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Background and review rationale

School climate (SC) and classroom climate (CC) are consistently associated with a broad range of desirable outcomes for
school pupils and staff (Moore, 2025; Wang et al., 2020). Research shows that a beneficial SC or CC is linked to small-to-
medium improvements in academic achievement, motivation, engagement, and socialcompetence, and slight
reductionsin externalisingbehavioursand socioemotionaldistress (Bonell et al., 2020; Daily et al., 2019; Kim et al., 2014).
At staff level SC and CC are related to job satisfaction and wellbeing (Charlton et al., 2021). Positive SC and/or CC
(SC/CC) are argued to be key to improving behaviour across schools (Savolainen et al., 2025; Wang & Degol, 2016). There
is international policy consensus on the importance of both SC and CC for promoting schoolimprovement and children’s
academic and wellbeing outcomes (Wang & Degol, 2016; Wang et al., 2020). These findings show that SC and CC are
important factors influencing both education and health outcomes (Moore, 2025).

SC and CC are both well-researched areas (Renick et al., 2025), with SC dating back to 1908 (Perry, 1908), and CC
examples from before 1950 (Anderson, 1939; Withall, 1949). Research on SC and CC has grown rapidly this century
(Grazia & Molinari, 2021; Moore, 2025). Despite the long history of research and encouraging evidence for SC and CC,
there is no universal definition of either SC or CC inthe literature. Grazia & Molinari (2021) note that the field still grapples
with heterogeneous labels and measurement strategies, makingithard to compare studiesand draw overall conclusions.
There is variationbetweenabstract and concrete definitions of SC/CC (Freiberg & Stein, 1999; Pianta & Hamre, 2009). The
literature frequently uses other terms either synonymously with or as phenomena overlapping with SC/CC. This adds
complexity and necessitates considering research using terms such as school environment (Coe et al., 2022), school
culture (Cross et al., 2018), school connectedness (Wang & Degol, 2016), classroom quality (Pianta & Hamre, 2009),
behaviour climate (Savolainen et al., 2025), teaching climate (Gorel et al., 2023), and classroom dynamics (Wang et al.,
2020). Furthermore, some interventions focus on SC/CC without using either of these terms, e.g. SEHER" (Shinde et al.,
2018); while other approaches include ‘climate’ in the name but may only focus on certain dimensions (Bradshaw et al.,
2021).

Despite the complexity brought about by the range of conceptualisations of these terms, there is some consensusin
review literature that:

1) SC and CC are multi-dimensional constructs (Wang et al., 2020),

2) bothinclude relationships, environment, teaching and learning, and safety as key elements (Wang & Degol,
2016), and

3) theyarerelated toeach other, with CC often seen as a microsystem of SC (Moore, 2025),

However, despite some agreement across definitions and components of SC and CC, there are still opposing views and
findings in the literature. Rather than a multi-dimensional construct, some researchers use simpler policy-oriented
definitions, such as the quality and character of school life (Renick et al., 2025). Furthermore, while ecological systems
perspectives situate CC asnested in SC (Rudasillet al., 2018), Savolainen et al. (2025) found that SC had little association
with CC in Finnish schools where pupils were surveyed. When there is consensus on SC and CC as multi-component
constructs, the hierarchy and scope of the multi-faceted aspectsvary. For instance, some researchers focus on broader
domains where agreement is stronger, such as safety, relationships and teaching practices (Baumsteiger et al., 2023).
Others seek to pinpoint dimensions which are more specific indicators that operationalise domains. As an example, a
domainmight be relationships, whereas dimensions or indicators within this domain include peer relationships, teacher-
pupilrelationships, autonomy, and partnership (Wang & Degol, 2016).

To navigate this conceptualvariability and ensure that potentially relevant studies are not excluded simply because they
use different terminology, we adopt an inclusive working definition of SC and CC. For the purposes of study selection, we
define SC and CC as the overall atmosphere of a school or classroom, shaped by domains commonly highlighted in
existing literature — such as safety, relationships, teaching and learning, and the wider institutional environment. This

T SEHER (Strengthening Evidence base on scHool-based intErventions for pRomoting adolescent health programme inthe state of Bihar,
India) is a school health promotion intervention which sought to improve school climate and health-promoting behaviours
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working definition enables us to determine what is in scope even when studies do not explicitly use the terms “school
climate” or “classroom climate”, and it provides aninitial anchor point for comparingthe diverse definitions, models, and
measuresidentified inthereview. Although this definition reflects patternsobserved inexistingreviews located during our
scoping phase, it is provisional; our synthesis will refine, expand, or replace it where stronger or more coherent
conceptualisations emerge.

Recent reviews consistently highlight that measurement of school and classroom climate remains inconsistent, with
instruments varying widely in scope, item content, and theoretical alignment. Many tools are adapted ad hoc and few
allow comparisonacross students, teachers, and parents. This lack of standardisation and rigorous psychometric testing
limits comparability across studies and limits understanding of how climate operates differently across schools
(Baumsteiger et al., 2023; Grazia & Molinari, 2021).

While many studies link positive SC/CC to better pupil outcomes, fewer have examined whole-schoolinterventions that
aim toimprove these climates through everyday practice rather than isolated activities. Examples of such approaches
include restorative behaviour approaches, data-driven action plans specific to school context, pupil voice in decision-
making, relationship-building, and classroom management strategies that have consistently shown small beneficial
effects on academic, behavioural, emotional, and attendance outcomes (Bonell et al., 2020; Cook et al., 2000; Moore,
2025; Wang et al., 2020). Meta-analyses also show that school climate interventions can produce meaningful
improvements in outcomes indirectly related to teaching and learning. For example, Charlton et al. (2021) found that SC
programmes significantly enhance student and teacher perceptions of climate, which underpinengagement and teaching
quality. Similarly, Allen et al. (2022) and Davies et al. (2025) report that interventions fostering belonging and
connectedness — often considered core dimensions of climate — are effective in strengthening student engagement and
participation.

