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ABSTRACT
BACKGROUND: The school climate concept has been promising, but has long-standing critiques that have not been
adequately addressed to date. The School as a Protective Factor approach represents one attempt to offer a new approach that
builds on and extends beyond the concept of school climate while addressing previously identified limitations.

CONTRIBUTIONS TO THEORY: The School as a Protective Factor approach offers a new framework for conceptualizing,
measuring, and establishing protective school social and learning environments that co-promote academic achievement and
student health in schools, especially student mental health and substance use/abuse prevention. This new framework includes
clear definitions, explicit goals, firmly established constructs, validated measures, and an intentionally parsimonious approach
that prioritizes the implementation of well-established, high-impact constructs.

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR SCHOOL HEALTH POLICY, PRACTICE, AND EQUITY: The School as a
Protective Factor approach presents a simple, easy-to-use means of ensuring a school social environment that meets the
developmental, academic, and health needs of all children and adolescents while maximizing protection across a range of
desired outcomes. Perhaps most importantly, it does so in a manner that is manageable and easily integrated into every aspect of
schooling, resonates with the practical experience of school personnel, and includes brief, effective, and free measurement tools.
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Schools represent an important environment for stu-
dent learning, growth, and development in modern

society. Exposure to thoughtfully and strategically con-
structed school environments can protect children and
adolescents from threats to their academic achieve-
ment, health, wellbeing, and life success while they are
students and over the course of their lives.1-4 Likewise,
exposure to inadequately conceived or poorly devel-
oped school environments can be a source of harm
or increased risk.5-7 As such, students and families
benefit from school personnel and educational poli-
cymakers who understand the importance of healthy
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school social environments, including which elements
of the environment confer the greatest overall bene-
fits to students. These benefits are maximized when
school personnel and educational policymakers have
a simple and cost-effective means of measuring and
monitoring the most essential elements of the school
social environment and intentionally build schools that
strengthen those elements for all students.

Previous research demonstrates that time spent
in the school setting can be associated with benefits,
harm, or mixed outcomes depending on a range
of characteristics associated with a particular school
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setting.4,8-10 The quality of the school social envi-
ronment has been associated with outcomes likely
to contribute to lifelong health and wellbeing via
the role of schools as a social determinant of health;
for example, academic achievement,2 graduation
rates,2 attendance,3 literacy, and the lifelong impact
of academic success on post-secondary education,1

career success, and future socioeconomic status.4

Likewise, the quality of the school environment has
been associated with health decision-making during
adolescence including decisions related to alcohol and
other drug use/abuse,5,11,12 sexual behavior,13 and
bullying, as well as adolescent health and wellbeing
outcomes such as rates of depression, anxiety, conduct
disorder, and suicide attempts and completion.14

Although the quality of the school social environment
never provides a complete explanation for these
outcomes, it contributes in a manner that should not
be overlooked and that should be addressed along
with other important factors.

Over the past 30 years, the concept of school climate
has frequently been used to frame discussions related
to the school environment and efforts to document
perceptions of ‘‘the quality and character of life in
schools.’’15-21 Although establishing the priority of
ensuring a positive school climate has been a helpful
part of expanding the efforts of school professionals
to promote student health and wellbeing, there are
some limitations associated with the school climate
concept.17-21 At a minimum, these limitations include:

1 The vagueness of the school climate concept
overall, including the lack of a broadly accepted
definition.15,17,21

2 Vague connections between the school climate
concept and the goals of schools, needs of students,
and hopes of families.19

3 The use of inconsistent sets of constructs associated
with school climate that often overlap with each
other conceptually and rarely include descriptions
of relationships between constructs.18

4 A lack of parsimony or selectivity when conceptu-
alizing and/or measuring school climate that fails
to prioritize the elements of the school environ-
ment that consistently make the most significant
contributions to positive outcomes.17,20,21

5 Using unwieldly tools to measure and monitor
school climate that can be expensive to deliver and
hard to interpret.18,21

6 An overall approach that is seldom fully integrated
with how schools operate and how education is
delivered; as such, efforts to promote a positive
school climate are often perceived as something
‘‘extra to do,’’ instead of being easily integrated into
decisions made within the school day.18

