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Survey Results Summary

Survey Purpose

Ensuring a positive school climate is one of 
the most important evidence-based 
strategies that schools can pursue in 
supporting student achievement and well-
being. 

The collection of student experiences 
provides insight about the characteristics of 
the school climate from the student 
perspective. 

1. Overall, most students report a positive school 
climate and these perceptions remain consistent over 
time. However, there are persistent disparities in 
student experiences of the school climate. 

2. A substantial number of students perceive 
inequitable treatment in teacher relationships and 
disciplinary practices. 

3. Bullying is a major issue in schools.
4. There is a lack of emotional and mental health 

support for students. 
5. Only half of students feel like they have a voice in 

what goes on in their classroom and school.

Key Findings



Survey Methods

All ICCSD students in grades 5-12 were invited to take the online survey in February 
2020. 

The total number of respondents was 6,835 with an overall response rate of 78%. 

The sample is representative of the district student population.

Survey data is reported overall and disaggregated by race/ethnicity, gender, sexual 
orientation, disability status, social class, and English-Language Learner status.



Teacher and Adult Relationships

Out of the various aspects of student-teacher relationships, 
students report the highest levels of respect for their teachers 
(95%) and academic support (93%).
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Teacher and Adult Relationships

Overall, students report the lowest levels of student voice (51%), 
equitable treatment (78%) and personal concern (78%).
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Teacher and Adult Relationships

Students with socially marginalized identities report lower levels of 
equitable treatment from teachers.
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Teacher and Adult Relationships

What does this look like?

“Some teachers definitely discriminate. E.g., White and Black 
student both have hoods up, black student asked to put hood 
down.” 

“Teachers choose favorites and try to keep them out of trouble.”

“Racism is still very prevalent, especially among teachers. Many 
students of color are visibly/noticeably treated unfairly in 
comparison to white students like myself, whether it be negative 
assumptions or accusations about their behavior, or educational 
neglect.”



Teacher and Adult Relationships

Students with socially marginalized identities report lower levels of teacher 
concern and are more likely to perceive teachers care about students 
generally than teachers care about them personally.
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Teacher and Adult Relationships

Most students report having a mentor (83%), with the most common type being 
a teacher mentor (71%), followed by other adult mentor (18%), club mentor 
(7%), and community member (3%). 
However, there are racial differences in mentorship.
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Students are more likely to report that the school staff supports them 
academically than supports them socially or emotionally.
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Teacher and Adult Relationships

Around 20-25% of students have heard hurtful comments from teachers about 
race, gender, sexual orientation, immigrant status, or religious identity. 

25% 24%
21% 21% 20%

Hurtful Comments from Teachers

RaceRace Sexual 
Orientation

Gender Religious 
Identity

Immigrant 
Status

“I have heard teachers, specifically 
those who sponsor extracurricular 
activities, make unfair assumptions 
about the socioeconomic status of 
students based on their race or native 
language.”

“Teacher once mocked my 
handwriting when I have a 
handwriting disability in front of the 
whole class.”

% Sometimes, Often, or 
Always



Teacher and Adult Relationships

Students with socially marginalized identities report higher levels of hurtful 
comments from teachers.
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Teacher and Adult Relationships

Students suggested improving teacher diversity, student voice, and 
teacher understanding.

“Most of the teachers are white woman so I 
would like to see some more difference in the 
people teaching.”

“I think students don't have enough say in what 
goes on at school… I wish that more teachers 
would take students seriously.” 

“I feel like this school is so insistent on hearing 
what we have to say, but they never listen or 
take action.” 

“Teachers and students are not 
properly educated on LGBTQ 

issues and how to interact with 
said students especially on the 

topic of Gender - very few 
teachers ask for pronouns 

and/or preferred names. 
Pronouns are especially 
important as the wrong 

pronouns can make some 
people very dysphoric.”



Teacher and Adult Relationships

While most of the student comments about teacher relationships were 
negative (N=632), many students have positive experiences with 
teachers (N=213). Most of the comments used general language like 
“I like my teachers” or “teachers are great.” 

“The teachers are very thoughtful, they make 
sure everyone understands what we are doing.”

“I really enjoy my teachers, they have helped me 
through a lot this month.”