It is not always clear whether SC/CC interventions described inthe literature are holistic, system-wide approaches
explicitly designed totransform SC/CC, or more narrowly focused programmes that happentoinfluence climate-related
outcomes as a secondary effect. This ambiguity is noted in reviews that group diverse interventions under the SC
umbrella, even when their primary mechanisms target specific behaviours or psychosocial skills rather than the broader
relationaland cultural environment (Moore, 2025). As an example, climate interventions can improve belonging as an
outcome, butinterventions focused on emotions designed to increase belonging have been shown to improve school
climate outcomes (Davies et al., 2025).

Further challenges for SC/CC interventions are ensuring that they are feasible, sustainable and equitable. This
demonstrates the importance of implementation and the need to consider how SC and CC vary across contexts.
Implementation of SC/CC interventions often face significant barriers, including limited teacher capacity, buy-in,
acceptability and high workloads, which hinder the integration of new responsibilities (Brown, 2019). Additionally,
sustainability and scalability post-trialremain problematic, with many interventions failing to maintain fidelity orimpact
beyond the research context. Sustaining climate interventions post-trialis challenging. Many effective models rely on
externalfacilitation and additional capacity, and few are fully sustained at scale; where sustained, elements rather than
complete programmes tend to persist (Herlitzet al., 2020; March et al., 2022; Moore, 2025).

Equity considerations also matter. Benefits of SC/CC interventions are not always felt equally across subgroups, with
some trials reporting larger gains for boys and mixed patterns by deprivation (Bonell et al., 2018; Blair et al., 2024).
Reviews highlight the protective role of positive climate for LGBTQ+ youth and the need to elevate underserved voices in
design and evaluation (Ancheta et al., 2021). Other key equity challenges are variations across schools, with inconsistent
implementation quality, structural mismatches between school environments and pupil needs, and the requirement for
context-specific changes and external support, which can be barriers to sustainability (Moore, 2025; Renick et al., 2025).

Overall, the literature isrich but fragmented: there is no universal definition of SC or CC, measurement remains
heterogeneous, and intervention studies vary widely in content, delivery, and context (Baumsteiger et al., 2023; Grazia &
Molinari, 2021; Moore, 2025). This lack of consistency makes it hard to compare studies and draw strong conclusions.
There is an urgent need to establish clearer, research-informed definitions of SC and CC due to persistent ambiguity and
overlap inthe literature. Without consensus, nearly any school change could be interpreted as a climate shift.
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Clarifying these constructs would:
e Synthesise similarities and differences —for example, strength of evidence for the commonly referenced
domains of relationships, environment, teaching and learning, and safety — while interrogating how CC relates to
SC (e.g., as a nested microsystem) and where the two should be considered distinct.

e Provide schools with clearer definitions and frameworks for what constitutes a positive climate and how it can
be effectively measured and achieved.

o Advance measurement by appraising the strength and range of measures, and by reducing duplication across
domains and indicators.

e Enhanceresearchrigour by aligning operational definitions with theory.

e Support targeted intervention design by identifying which SC and CC intervention components most
predictably influence pupil outcomes, for whom and in what circumstances.

Building on clearer conceptualisation, focused evidence synthesis is needed to understand how interventions that
improve SC/CC affect pupiloutcomes, particularly in terms of causality, equity, and developmental fit.

Key gapsinclude:

e Causal mechanisms: Most studies show correlations, butfewunpack how climate improvements lead to better
outcomes such as academic achievement, engagement, wellbeing, or improved behaviour.

e Equity: Limited evidence reports how interventions affect different pupil groups, especially those from socio-
economically disadvantaged contexts.

o Developmental needs: Climate interventions often overlook age-specific requirements, despite evidence that
stage-environment fit is crucial for mental health and academic success (Renick et al., 2025).

¢ Implementation quality, sustainability and scalability: Capacity, buy-in, and workload barriers hinder
integration; post-trialfidelity and impact frequently fade, and few models sustain at scale without external
support.

Addressing these gaps through rigorous systematic review methods will strengthen the evidence base, will generate
actionable, evidence-informed recommendations for schools, and can guide the design of more effective, inclusive, and
developmentally appropriate SC/CC interventions. Our synthesis will explicitly connect findings to whole school
frameworks and everyday practice — such as restorative approaches, classroom management, and pupilvoice —to
support policy and implementation in real-world 3-18 educational settings.

Our scoping work indicated that the SC/CC field has been wellresearched, with a large body of research attending to
conceptualisation and measurement of SC/CC. In contrast, fewer studies examine the causalimpact of climate
interventions. Given the scale of available literature, focusing on existing reviews to conceptualise SC/CC allows us to
prioritise higher-quality and more established conceptualinsights while managing the breadth of material. Accordingly,
we will use review literature as the primary source for identifying definitions of SC/CC and for mapping key factors and
outcomes. We will supplement this with primary research and discussion papers that put forward original theories,
models, frameworks or measures to ensure that original conceptual contributions are not missed.

We will conduct two systematic reviews using complementary designs to address our objectives. Review 1, the concept
review, willadopt a theory-based systematic review approach, drawing on guidance from White (2018). This design goes
beyond asking whether interventions work by examining how and why they may work (investigated further in Review 2). It
uses a logic modelto map hypothesised causal pathways from contextualfactors through components of SC and CC to
outcomes. This conceptualclarity is essential for building a coherent framework that underpins subsequent evidence
synthesis. Review 2 (the impactreview)will be a pragmatic systematic review, informed by Pierce et al. (2025), to evaluate
causalexplanations of SC/CC intervention effects. This approach allows for mixed-methods integration and iterative
searchingto capture emerging lines of enquiry. To strengthen relevance and usability, we will seek input from an advisory
group comprisingschool climateresearchers, evidence synthesis specialists, educationleaders, and young people. Their
feedback will help refine our logic model and ensure that emerging insights align with authentic educational contexts.
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This two-stage designis optimal because it aligns with our dual objectives: clarifying conceptual boundaries and
synthesising intervention evidence. A theory-based review ensures that definitions, domains, and dimensions of SC/ CC
are rigorously examined, providing the foundation for a logic model that explains mechanisms of change. The pragmatic
review then builds on this modelto locate, appraise and synthesise evidence for these causal pathways — not only
effectiveness but also contextual moderators, implementation factors, and equity considerations. Together, these
methods enable a broader scope of inquiry than traditional reviews, ensuring findings are both theoretically robust and
provide insights that inform policy and guide implementationin schools.