Addressing these limitations offers opportunities
to build on and grow past the foundation provided

by previous work on school climate and to extend
that work into a new, more cohesive, integrated,
and parsimonious way of conceptualizing the school
social and learning environment. To that end, this
two-part series of papers focuses on: (a) establishing
a new conceptual framework for the School as a
Protective Factor approach that clearly defines and
describes key concepts associated with this approach,
(b) developing and validating a brief survey that
selectively measures key aspects of the school social
and learning environment using the School as a Protective
Factor framework, and (c) assessing the influence of
School as a Protective Factor constructs on key indicators
related to adolescent academic achievement, health
decision-making, and wellbeing. This article focuses
on establishing a conceptual framework for the School
as a Protective Factor approach. Its companion article,
also published in this issue of the journal, will focus
on validating a brief tool used to measure School as a
Protective Factor a.

THE THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS OF SCHOOL AS A
PROTECTIVE FACTOR

It is important to note that School as a Protective
Factor is not school climate or an attempt to refine
or redefine the school climate concept. Instead, it is a
new way of conceptualizing how to maximize student
connection in schools in a manner that contributes
to positive academic, health, and life outcomes. In
that way, it best aligns with and expands on work
related to school connectedness begun by Resnick
et al.7 School as a Protective Factor does share some
elements commonly associated with the school climate
concept and has used previous research on school
climate to inform this new orientation and approach,
including addressing the previously listed limitations
of school climate. However, the School as a Protective
Factor approach differs from school climate as it builds
on and extends the concept in the many ways outlined
below. As such, the School as a Protective Factor approach
can be thought of as one proposal for how to move
beyond the historic limitations of the school climate
concept and to reorient and refocus efforts to improve
the social and learning environment in schools.

The School as a Protective Factor approach was
developed to complement the Icelandic Model for
Preventing Adolescent Substance Use (IPM)22-24 and, as
such, is grounded in classical sociological theory.
Although School as a Protective Factor was developed
to complement the IPM by providing a conceptual
framework for measuring and intervening in the
school social and learning environment, it is also
separate from the IPM and can be used independently
or alongside a wide range of contemporary models
of coordinated school health. The broader theoretical
foundation for School as a Protective Factor is outlined in
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the 5 foundational principles below and is also depicted
as a part of Figure 3.

Foundational Principle 1. Young people are likely to
reflect the total social environments in which they grow and
develop.22,24,25 This approach recognizes that the total
social environment matters and gives rise to increased
or decreased probabilities of a range of behaviors and
outcomes. For example, if a group of young people are
raised in a total social environment high in risk factors
and low in protective factors associated with low
academic achievement, substance use/abuse, and poor
mental health, then they are more likely to struggle
with undesirable outcomes in each of those areas.
However, if the same group of young people were
raised in a total social environment low in risk factors
and high in protective factors for these outcomes,
then they would be more likely to enjoy higher rates
of academic achievement, lower rates of substance
use/abuse, and better mental health.26 Therefore,
creating total social environments that are low in
risk factors and high in protective factors comprises
an essential strategy for ensuring positive outcomes
related to academic achievement, student health and
wellbeing, and life success at the community and
population levels. This idea is well-supported by
the CDC’s Health Impact Pyramid26 which prioritizes
creating environments in which healthy decisions and
outcomes are the default option.4

Foundational Principle 2. Young people’s total social
environment consists of 4 social domains and each social
domain makes an important contribution to their overall
academic, health, and life outcomes. The theoretical
framework supporting School as a Protective Factor
recognizes that young people are largely influenced
by 4 social domains that, taken together, account for
most of their total social environment (see Figure 1).
These social domains include the family domain,
the school domain, the leisure time domain, and
the peer domain.22-24 Within each family’s social
domain, young people encounter a range of risk and
protective factors. Therefore, it is important to support
policy, practice, and institutions that make it easier for
families to confer maximum protection and minimize
risk for their children across a range of possible
outcomes within that domain. Likewise, within each
young person’s peer domain, they experience a
range of risk and protective factors and benefit from
policy, practice, and institutions that reduce risk
and enhance protection in the peer environment.
This principle is true across all 4 social domains,
including the leisure time domain and the school
domain.