“In school I feel safe because I have staff 
members who care for us.”

“I really like all my teachers and 
they are good at their jobs.”

“Teachers here go out of their way to 
make sure you are showing up and 
getting work done at school.” 



Social and Peer Relationships

On average, 82% of students feel like they belong at school and 
this percentage has slightly increased from 80% in 2018. However, 
there are significant disparities in feelings of belonging.
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Social and Peer Relationships

In open comments, many students (N=104) reported feeling isolated at school 
and lacking a social connection with peers. Students described feeling like 
an outsider or not having friends, such as, “I don't fit in with most of the kids 
here.” Some students expressed the emotional effect of feeling isolated, for 
example, “I'm scared I feel lonely and trapped it's not safe here.”

Many students described themselves as having positive relationships with 
their peers (N=147), for example, one student said, “I have amazing friends 
who are there for me.” Lots of students, however, described negative peer 
relationships (N=324), including situations of students breaking the rules or 
being loud and disruptive, students being disrespectful or rude to teachers, an 
overly competitive social environment, and personal peer conflicts ranging from 
being left out, feeling that a peer was being mean, or students not accepting 
each other due to differences. 



Social and Peer Relationships

Bullying is a major issue in schools.
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“I was harassed a bit in the beginning 
of the year. Boys at [Junior High 

School] sometimes make 
inappropriate comments about girls. It 
makes me extremely uncomfortable.”

“I feel like a lot of students 
don't support the lgbtq+ 

community, because they 
make fun of us and use 

harmful words.”

“If you don't look "good enough" you get 
called names and made fun of.”

“Boys at our school will yell inappropriate 
comments to girls about their bodies and 
appearances.” 



Social and Peer Relationships

Bullying is a major issue in schools.
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Social and Peer Relationships

On average, 22% of students report being personally bullied.
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Around 51-76% of students have heard hurtful comments from students about 
race, gender, sexual orientation, immigrant status, or religious identity. 
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“I often hear people call others gay 
(intending for it to be an insult). I also hear 
people calling other people inappropriate 
names because of their skin color. People 

aren't as accepting of people as I would like.” 

“There is a lot of race jokes thrown around, 
and religion and gender identity jokes as well. 

Even if they don't mean it to be offensive it 
comes off that way and that's we're I think is 
somewhat a gray line because they say, ‘no 

offense’ and they think it's okay to say it, 
even thought it's still offensive.”

“People make flippant racist and 
homophobic and sexist comments all the 

time.” 
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Social and Peer Relationships

Students describe a lack of responsiveness by teachers and staff to address 
bullying and other incidents. They want schools to try to deal with these issues 
better and suggest strengthening anti-bullying initiatives.

“A lot of the issues that go on 
with exclusion or 

discrimination aren't reported 
or dealt with through 

administration, so they 
continue to happen with the 
person who is excluding or 

discriminating facing no 
consequences for their 

actions.” 

“I believe the school should have more 
options to deal with bullying/harassment.” 

“I feel like the school and staff don't do 
enough to enforce any 'anti-bullying’."

“I just feel like the school needs to keep a 
closer eye on what’s happening out of 
earshot and how some people (me) have 
been bullied for the whole school year.”



Inclusive Classrooms

Inclusive discussions have increased over the past several years.
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Inclusive Classrooms

On average, 84% of students report that content is inclusive and 77% of 
students feel like a valuable classroom member at school. 
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Inclusive Classrooms

There are significant racial disparities in all aspects of inclusive classrooms.
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Inclusive Classrooms

There are significant gender disparities in all aspects of inclusive classrooms.
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Inclusive Classrooms

Student described concerns and improvements they would like to see within 
the classroom, including adjustments to class content and the classroom 
environment.
“Gender and gender identity should be addressed more 
often as well as diversity in religions, race, and sexuality. 
Students should feel safe to express themselves without 
the fear of being harassed by other students out of lack of 
information.”

“I also think that we shouldn’t just be talking about black 
people during February, but also think about other races 
during other times too. Also more black or other raced 
teachers at this school would be nice.”

“I am a senior at [High School] and 
this school has not changed it's 
still not as inclusive as they say. 

