinforcement and positive rewards, as well
as how the main office can address challenging behavior and how to use data for plan improvement.
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Chapter 4 addresses how educators can prevent bullying, including cyberbullying, as well as how
to enlist the help of parents and school counselors.
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Chapter 5 addresses issues of safety and security, including tips for creating a physically safe
environment and planning for a crisis.
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Developing a Caring Learning
Community
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Fo r m a n y s t u d e n t s , p a r t i c u l a rl y t h o s e
a t r i s k o f s c h o o l f a i l u re , t h e c a r i n g
relationship of ten must precede their
e n g a g e m e n t w i t h s u b j e c t m a t t e r.
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—J O NATHA W. VAR E AN D K ATH RY N S . M I LLER
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Have you ever walked into a school that feels qualitatively different? A school that is more than
just “good”? In these schools, interactions between students, teachers, and other staff members are
warm and positive. These buildings seem to hum with productive activity, and evidence of the high
value placed on student work and learning is everywhere. In these schools, a critical connection
has been made between students’ academic needs and their need to feel emotionally and physically
safe, accepted, and valued. These schools are caring learning communities.
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A caring learning community is especially important for today’s students, some of whom might
not have adult role models outside of school to model a caring ethic. However, it is not uncommon
in the current educational environment for school leaders to abandon any concern for the culture of
the school. The most important thing has been the intense focus on standards and accountability.
Donna Marriott (2001) notes that:
High academic standards, rigorous assessment of student achievement, and
teacher preparedness have been cast as the dominant components in current educational reform agendas. (p. 75)

A caring learning community is critical, however, because as Jonatha W. Vare and Kathryn S.
Miller (2000) note, a caring relationship is necessary for students to engage in academic learning.
Indeed, a culture of caring is the most direct road to sustained academic improvement. This belief
is echoed by others. Marriot (2001) goes on to say that high standards, rigorous assessment, and
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Developing an Effective
Schoolwide Behavior and
Discipline Plan
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P roa c t i ve , s c h o ol -w i d e a p p roa c h e s a re
c on s i d e re d b e s t p ra c t i c e i n a d d re s s i n g t h e
c h a l l e n ge of m a i n t a i n i n g d i s c i p l i n e .
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— R I C H A R D W H ITE , B O B A LG OZ ZI N E ,
RO B ERT AU D E T TE , MARY B E TH MAR R ,
AN D EDWAR D D. ELLIS , J R .
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The main goals of school discipline are to ensure the safety of staff and students and to create an
environment conducive to learning. Research has found that a safe and orderly environment and
effective classroom management are two of the most important factors affecting student achievement (Marzano, Pickering, & Heflebower, 2011). While the importance of effective behavior management is clear, it is not always easy for principals to defi ne their roles in making this happen.
Traditionally, the principal’s role has been to manage from within his or her office: handling discipline when a teacher no longer feels capable. Not surprisingly, this strategy is often not effective
except in the most serious cases, and it leads to a buildingwide view of the principal as an unapproachable authoritarian. In a caring learning community, the principal leads his or her staff in
creating an effective schoolwide behavior and discipline plan that involves specific strategies for
communication within problem situations and the uniform implementation of focused, consistent
rewards and consequences so that students feel emotionally and physically safe.
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Looking at data allows schools to evaluate the overall progress of their approach to behavior
management. If the data show a significant reduction in office referrals, it makes sense to continue
with the strategies that are in place; however, if there is only a modest change or no change at all
(or an increase), the plan must be revised. The fi rst and most important question to consider is
whether or not staff is implementing the discipline plan with complete commitment and fidelity.
This has less to do with finding fault or placing blame, and more to do with a staff being reflective
about their work with students and problem solving as needed to make appropriate adjustments.
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After looking at the global data to determine if office referrals for inappropriate behavior have
decreased, leaders can analyze the data in a disaggregated fashion—looking at the data from several
different vantage points. This is why collecting comprehensive data (typically a task assigned to one
person) is critical. Breaking data down into referrals by grade, time of day, kind of behavior, location,
race and culture, and gender allows leaders to look at each subcategory to see if there is one area that
is a bigger problem than others. Do certain behaviors occur more often during specific times of the
day, during specific months of the year, in certain areas of the school building, at specific grade
levels, or with specific teachers?
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An often difficult aspect of data analysis for decision making for principals is using the data they
gather to provide feedback to and support for individual teachers. Geoff Colvin (2007) notes that:

ow

nl

In some cases, it is clear that a majority of referrals, especially from classrooms,
come from individual teachers. In these cases, the teacher may need additional
assistance in addressing the problems. Careful attention must be given to how
this information is communicated and addressed with the teacher, otherwise he
or she could feel as though he or she is being singled out.
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If leaders explain the data-collection process and set expectations before giving feedback, they
can avoid many potential problems.
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Using Data for Student Learning
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The primary purpose of an effective schoolwide behavior and discipline plan is to create a safe,
supportive, positive, and welcoming environment for all students and staff. Once this environment
is established, educators are in a stronger position to provide effective instruction. It should be a
goal to begin to see a connection between improved behavioral data and academic performance.
Broad Acres Elementary found that over a five-year period, as their number of office referrals progressively decreased, their students’ reading and math scores progressively increased (Broad Acres
Elementary, personal communication, April 2012).

Summary
Managing problem behavior is part of the daily life of school personnel. Creating and maintaining
an effective schoolwide behavior and discipline plan is key to creating a safe and secure learning
environment for students. This plan should be developed by staff members as well as school leaders,
such as by a leadership team, with all staff giving input into the final product. Positive behaviors
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