Foundational Principle 3. Although it is possible to identify
risk and protective factors that are commonly influential for
each social domain, it is also important to determine the
relative impact of those risk and protective factors across
cultures, diverse settings, and within individual communities

Figure 1. Conceptual Model of Total Social Environment and
the 4 Domains

and build social environments that are tailored to each school
in the context of its community. Identifying which risk
and protective factors are most likely to contribute
to a desired outcome or set of desired outcomes for
each domain represents an important first step in
creating environments that support student growth
and development.22,27 However, although many risk
and protective factors remain salient across settings
and cultures, the relative impact of risk and protective
factors can differ substantially by culture, setting, or
even by individual school or neighborhood setting.20

Therefore, identifying near-universal, high-leverage
risk and protective factors that can be monitored
across cultures and diverse settings is important,28

but so is routinely using simple diagnostics to evaluate
the relative contribution of each risk and protective
factor to desired outcomes within individual school
communities.

As such, it may be important to note that the
goal of School as a Protective Factor is not to create
one universal social environment meant to work for
every student in every school across all cultures.
Instead, the goal of School as a Protective Factor is
to identify and monitor a set of risk and protective
factors that are commonly impactful across cultures
and diverse settings, then to isolate and prioritize the
most salient risk and protective factors within a specific
school community, and to use that understanding
to build the social environment most likely to
produce positive outcomes for students attending that
school.

Foundational Principle 4. Although each social domain
matters to each individual, individuals are most likely to
reflect the net impact of their total social environment;
therefore, strengthening all 4 social domains—the family,
school, leisure time, and peer domains—represents the
best form of protection. Protection in one domain
can be offset by risk in another; likewise, risk in

Journal of School Health • November 2024, Vol. 94, No. 11 • 1097
© 2024 The Author(s). Journal of School Health published by Wiley Periodicals LLC on behalf of American School Health Association.

 17461561, 2024, 11, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/josh.13490 by R

H
-net, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [30/10/2026]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



one domain can be offset by protection in another.
Therefore, when working toward the goal of ensuring
student health, wellbeing, and success, thoughtful
coordination across all 4 social domains is essential.7,29

Modern society is so complex that the responsible
parties in a single domain can rarely be held solely
accountable for student outcomes within that domain
or for solving any large-scale social problem alone.
For example, problems related to adolescent substance
use/abuse or poor academic achievement at the
community level are seldom due to the efforts of
schools alone or families alone, but are more likely to
reflect net risk and protection across the total social
environment.

Therefore, strengthening individual social domains
is essential, but often insufficient. Although, a strong
family environment may offset the negative effects of
a weak school environment in some cases, in other
cases it may not. Therefore, the most reliable course
of action involves supporting and strengthening all
4 of the social domains that influence children and
adolescents. Further, it suggests that young people are
likely to benefit when stakeholders from each domain
support and cooperate with each other while avoiding
undermining each other’s efforts or competing in
unproductive ways.

As such, effectively engaging key stakeholders
across domains represents a non-negotiable priority
for ensuring the health, wellbeing, and success of
the whole child. Likewise, engaging and empowering
responsible adults who are willing to hold themselves
accountable for the social environments they create
for young people comprises an essential part of
strengthening the total social environment in which
young people grow and develop. And, perhaps most
importantly, it represents a more reasonable and
sustainable approach to ensuring student health
and success than expecting individual young people
to be ‘‘resilient’’ and overcome the inadequate
environments adults have created for them, especially
when young people typically have far less power and
resources than the adults who create/co-create their
environments (eg, policy makers, parents/caregivers,
school teachers, and administrators).

Foundational Principle 5. The profile of risk and protective
factors within a domain will give rise to multiple types
of harm or benefits. The unique profile of risk and
protective factors within a specific environment or
social domain will give rise to a broad set of likely
academic, health, and life outcomes within that social
domain. For example, young people who report low-
quality relationships with adults and peers across all 4
social domains are more likely to drop out of school,
engage in high-risk health behavior, and to struggle
with their mental health.10 Conversely, young people
who report strong relationships across all 4 domains
with adults and peers are more likely to graduate from

school, make better health decisions, and enjoy better
mental health.11 In this way, the social environments
young people grow and develop in can contribute to
multiple forms of risk or multiple forms of protection.
As such, there is value in understanding the holistic
impact of improving environments for young people
and identifying risk and protective factors associated
with preventing multiple types of harm and promoting
multiple types of protection.