Objectives

This section outlines the review aims, objectives and research questions. We include all objectives across both reviews
here, even though this version of the protocol focuses only on methods for Review 1.

We will conduct two international systematic reviews exploring SC and CC, aiming for both conceptual clarity and
evidence-based action. We willincrease the efficiency and impact of these reviews by using multiple synthesis methods.

We therefore aim to advance understanding of SC and CC by

(1) developing a clear, research-informed conceptual framework to address definitional ambiguity, and
(2) identifying effective, evidence-based approaches that improve pupil outcomes, while exploring any differential
effects by subgroups.

The overarchinggoal is to support practice and policy by generating practical, actionable recommendationsfor educators
in England, grounded in robust evidence. This work recognises that SC and CC may both relate to aspects of school
leadership and teaching quality, meaning findings should speak to different school staff.

The objectives are therefore:

Conceptual Clarity: To critically review and synthesise existing definitions of SC and CC, identifying key domains and
dimensions to develop a coherent conceptual framework.

Framework Development: To construct a research-informed logic model of SC and CC that supports consistent
measurement and theoretical alignment across studies.

Evidence Synthesis: To systematically examine the impact of SC and CC interventions on pupiloutcomes, including
academic achievement, and non-cognitive outcomes such as wellbeing and belonging.

Mechanisms of Change: To explore the causal pathways and mechanisms through which climate interventions influence
pupiloutcomes, including mediating and moderating factors.

Equity and Inclusion: To assess how climate interventions affect different pupilgroups, with particular attention to equity,
inclusion, and the reduction of disparities.

Actionable Findings: To generate evidence-informed, context-sensitive insights for school leaders and teachers that are
feasible toimplement and sustainin real-world settings.

Review questions that relate to each systematic review are as follows:

1. Concept Review:

RQ1: How are school climate and classroom climate defined in the literature, how are they related yet distinct from
similar constructs, and what conceptual framework can clarify their key domains, dimensions, and interrelationship ?

RQ2: What organisational, relational, and contextualfactors shape effective school and classroom climates, and how do
these factors — and their outcomes — differ across schools and classrooms serving diverse pupil groups?

2.lmpact Review:

RQ3: How are the key components of a positive school or classroom climate reflected through intervention strategiesin
educationalresearch?
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RQ4: What combinations of school climate and classroom climate intervention components and contextual factors are
causally linked to improvements in key outcomes, like attainment or engagement?

RQ5: How do the effectiveness and implementation of school and classroom climate interventions vary across different
school phases, settings, and populations — particularly in relation to age, socio-economic disadvantage, SEND, Children
in Care and other forms of inequality?

RQ6: How does the research literature help to answer key questions, such as:

e Which school and classroom climate interventions have demonstrated effectiveness inimproving pupil
outcomes, including cognitive (e.g., attainment) and non-cognitive (e.g., wellbeing, engagement, behaviour)
domains?

e Whatistherelationship betweenpupilandteacher self-efficacy and pupiloutcomes, and how canimprovements
in pupil self-efficacy contribute to enhanced academic and socioemotional development?

e Inwhat ways doteacheractions—particularly responsivenesstopupilneeds—support high-quality teaching and
learning, and how canthese practices be leveraged to strengthen pupil self-efficacy and outcomes?

e What conditions and strategies support the successfulimplementation and long-term sustainability of school
and classroom climate interventions in diverse educational settings?

This protocolnext movesonto specifyingthe methodology for Review 1 -the conceptreview—and also indicates
how Review 1 will inform Review 2 — the impact review. A further version of the protocol to be published in mid-
2026 will update thisto confirm the methodsused in Review 1 and then specify methodstobe used for Review 2.

Methodology

We will undertake two systematic reviews of SC and CC. The first systematic review, which is outlined in this protocol, will
focus on conceptualising SC and CC. The second systematic review examines how interventions aimed at improving
SC/CC affect pupiloutcomes. Our proposed systematic reviews willfollow best practice conductand reportingguidelines
(Akers et al., 2009; Aloe et al., 2024; Page et al., 2021), including extensions relating to equity (Tong et al., 2012).

Methodologically, Review 1 is a theory-based systematic review and as such we willdraw upon guidance from White
(2018) on conductingthistype of review. Atheory-based systematic review is an approach that goes beyond asking “what
works?” to explore how, why, for whom, and under what conditions interventions work. It is anchored in a logic model,
which maps the hypothesised causal pathways linking intervention inputs to outputs, intermediate outcomes, and final
impacts, while making explicitthe assumptions and contextualfactorsthatinfluencethese links. Conceptualclarity is the
foundation for a theory-based review because it ensures the logic modelreflects the realintervention system rather than
an abstract label. Therefore, a well-defined conceptualisation of the phenomenon, in this case SC and CC, isthe
essential, but often underplayed, starting point for a theory-based systematic review. Clear definition ensures that the
logic modelaccurately captures the intended outcomes, mechanisms, and contextual factors, providing a coherent
framework for selecting indicators and structuring the review.

Methodologically, theory-based reviews differ from traditional systematic reviews in several ways: they typically adopt a
mixed-methods design, integrating quantitative evidence on effects with qualitative and process data to explain
mechanisms, implementation fidelity, and contextual moderators. They often analyse outcomes at multiple points along
the causal chain rather than focusing solely on end impacts to capture complexity and heterogeneity. This framework
guides the formulation of review questions, the selection of outcomes, and the synthesis of evidence across the causal
chain, and therefore willbe employed as an analytical lens for examining the SC/CC intervention research literature in
Review 2.