People of color are not represented 
in the curriculum and so are the 
LGBTQ community. You don't 

teach us about each other. 
Students are still ignorant you 
aren't preparing people for real 
world if you think you are that's 

sad because some of the questions 
that are asked aren't taught like 

they should be or given the time to 
talk about a lot still needs to be 

done.”

“I feel like more teachers should talk about things like racism, 
sexual preferences, gender identity, and things that that. I feel 
that [educator name redacted] does a really good job of talking 
about these type of things that give a good message to her 
students in a respectful way. I think we need more teachers 
like her.” 



Overall, 81% of students feel like their school is welcoming and safe. Students 
with socially marginalized identities are less likely to report the school is 
welcoming and safe. 
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Overall, 81% of students feel like their school is welcoming and safe. Students 
with socially marginalized identities are less likely to report the school is 
welcoming and safe. 
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Over three-fourths of students always or very often feel safe in the school environment. 
Students are more likely to feel safe in their classes and traveling compared to in the 
hallways and bathroom and outside around the school.
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Of the 478 student comments about safety, 331 
described unsafe experiences that students 
have witnessed or endured. The most frequently 
reported unsafe experience was physical 
aggression and fights (N=110). For example, “I 
feel like our school environment has got worse 
this year because of the amount of fights that 
happen every day and every week. It makes for 
an environment that is not enjoyable to be in.” 
Sixty of the comments describing unsafe 
experiences were about verbal aggression and 
inappropriate language. Students described the 
inappropriate language to be cursing or slurs. 
Students also described dating and sexual 
harassment and substance abuse.

Safety and Disciplinary Environment



Safety and Disciplinary Environment

Students are more likely to report they are 
personally disciplined fairly (77%) than 
students in school are generally disciplined 
fairly (66%). 
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Safety and Disciplinary Environment

Black students report the lowest levels of disciplinary equity, but White and 
Asian students report the lowest levels of disciplinary consistency, strictness, 
and transparency. 
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Safety and Disciplinary Environment

Non-binary and LGB students report lower levels of all aspects of the safety 
and disciplinary environment.
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Safety and Disciplinary Environment

Most students report teachers and schools are 
responsive to bullying, however less students 
report students stop bullying.
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Around three-fourths of students experience 
restorative conflict resolution.



Safety and Disciplinary Environment

High school and junior high students report the lowest levels of responsiveness 
and restorative conflict resolution.
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Social and Emotional Learning

Overall, 90% of students report diversity, inclusiveness, and equity are important 
at their school and 77% report that students in this school respect each other’s’ 
differences. 
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Social and Emotional Learning

However, there are significant differences by gender, sexual orientation, race, 
class, ELL status, and ability status in school diversity values.

School Diversity Values by Race
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Social and Emotional Learning

Students report high levels of personal diversity values.

91%

96% 96%

94%
95% 95%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

2018 2019 2020

“Every student in this school 
should be mindful and caring 
of all other students no matter 
who they are or if they know 

them, it's just common respect 
and courtesy.” 

Comparatively, while 96% of students 
report they are accepting of those 

different from themselves, only 77% 
report that students respect 

differences.

Accepting of Differences
Wrong to Discriminate



Social and Emotional Learning

Students are more likely to report being 
personally empathetic (95%) than feeling 
students in general are empathetic (67%). 
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A lower percentage of non-binary and female 
students report students are empathetic but a 
higher percentage report they are personally 
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Social and Emotional Learning

65% of students report they talk about ways to 
help them control their emotions.
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A lower percentage of junior high and high 
school students report perspective-taking and 
self-management compared to elementary 
students.
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Social and Emotional Learning

79% of students report having a growth mindset, however there are 
significant differences by social identities.
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Social and Emotional Learning

79% of students report having a growth mindset, however there are 
significant differences by social identities.

75%

81% 81%

54%

65%
62%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

2018 2019 2020

Growth Mindset by ELL Status

74%

81% 81%

56%

62% 62%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

2018 2019 2020

Growth Mindset by IEP Status

ELL

Non-ELL Non-IEP

IEP



Social and Emotional Learning

Students emphasized a general need to focus more on mental health in 
schools. Several students felt that their schools lacked mental health 
resources and expressed not having anyone to talk to when dealing with a 
problem or a mental health issue.