This principle may be especially important in the
school setting, where school personnel and educational
policymakers often make choices about how to deploy
limited resources to support academic success or
student wellbeing. Instead, this principle suggests
that academic success and student wellbeing are
often connected, and that there will frequently be
options that support academic success and student
wellbeing at the same time while using a single action.
Although there will always be needs that cannot be
addressed using this approach, leveraging strategies
that reduce multiple risks and increase multiple
protections at the same time will provide a promising
and cost-effective way to address many needs within a
school.

DEFINITION, GOALS, AND ORGANIZING PRINCIPLES OF
SCHOOL AS A PROTECTIVE FACTOR

School as a Protective Factor can be defined as a
systematic approach to creating a school social and
learning environment low in student risk factors and
high in student protective factors through maximizing
their connections to (a) their motivation to learn
and grow, (b) supportive adults at school, and (c)
supportive peers at school.

The overarching goal of the School as a Protective
Factor approach is to simultaneously improve student
outcomes related to (1) academic achievement, (2)
health and high-risk decision-making, (3) mental
health and emotional wellbeing, and (4) overall
life success by identifying and addressing key risk
and protective factors commonly associated with all
those desired outcomes.7,30 The School as a Protective
Factor approach looks at the school community and
the students within that community holistically and
leverages opportunities to efficiently support multiple
desired outcomes at the same time.

Achieving the goals of School as a Protective Factor
requires aligning in-school efforts to select strategies
and approaches that provide multiple benefits to
students simultaneously and reject narratives that
attempt to force a false choice between academic
rigor or student wellbeing.31 Figure 2 illustrates the
strategic importance of aligning multiple activities in
a manner that impacts multiple desired outcomes.
Achievement, engagement, self-discovery, and growth
are all required for student wellbeing. Healthy students
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Figure 2. Spectrum of Alignment Across Activities and Outcomes

are more likely to be present and ready to achieve,
learn, and grow.1 Aligning efforts to address these
goals simultaneously acknowledges the developmental
reality that these goals are mutually reinforcing. As
such, routinely addressing them independently or in
isolation from each other will likely contribute to less
desirable outcomes across all goals. At a minimum,
addressing them independently is likely to stretch
limited resources in a manner that makes school
operations unmanageable and unsustainable for the
school workforce.

The key organizing principle of the School as a
Protective Factor approach focuses on improving the
school social environment in a manner that is fully
integrated with how schools operate on a day-to-
day basis. As such, this approach emphasizes how to
conduct the essential work of schooling, not creating
new work or resource requirements. The School as a
Protective Factor approach encourages school personnel
to think about how to welcome students to school,
teach classes, conduct assemblies, coach teams, support
artists, feed, and transport students in a manner
that confers maximum protection to students. Some
schools may choose to add new initiatives as part
of this work, but doing so is not required or the
emphasis of the approach. Instead, the emphasis is on
integration within existing activities, which requires
school professionals and educational policy-makers to
ask how they might reduce student risk and increase
student protection as a part of every decision that is
made in a school while serving our students, their
families, and the community-at-large. This approach
is not meant to be done in some classes by some
teachers for a short while. Instead, it consists of an
operating philosophy that guides every aspect of the
school and school policy throughout the school day, by

each school professional regardless of their role, across
the school year.

THE KEY CONSTRUCTS OF SCHOOL AS A PROTECTIVE FACTOR

School as a Protective Factor consists of 3 key constructs
composed of 3-6 defining characteristics each, with
each characteristic providing insight into how to
increase the quality and power of connections within
each construct. A summary of these key constructs,
questions that measure each characteristic, and a
depiction of relationships between these constructs
and the foundational principles can be found in Table 1
and Figure 3.