Atheory-based systematic review will be conducted that locates and selects evidence that includes definitions,
dimensionsand domains of SC/CC from existingreviews, as well as theory, frameworks, models, and measures of SC/CC
put forward inthe wider literature. We will therefore search for two sets of studies. Firstly, we will search for reviews of
SC/CC that may relate to interventions, measures or conceptualisation. We will extract and synthesise definitions and
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conceptualisations of SC and CC from the reviews. Then we will search for theories, models, frameworks and measures
(TMFMs) of SC/CC thataredescribed orappliedinresearchfocused on education settings (3-18 years). For an example of
amodel of SC see Appendix 2. For an example of a measure of SC see Appendix 3. Thiswill not be restricted to reviews of
existing literature, as we will seek to locate the papers that put forward the TMFMs. Some of the reviews (first set of
studies) may themselves establish TMFMs and therefore will be relevant here too. Likewise, papers that forward TMFMs
are likely to provide definitionsand conceptualisations of SC/CC. Extracting definitions and conceptualisations of SC/CC
from this literature will allow us to synthesise a definitions of SC and CC that clarifies these concepts by critically
evaluating existing definitions, identifying their essential components, and determining key domains and boundaries to
establish a coherent framework applicable across educational phases. Further synthesis of TMFMs will allow us to map
contextualfactors, intervention components, and their links to short-, medium-, and long-term outcomes through a logic
model.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria for the review

This section sets out the eligibility criteria that will guide the inclusion and exclusion of studies in Review 1. These criteria
ensure that the evidence selected isrelevant, rigorous, and aligned with the review objectives, while maintaining
transparency about the rationale for any exclusions. Withinthese criteria, the term study refers to a range of publications,
encompassing systematic reviews, as well as primary research and development and discussion papersrelated to
TMFMs. Sometypicalcriteriaare not relevant to a theory-based systematic review (e.g. intervention, population). Review
2, which focuses on intervention research, will additionally specify the population/sample and intervention of interest.

Category Criteria

Context/setting Include studies primarily conducted in school settings. Evidence based onwider

system-level stakeholders (e.g., local authorities, multi-academy trusts) that meets

other criteria will be included.

Exclude studies that are very different to the English education system:

1. Pedagogical Approach

o Exclude studies from systems where rote learning and memorisation dominate
classroom practice, leaving little scope for interaction or student voice.

2. Teacher Authority and Role
o Exclude contexts where teacher authority is highly hierarchical and prescriptive,
and teachers have minimalautonomy to shape CC.

3. Resource Constraints
o Excludestudiesfrom settingswith severeresource limitations(e.g., very large class
sizes, lack of basic materials) that fundamentally alter classroom dynamics.

4. Cultural Norms
o Exclude systemswhere cultural expectations strongly discourage student
participation, questioning, or collaborative learning.

Exclude nursery childcare and Higher Education settings.

Study design Include any studytype (rangesfrom systematicreviewto discussion paper and practice
guidelines).

Include reviews that report how they searched for literature. Although most searches
will be systematic and reproducible by different researchers, we will also include
searches that might focus onindex papers or snowball sampling, for instance when
reviewers are starting from key authors’ definitions.

Exclude book reviews, conference abstracts.

Itis unlikely that editorials and opinion papers will provide a new TMFM, but we will
include any that do.

Phenomena of interest Include studies that focus on SC and CC. Our inclusive definition of the phenomenaiis
the overall atmosphere of a school or classroom which may be shaped by safety,
relationships, teaching and learning, and the institutional environment.

SC/CC may not be the only focus of studies - the focus can be one or more SC/CC
domains or SC/CC as anoutcome.
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Focus means SC/CC is a prominent part of the study aim and/or findings.
Most studies willuse the term SC/CC or similar variants. Where thisis not the case
there must be conceptual overlap with included studies using the terms.
Outcomes Include studies that provide at least one of:
e reviewfindings about SC/CC
e theory, modelor framework of SC/CC
e measure of SC/CC.
To be included, non-review studies will need to be the original report of that version of
the theory, model, framework or measure.
Therefore, exclude studies citing or using previously published TMFM, unless extending
the TMFM, although these studies will be used to locate the original reports.

Language Include English language studies only.
Date No date restrictions
Publication status No publication type restrictions

Thereview isinterested in 3-18 year old school settings, so would include pre-school but not Higher Education or 0-2
yearschildcare. Synthesis must hold relevance to the English education system, so very different school contexts may be
excluded. However, non-mainstream provisionwill be included as we are interested in how SC/CC varies across contexts
and for different pupilgroups. Our scoping search indicated that more research literature has attended tothe
conceptualisation of SC and CC, compared to the effectiveness of climate interventions (Review 2). To manage the
amount of relevant literature and prioritise higher quality and authentic conceptualisation, we will focus on reviews for
definitions of SC/CC and initialidentification of factors and outcomes. As TMFMs will conceptualise and indicate
dimensions of SC/CC, non-review studies will also be included, but we will locate originalreports of TMFMs to include
fuller descriptionandjustificationand avoid duplication. We know from our scoping searches that most research refersto
SC/CCdirectly, but some studies may use other related terms (see search strategy) or focus on domains of SC/CC or its
measure only. Only English-language studies are included to ensure conceptualaccuracy without depending on
translations. As SC/CC has been considered in literature for 75+ years we would not wish to exclude any seminal
conceptualisations or originalideas that inform more contemporary definitions and understandings. We willinclude grey
literature, as TMFs may wellbe published outside of academic journals. Quality appraisal will shape interpretation and
synthesis, ensuring evidence strength is considered throughout but not as a reason to exclude studies (see below).

Search strategy for identification of studies

We will search the following bibliographic databases: PsycINFO, Social Policy and Practice via Ovid; ERIC, British
Education Index, Education Research Complete via EBSCOhost; Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews; Campbell
Systematic Reviews; Social Science Citation Index via Web of Science; Australian Education Index, ProQuest
Dissertations & Theses Global, Education Database, Social Science Database via ProQuest, and Bibliomap.