“We should focus more on Mental Health 
issues since I know so many people deal 
with it but get barely any help from the 
school.” 

“I feel like this school really does not take into 
accommodation the students having hard times at 
home or have to help their family financially or 
have mental health issues. Most teachers see 
these kids as ¨lazy¨ and not wanting to work. I 
know because I am one of these students. I'm 
currently failing school and I want to do better 
and pass but most days I have no motivation to 
get out of bed.” 

“Most of the teachers are understanding, but 
most do not necessarily care if you are 
having a bad day. If I had a panic attack, 
often I am forced to still present that day. I 
think if teachers were better trained on 
mental health, it would greatly improve my 
school.”

“I feel stuck sometimes when I don't know how 
to deal with some problems and I feel like I don't 
know who to talk to, besides from my friends, 
who can't give much help other than advice.” 



Key Findings Aligned with DEI Plan
1. Overall, the majority of students report a positive school 
climate and these perceptions remain consistent over 
time. However, there are persistent disparities in student 
experiences of the school climate.  

Goal 3: Create equitable, inclusive, and supportive school 
environments; Strategy 3B: Promote, develop, and support 
positive peer and adult relationships and social well-being; 
Strategy 3C: Incorporate a more inclusive and representative 
curriculum 

2. A substantial number of students perceive inequitable 
treatment in teacher relationships and disciplinary 
practices. 

Strategy 2D: Culturally responsive policies and practices related 
to student behavior and discipline; Strategy 3B: Promote, 
develop, and support positive peer and adult relationships and 
social well-being

3. Bullying is a major issue in schools. Strategy 3D: Reduce the incidents of bullying and harassment on 
the basis of race, gender, sexual orientation, immigrant status, 
religious affiliation, appearance, class, or disability

4. There is a lack of emotional and mental health support 
for students. 

Strategy 3A: Equitably promote, develop, and support student 
mental and emotional well-being

5. Only half of students feel like they have a voice in what 
goes on in their classroom and school. 

Strategy 5A: Increase representation and engagement from 
parents, students, and community members from 
underrepresented groups in district and school activities and 
decision-making processes



Schools can create a positive school environment 
through a coordinated, purposeful effort. 



Acknowledgements
The work of the Equity Implemented Partnership has been generously funded by the Spencer 
Foundation’s Research-Practice Partnership Program. Previous funding included Community 
Impact Grants from the Office of Outreach and Engagement at the University of Iowa.

The Public Policy Center at the University of Iowa has provided technology and computing 
resources, physical space, budgeting and logistical support, as well as funding for graduate and 
undergraduate research interns to work on the Equity Implemented Partnership.  

The research team thanks the ICCSD Department of Equity including Jeremy Tabor, Laura Gray, 
Charita Martin, and Andrea Jayne for collaborating and providing assistance on the survey 
development and administration, Kristin Peterson for assistance with the survey administration 
and communication, and members of the Executive Cabinet including Steve Murley, Matt 
Degner, Amy Kortemeyer, and Chace Ramey for offering feedback throughout the survey 
process.



Support Slides



Sample 
Demographics



Responsiveness and Representativeness



Open-Ended Comments
The final question on the survey is open-ended. Students were given the option to provide written responses about their 
experiences in school in response to a prompt, asking, “Do you have any other information you would like to share about your 
experiences in your school or your school climate?" Of the 6,835 total survey respondents, 1,066 students (16% of total sample) 
provided responses which contained codable content. The open-ended responses to the final survey question were analyzed 
qualitatively.  

Theme Coded Content 
Social and Peer Relationships 1332

Bullying 637
Negative Peer Relationships 324
Social Experiences and General Belonging 214
Positive Peer Relationships 147

Teacher and Adult Relationships 964
Qualities that Deter Relationship 632
Qualities that Facilitate Relationships 213
Student voice 74
Lack of Connection and Support 40

Safety and Disciplinary Environment 695
Safety 478
Disciplinary Environment 217

Inclusive Classrooms 339
Curriculum and assignments 119
Student impact 117
Behavior management 54
Inclusiveness 47

Social and Emotional Learning 200
Social Values 95
Mental Health 88

Table 1. Qualitative Themes and Frequencies
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