The first construct consists of school community-
level reports of Connections to the Motivation to Learn and
Grow. Students who are connected to their motivation
to learn and grow report higher perceptions of the
following characteristics: (1) relevance of school to life,
(2) effort/engagement, (3) self-discovery, (4) growth,
(5) enjoyment, and (6) clear connections to a positive
future. The school environment reflects a higher level
of Connections to the Motivation to Learn and Grow as
a larger percentage of the school community rates
their perceptions of these characteristics at high levels
consistently over time.

The other 2 constructs consist of school community-
level reports of Connection to Supportive Adults at School
and Connection to Supportive Peers at School. Students who
are connected to supportive adults at school report
higher perceptions of the following characteristics:
(1) caring, (2) fairness, (3) safety, and (4) awareness
and responsiveness. Students who are connected to
supportive peers at school report higher perceptions of
the following characteristics: (1) students in the school-
at-large being nice to each other, (2) having friends
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Table 1. Key Constructs, Characteristics, and Questions
Measuring School as a Protective Factor

Construct 1: Connection to Motivation to Learn and Grow

Characteristics Associated
with Construct 1

Questions Measuring this
Characteristic Include

a Relevance My school is helping me achieve goals that
matter to me

b Self-discovery My school helps me discover things I’m
good at doing

c Growth orientation At least one thing I do at my school makes
me want to be the best I can be

d Engagement/effort I try my best in school
e Pathways to a positive

future
Doing my best in school now will help me

have a good life when I’molder
f Fun and enjoyment I have a good time participating in activities

at my school

Construct 2: Connection to Supportive Relationships with Adults at School

Characteristics Associated
with Construct 2

Questions Measuring this
Characteristic Include

a Caring The adults at my school care about me
b Fair The adults at my school are fair and

kind to me
c Safe It is safe to be around the adults at my

school
d Aware and responsive The adults at my school notice when

I’mhaving a hard time and offer to
help me

Construct 3: Connection to Supportive Relationships with Friends and Peers
at School

Characteristics Associated
with Construct 3

Questions Measuring this
Characteristic Include

a Friend(s) who care I have friends at school that care
about me

b Friend(s) try their best at school My friends think we should try our
best at school

c Kindness in the school-at-large The students at my school are nice to
each other

who care about them, and (3) having friends who try
their best at school. The school environment reflects
higher levels of Connections to the Supportive Adults and
Peers as a larger percentage of the school community
rates their perceptions of these characteristics at high
levels consistently over time.

Together, these 3 constructs are mutually rein-
forcing with improvements in connection to any 1
construct making it increasingly possible to improve
connections to the other constructs. Additionally,
increasing the collective level of connection to all 3
constructs increases the likelihood of creating a school
social and learning environment that is rich in growth-
promoting relationships and growth-promoting learn-
ing experiences.

In the school environment, growth-promoting rela-
tionships are composed of relationships between the

adults that work or volunteer at the school and other
students, both friends and the broader peer group.
Growth-promoting relationships are characterized
by safety, caring, kindness, support, meaningful
engagement in learning, and connecting young people
to a meaningful future. All students should be able to
report learning in an environment in which the adults
at school who care about them and can help them
with school problems. Likewise, all students should
be able to report learning in an environment in which
students are generally nice to each other and in which
they have friends at school who care about them and
believe it is important to do well academically.

In the school environment, growth-promoting
learning experiences consist of authentic and pow-
erful curricular and extracurricular opportunities
in which students become fully absorbed, engaged,
and invested in what they are doing and achieving,
individually and together. Growth-promoting learning
experiences connect students to their motivation to
learn and grow by incorporating the 6 elements listed
above into teaching, extracurricular, and afterschool
activities as well as the general operations of the
school. Growth-promoting learning experiences are
meaningful to students from their point of view
and are often authentic sources of accomplishment,
self-discovery, and self-definition. For example, when
observing a school, a visitor might ask students to
show them work they are proud of having done. Any
enthusiastic response by a student that involves them
insisting the visitor come see what they have accom-
plished is likely to have successfully incorporated
elements associated with growth-promoting learning
experiences into that project.