We will use a search strategy that balances sensitivity with precision, designed by our experienced information specialist
using a combination of relevant subject headings, when available, and free text terms. Sets of terms are included that
relate to the following inclusion criteria:

e Schoolclimate terms (including culture, environment and belonging), e.g. school* climat*, school* culture*,
school* belong*, school* environment*

e Classroom climate terms (including culture, environment and belonging) , e.g. class* climat*, class* culture*,
class* belong*, class* environment*

e Reviewterms, e.g. review*, meta-analys?s, evidence synthesis

e Theory, model, framework, measure terms, e.g. assess* or concept* or framework* or instrument*

To beretrieved by the search, a term relating to either SC or CC needs to be used intitle, abstract or subject heading, as
well as a term relating to either reviews or TMFMs. Compared to the scoping search, we have removed terms related to
“ethos” as this was not contributing results, inclusion as e.g. inclusive school climate will stillbe retrieved, but most
research oninclusive practice was not relevant. We have decreased proximity of e.g. schooland climate to include fuller
terms like classroom behaviour climate. We have restricted use of the subject heading “school environment” so the
search does not return all research located in school settings.
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A search strategy as used for the database PsycINFO isin Appendix 1.

We will conduct searches for grey literature from web searches, repositories of grey literature (e.g. The WHO Institutional
Repository for Information Sharing, CORE), and websites (e.g. The National School Climate Center; Restorative Justice
Council). Where necessary we will use the terms “school climate” and “classroom climate” to narrow these searches.

We will use supplementary search methods to identify any studies not captured by our sensitive database searches. We
will reviewthe reference lists of existing systematic reviews, contact authors and experts, forward and backward citation
searchincluded studiesand perform targeted searches using author names. We will hand-search journals that published
included studies not indexed in databases searched.

Selection of studies

Searchresults willbe deduplicated and uploaded to EPPI-Reviewer software. Reviewers will screen independently,
assisted by EPPI-Reviewer’s priority screening functionality. Study selection willinvolve title and abstract screening and
then full text screeningin line with inclusion criteria as indicated above. This willbe completed by two independent
reviewers, with disagreements referred to a third reviewer. Allreviewers will pilot a set of title and abstract and full text
screening to align decisions and interpretation of inclusion criteria at the start of each screening stage. Inclusion criteria
will be refined as necessary to ensure clarity and increase agreement. We will also use flow diagrams to aid screening
decisions and bring consistency to the process followed. Results of the screening process willbe documented using a
PRISMA-style flow chart.

Data extraction and management

Data extraction will focus on details of both the included study and the conceptualisations of SC/CC described in them.
Two reviewers willindependently extract data for all included studies using standardised, piloted forms, with
discrepancies resolved through discussion or consultation with a third reviewer. The piloting willinvolve 10 diverse
studies. For all studies, we will extract information on study details, study design and methods, definition of SC/CC,
TMFM, measurement details, factors relatingto SC/CC, intervention details from reviews, outcomes as relevant. We will
use EPPI-Reviewer for this data extraction.

Appraisal of included studies

We will assess and report study quality. Two reviewers will assess the quality of each study. We will use the JBI Critical
Appraisal Checklist for Text and Opinion for a standardised and transparent appraisal of all studies that might introduce
eithertheories, models, frameworks or measures of SC/CC (McArthur et al., 2025). This assumes a range of study designs
including non-empiricalstudiesand may be amended toa tool for primary research if there is not this range. To assess the
quality of any included systematic reviewswe will use "A Measurement Tool to Assess Systematic Reviews-2" (AMSTAR-2,
Sheaet al., 2017). AMSTAR-2 classifies the quality of systematic reviews into four different categories: high (none or one
non-critical weakness), moderate (more than one non-critical weakness), low (one critical weakness with or without non-
criticalweaknesses), and very low (more than one critical weakness with or without non-critical weaknesses). The quality
assessment of each study will be rated by one reviewer and checked by another.

Appraisalwill be used to inform and guide the synthesis, not as areason to exclude studies. The quality appraisalwill be
consideredinthe synthesis, asit will be importantto maintainawareness of the quality of reviews and other studies, so as
not to privilege common definitions or domains of SC/CC that are based on weaker studies.

In relation to assessing the quality and confidence in our review findings, there is a methodological gap for tools to assess
the quality of logic models: no Grading of Recommendations Assessment, Development and Evaluation (GRADE)
assessment equivalent exists to assess the quality and confidence of evidence on which the conceptualisation and logic
model of SC/CC is based. This means it willbe important to reflect on the following markers of quality in reporting:

e Updatingthe modelbased on evidence

e Transparency about iterations and assumptions
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e Stakeholder feedback and revision

o Useability

e Methodological soundness

e Relevance and rigour of evidence on which conceptualisationis based

e Coherence.
As outlined in the data synthesis section, the logic model will guide Review 2 and be updated based onintervention
evidence. This meansthe Review 1 logic modelis not a finished article and the quality markers willbe even more criticalin
Review 2.

Data synthesis

Two synthesis methods will be used to analyse included studies to answer the review questions and help conceptualise
SC/CC for Review 2 to build on.

Initial descriptive synthesis (text and tables to provide an initial descriptive summary and explanation of the
characteristicsofthe included studies, Akers et al., 2009) will report the definitions givenin included studies, TMFMs used
in included studies with brief descriptions, including domains.

Synthesis 1: Systematic Review of Definitions. A systematic review of definitions is a structured process for identifying,
collating, and critically analysing how key concepts have been defined in existing literature. Its purpose is to bring
conceptual clarity and establish a shared understanding of terms that are inconsistently or ambiguously used. By
systematically reviewing definitions, researchers can identify commonalities, divergences and gaps, and propose criteria
or frameworks that support consensus-building.

Gillett-Swan et al. (2025) used this approach to address the lack of agreed definitions for subtypes of rights education for
children. The authors’ systematic review located peer-reviewed articles that defined or described concepts such as
children’srights education and children’s human rights education. They then analysed these definitions against criteria
(Joseph’srulesfor defining terms: see below) to assess their sufficiency and consistency. This process enabled the
authors to highlight definitional gaps and propose a mechanism for evaluating and creating definitions for ill-defined
concepts. We willdraw upon their methods to review definitions of SC/CC.

Philosopher HWB Joseph proposed six rules for constructing a sound definition that we believe are highly relevant to
defining SC and CC clearly:

1. Capture the essence of what is being defined.

2. Provide distinguishing features so instances can be identified.

3. Becommensurate—apply to everything in the category and nothing outside it.
4. Avoid circularity (don’t define a term by itself).

5. Use positive terms rather than negatives.

6. Avoid obscure or figurative language.

For example, a weak definition of classroom climate might say:

“Classroom climate is the culture, atmosphere and climate in the classroom.”

This violates Rule 4 (circularity) and Rule 1 (doesn’t capture essence).

Synthesising definitions from literature involves moving beyond listing them or indicating the most frequent definitions to
identifying patterns, overlaps, distinctions and gaps. This is anticipated toinclude:

1. Grouping by Conceptual Focus

Organise definitions according to whether they emphasise content (what school/classroom climate is), process
(how itis enacted), or purpose (why it matters). This mirrors the “what, how, why” coding used in the Gillett-Swan
et al. (2025) review.
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2. Mapping Common Features and Divergences
Create a matrix to compare definitions across dimensions such as scope (schoolvs classroom), framing
(psychological, sociological, policy), and attributes (e.g., relationships, safety, teaching practices). This helps
reveal which elements recur and which are contested. We will also explore whether one definition of each
concept holds across different phases and fits the English education system.

3. Applying Definitional Criteria
Assess each definition against agreed criteria (e.g., SC/CC focused adaptations of Joseph’srules) to determine

whether it captures the essence of the concept, avoids circularity, and uses clear, positive language. This step
highlights which definitions are robust and which are partial or descriptive.

4. Developing anIntegrative Framework
Use insights from the comparisonto propose a conceptualframework orumbrella definition that accommodates

essential features while distinguishing subtypes. For example, SC might be positioned as an overarching
construct with CC as a nested component. This willmove beyond definitions located inreviews, to consider
existingmodels and frameworks. If the synthesis indicatesthat SCand CC cannot be meaningfully integrated into
a single framework, we will produce separate outputs for each construct to preserve conceptual clarity.

5. VisualRepresentation
Where possible to aid clarity, we will diagram relationships (e.g., umbrella structure) to show how different
conceptualisations fit together. This may involve drawing upon or adapting existing models and frameworks
located inincluded studies. For an example from Gillett-Swan et al.’s review, see Appendix 4.

The synthesis will therefore produce:
e Acomprehensive map of existing definitions and their characteristics.
e Ananalysis of definitional gaps and inconsistencies.

e Aproposed framework or set of criteria for defining SC and CC, supporting greater conceptual clarity and
consistency

This synthesis helps answer Review Question 1 (How are school climate and classroom climate defined inthe literature,
how are they related yet distinct from similar constructs, and what conceptualframework can clarify their key domains,
dimensions, and interrelationship?).

Synthesis 2: We willuse Causal Chain Analysis (CCA), which has been well used in theory-based systematic reviews
(Kneale et al., 2018; White, 2018). Causal chain analysis will guide the construction of a logic modelin our theory-based
review because it provides a structured way to hypothesise and depict the links between intervention components,
contextualfactors, and outcomes. We will map initial evidence along these causal chains to identify where effects occur,
where assumptions hold, and where gaps exist in relation to SC/CC, ensuring that the resulting logic modelis both
evidence-informed and policy-relevant. This approach enhances transparency and helps explain how and under what
conditions SC/CC interventions work. This will be further assessed in Review 2.

To construct a logic model using CCA principles, we will use the output of synthesis 1 to start with clear definitions of SC
and CC.Thenwe will use our included literature tohelp conceptualise how SC/CC interventionsare theorised to influence
outcomes. Following guidance from White (2018) and Kneale et al. (2018), we willwork backwards from distal outcomes
toidentify intermediate steps, outputs, and assumptions. We will map hypothesised causal pathways, articulate
underlying assumptions, and consider contextualfactors such as teacher practices, peer relationships, and school
policies. The initial modelwillbe grounded in the literature, drawing on TMFMs and review findings to ensure plausibility
and relevance. If SC and CC cannot be combined into a single conceptual framework, we will develop separate logic
modelsfor each constructtomaintain clarity and relevance. An example logic model constructed in this way from Kneale
etal. (2018) canbe seenin Appendix 5.
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We will use included literature to populate the model with evidence-informed links. This process will allow us to identify
gaps, potential moderators, and unintended effects, ensuring the modelremains transparent and adaptable. We will
document decisions and seekinput from our advisory group to strengthen validity and usability for subsequent
refinement and testing of the logic modelin Review 2.

The steps for drafting the logic model following CCA willinclude:

1. Define the scope: Use the systematic review of definitions synthesis to clarify what is meant by “school climate”
and “classroom climate” (e.g. dimensions, constructs).

2. Identify distal outcomes: Specify the ultimate goals (e.g., academic achievement, pupil wellbeing).

3. Workbackwards: intermediate outcomes and outputs (e.g., engagement, teacher-student relationships).
4. Map intervention components: Use dimensions indicated inincluded studies.

5. Articulate assumptions: Note conditions required for links to hold (e.g., fidelity, cultural context).

6. Include contextualfactors: Identify moderators (e.g., socioeconomic status, pupil phase).

7. Record supporting evidence: Extract findings from TMFMs and reviews to justify each link.

8. Represent complexity asrelevant: Incorporate feedback loops, multiple pathways, and potential unintended
effects.

9. Document gaps and uncertainties: Highlight areas where evidence is weak or absent based onreviews and
TMFMs.

10. Iterate and validate: Revise the model as new insights emerge; consider advisory group review for relevance.

By synthesising evidence across studies, CCAwill help us predict notjustwhether SC/CC interventionswork, but how and
why they work, for whom, and underwhat conditions. This can then be assessed inintervention literature in Review 2. This
synthesis helps answer Review Question 2 (What organisational, relational, and contextual factors shape effective school
and classroom climates, and how do these factors — and their outcomes - differ across schools and classrooms serving
diverse pupilgroups?).

Reporting

The evidence review finalreport will present methods and findings for both reviews in full. The finalreport willbe
structured in a similar way to this protocol with overall background and rationale and evidence review objectives. It will
then present methods and finding for each review in turn. The final report will have a discussion and conclusion chapter
which will bring together key messages from across the reviews that indicate overalljudgements on the quality (or
certainty) of the evidence base for a finding or recommendation.

Although there will not be an earlier, separate written report of Review 1, the key outputs from the synthesis outlined
above will be shared with EEF and our advisory group for feedback. This willbe important because the conceptualisation
of SC/CC and the logic model willdetermine what is in scope for Review 2. It will also highlight where primary intervention
researchisrequired — either to test the causallinks proposed in the logic model or to address gaps revealed in the review
and conceptualliterature.

Registration

Once finalised, this protocol will be published on the EEF website. We will maintain a record of any amendments to the
protocolthat are made and update thiswhen we producethe protocolfor Review 2. That protocol will therefore add to this
one with such updates.
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Timeline

A high-leveltimeline isincluded below with a more detailed timeline provided in Appendix 6.
Table 1: Timeline

Dates Activity Staff responsible / leading
December - January 2026 Publish Protocol DM
December — January 2026 Run Search AB/DM
January - February 2026 Study selection DM and research team
February 2026 Data extraction and quality appraisal DM and research team
March 2026 Descriptive synthesis DM and research team
March 2026 Definitions synthesis DM
March - May 2026 CCA logic modelling DM
April - May 2026 Review 1 outputs DM

Team

The Review 1 team and their roles are listed below. Allmembers are from the University of Exeter.

DarrenMoore - Project oversight, supervise researchers, methods designand analysis across reviews. Lead report writing
with editing support from all

Eleni Dimitrellou - Systematic review methods, Quality assurance, Interpretation of findings, socioemotional learning and
belonging expertise

Alison Bethel - Information Specialist. Search strategy design and execution, systematic review methods

Simon Benham-Clarke — Researcher: study selection, data extraction, quality appraisal, synthesis.

Katherine Gulliver — Researcher: study selection, data extraction, quality appraisal, synthesis.

To be Recruited — Researcher: study selection, data extraction, quality appraisal, synthesis.

Tom Ralph -disadvantaged pupils expertise, school engagement, knowledge translation, interpretation of findings
NeilHarrison - Trauma-Informed Expertise, interpretation of findings

We have established an advisory group to guide the design and interpretation of the review. This group brings together
expertsinSC research, evidence synthesis methods, and practicalimplementation in schools. It also includes education
leadersand a youthadvisory panelto ensure that findings are relevant, feasible, and informed by real-world perspectives.
We will engage group members flexibly and therefore are unlikely to hold meetings of the whole, diverse group. We will
share emerginginsights with the advisory group throughoutthe projectto help refine the logic model and identify the most
promising approaches forimproving SC and CC in the English educational context.

Conflicts of interest

The work described in this protocolis being undertaken by researchers at the University of Exeter and funded by the EEF.
The views expressed are those of the authors and not necessarily those of the EEF. There are no conflicts of interest to
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Appendices

Appendix 1: Example Search Strategy (APA PsycINFO)

APA PsyclInfo <1806 to January 2026 Week 2>

1 ((class™ or kinderg* preschool* or pre school* or school*) adj3 (climate* or culture*)).ti,ab. 13124

2 ((class™ or school*) adj2 (belong* or connect* or engage*)).ti,ab. 9095

3 (environment* adj2 (class* or school*)).ti,ab. 13671

4 (climate* or culture™).ti,ab. 227991

5 3and 4 1837

6 exp School Environment/27135

7 1or2or50r6 43911

8 review*.ti. 207598

9 ("meta-analys?s" or metaanalys?s).tw. 61312

10 (data adj extraction).ab. 4338

11 (evidence adj2 map*).ti,ab. 386

12 ((collaborative or evidence or integrative or interpretive or meta or mapping or mixed method* or narrative* or
qualitative* or quantitative or rapid or scoping or systematic* or systematized) adj2 review*).ab. 90159

13 ((evidence orintegrative orinterpretive or mixed method* or narrative* or qualitative* or quantitative or thematic)
adj2 synthesis*).ti,ab. 8684

14 exp "literature review"/ 24026

15 8or9or10or11or12or13or14 293195

16 7and 15 1348

17 ((climate* or culture*) adj3 (assess* or concept* or framework* or instrument* or measure* or model* or
questionnaire* or survey* ortheor* or tool*)).ti,ab.14755

18 (environment* adj2 (assess* or concept* or framework* orinstrument* or measure* or model* or questionnaire*
or survey* or theor* or tool*)).ti,ab. 11702

19 (assess* or concept* or framework™* orinstrument* or measure* ormodel* or questionnaire* or survey* or theor*
or tool*).ti. 638270

20 (climate* or culture* or environment*).ti. 110068

21 19 and 20 11984

22 170r18 0r21 33771

23 7 and 22 2687

24 16 or 233965
Schoolclimate and classroom climate terms

Reviewterms
Theory, model, framework, measure terms
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Appendix 2: Example Model of School Climate (Wang & Degol, 2016)
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Figure 1. The conceptualization and categorization of school climate. From Wang & Dewol (2016).
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Appendix 3: Example Measure of School Climate (WHITS; Aldridge & Ala’l, 2013)

What’s Happening In this School? (WHITS) Questionnaire

1. Teacher Support

s senost AlmOSt always
1 2 3 4 5

1. Teachers know my name.

2. Teachers try to understand my problems. 1 2 3 4 5
3. Teachers listen to me. 1 2 3 4 5
4. Teachers take an interest in my background. 1 2 3 4 5
59 Teachers treat me fairly. 1 2 3 4 5
6. Teachers support me when | have problems. 1 2 3 4 5
7. Teachers go out of their way to address my needs. 1 2 3 4 5
8. Teachers are willing to listen to my problems.

2. Peer connectedness

1 2 3 4 5

10. | get along with other students.

11. | belong to a group of friends. 1 2 3 4 5
12. I make friends with students from different backgrounds. 1 2 3 4 5
13. | socialize with students from different cultures. 1 2 3 4 5
14. Students talk to me. 1 2 3 4 5
15. Students support me. 1 2 3 4 5
16. Students help me. 1 2 3 4 5
17. | feel accepted by other students. 1 2 3 4 5

3. Schoolconnectedness

i sehost - AlmOSt always
1 2 3 4 5

18. | look forward to coming to school.
19. | enjoy being at school. 1 2 3 4 5
20. | feel accepted by adults. 1 2 3 4 5
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21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

| feelincluded at school.

| feel welcome.

| am part of a community.

| am respected.

| am valued.

Affirming diversity

At this school ...

My cultural background is valued.

Days that are important to my culture are recognized.

| am encouraged to understand the culture of others.

My background is known by students and teachers.

| am taught about the background of others.

Religious days that are relevant to me are recognized as being important.

My culture is understood.

My cultural background is respected by students.

Rule clarity

At this school ...

The rules at this school are clear to me.

The school rules help me to feel safe.

School rules protect me.

The rules make it clear to me that certain behaviours are unacceptable.

I understand why the school rules are in place.

| know the school rules.

| am required to follow the rules at this school.

Teachers help me to follow the rules at this school.

Reporting and seeking help

At this school ...

| can report bad behaviour to school officials.

School and classroom climate

Review 1 - Concept

1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4
1 2 3 4

e always
1 2 3 4 5

5

21



43.

44.

45.

46.

47.

48.

49.

| am encouraged to report incidents.

I am confident to talk to a teacher if | am bullied.

| am encouraged to report bullying.

| know how to report problems.

| can report incidents without others finding out.

Itis okay to tell a teacher if | feel unsafe.

| am able to seek counselling.

School and classroom climate

Review 1 - Concept

3 4
3 4
3 4
3 4
3 4
3 4
3 4

Table 1. What’s Happening In this School? (WHITS) Questionnaire. From Aldridge & Ala’l (2013).
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Appendix 4: Example of Synthesised Definition of Rights Education (Gillett-Swan et al., 2025)

A systematic review of definitions of rights education for children: Children's rights education (CRE), children's
human rights education (CHRE), and other rights education subtypes

ehts Educay;
igh atio, -
| Main
sub-types
Democracy Education Civics Education

Citizenship Education > Examples of common
Moral Education secondary sub-types

Child Rights and Democracy Education J

Figure 2. The umbrella of terms. From Gillett-Swan et al. (2025)
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Appendix 5: Example Logic Model from a Review of School-Based Asthma Interventions (Kneale

etal., 2018)

School-based self-management educational interventions for asthma in children and adolescents Of chronic disease in chidren, asthma accounts
for most school absences, emergency admissions, and disproportionately impacts upon children from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. The school
environment, offers an environment to develop self-care strategies among adolescents and children.

Cuntpants:

Child's Knowledge, behaviour and skills

of astma and asthma

~Agherence 1o agreed medical

regme
~Avodance of risky behaviouns/ stuations (€.g. smoking)

Famay Knowledge

-Knowledge abou! asthma and how 10 assist management

Teachers' Knowledge and skills

Knawedge about asthma symploms and management

External Comext and School
Healih polickes and rameworks schooldevel outputs:
-Health syslems and funding ~School pokcs around
-Sefing and charactensics of school asthma
{primary vs secondary etc) .
Intervention inputs |
design characteristics
Resources
~Teachers'instnucions Co-desgniengagement sirateges
-Traning %o teachers’ nstnacions p— i, of Health P
Malerns provided 10 deliver Alances Geveloped
whervention -Deltvery 10 aF chekdren or those with ;
asthma aone
Theory and Ams <Famiy invoivement in infervenson
Theoretc bosis Techniques used
Teadher of Fstnucir ko
~Imegranion into educational dayrcumadum
-Indvadual or group delvery
A
Core elements of intervention
(scene/all)
1. Reinforcement of reguiar lung i
function Child-tevel moderators.
2. Emghass on self-management
pracics and behaviour -Severy of ashma
3. Renforcement of regutar dialogue ~Ageigendes
with health practitoners Presence of
4. Instruction in inhaer 1 “Socieconamic v Socio-
5. Renforcementprovsion of ashma demographic fackrs
management plan
6. Emphass on approprate use of
Terapes
7. Emphass on appropnate use of e e
requix sreventer Serpies | Process Metrics !
8. Nongphamacclogcs | AdverenceF sty H
| -Acceptabaty 1
| -Refevarce H
1 Gualty of Inlervention provided H
| -inensiy {
 Amrtion H
| Rec and rogs i

Child level distal
outcomes:

Figure 2. Logic Model for a Review of School Based Asthma Interventions. From Kneale et al. (2018).
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Appendix 6: Detailed Review Timeline

Timeline

2025

2027

November|

December

January

February

March

April

May

June

July

August

September

October

November

December

January

February

March

April

Set-up

Recruit Researcherls

Advisory Group Meetings

|

|

EEF/Exater Meetings

Review 1 - Concept

Protocol (alzo outlines Review 2}

Searching

00

Study selection

Data extraction

Critical Appraisal

Descriptive Synthesis

Definitions Synthesis

CCA Logic Modelling

Review 1 Dutputs

Review 2 - Impact

Protocel (amends previous)

Searching

Study selection

Data extraction

Critical Appraisal

Descriptive Synthesis

QcA

Narrative Syntheses

Equity Synthesis

Review 2 Outputs

Logic Modeling

Final Report write up

Other Dissemination
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