Growth-promoting learning experiences can be
included in any aspect of the school, including
extracurricular and afterschool activities. Extracurric-
ular activities often engage students in authentically
meaningful ways and spur growth. For example,
imagine the pride and ownership that accompa-
nies participation in many well-constructed athletic
teams; music, theater, and art productions; academic
clubs/competitions such as debate team, moot court, or
STEM competitions; service clubs; and student govern-
ment and planning/preparing events meant to build
community in the school.

Growth-promoting relationships and growth-
promoting learning experiences are mutually
reinforcing and together can contribute to stronger
connections to the motivation to learn and grow,
supportive adults at school, and supportive peers at
school. Likewise, connections to the motivation to
learn and grow, supportive adults at school, and sup-
portive peers at school are also mutually reinforcing
and together can contribute to improved academic
achievement, health and high-risk decision-making,
health and wellbeing, and life outcomes.
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Figure 3. Conceptual Model of the School as a Protective Factor Approach

ADDITIONAL ASSUMPTIONS OF SCHOOL AS A PROTECTIVE
FACTOR

Assumption 1. Educational institutions as a reflection
of community values. The School as a Protective Factor
approach also recognizes schools as important com-
munity institutions that reflect: (a) a community’s care
for its children, (b) a community’s investment in its
children’s current and future learning, growth, devel-
opment, wellbeing, and success, and (c) its investment
in the future of the community itself.4,31 Further, it
acknowledges the value of ensuring robust community
support for local schools and the benefits of guaran-
teeing that schools are strong enough to deliver on the
goals they have been entrusted to achieve.

In many cases, communities invest in schools as
an institution with the expectation that schools will
maximize the human potential of the community’s
young people—both the individual human potential
of each student and human potential within the
community as a whole. In the best cases, schools
help maximize individual potential by expanding the
possibilities for each student by passing down critical
knowledge and skills that have been accumulated and
valued by society over time; helping students discover
and deploy their unique talents, gifts, and powers; and
connecting them to society in a positive, productive,
and prosocial manner (eg, gainful employment,

informed and engaged citizenship). Likewise, schools
help maximize humankind’s potential by creating
community capacity to solve complex problems
beyond the influence of individuals alone and ensuring
the ability of the community to thrive in the
present and future. For example, being able to save
a town struggling after a key industry leaves by
creating new industries and opportunities within the
community.

Whether or not it is sufficiently acknowledged,
ensuring the success of schools and students in
schools represents a critical form of primary prevention
at the community level. Doing so helps prevent
high rates of illness and premature death, poverty
and chronic underemployment, crime, low quality
of life, and a disenfranchised citizenry at both
the individual and community levels.12 As such,
most communities benefit from supporting and
strengthening institutions devoted to educating their
children and preparing them to live successful lives
as individuals and productive community members.
Adequately resourcing schools to deliver on these
expectations is essential to the success of any
school and its students, including the adequate
implementation of this approach. As such, maximizing
community support of and investments in schools
represent essential aspects of this approach.
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Assumption 2. Using school-level diagnostics to tailor
efforts to individual school communities and maximize
inclusive practice. Although previous research suggests
the salience of the 3 core constructs and their defin-
ing characteristics across multiple cultures and set-
tings,10,32-34 using individual school-level diagnostics
to properly ‘‘fit’’ the approach to each school set-
ting represents an essential part of the School as a
Protective Factor approach. Understanding the relative
contributions of each construct and characteristic at
the individual school-level allows schools to more
accurately identify and invest in the constructs and
characteristics most strongly associated with desired
outcomes at their specific school—both within and
across cultures and diverse settings. Additionally, this
approach emphasizes maximizing inclusivity by using
simple, easy to use diagnostics to assess and ensure that
all students within each school are benefiting from the
School as a Protective Factor approach. To this end, the
School as a Protective Factor-Brief survey and its subscales
have been made available in the companion article
also published in this issue of the journal. This 13-item
battery can be used free of charge by any school to
measure, diagnose, and intervene using the School as a
Protective Factor approach.

Assumption 3. The role of time. The effects of this
approach are considerably strengthened when it is
successfully implemented over time. The Icelandic
Model for Preventing Adolescent Substance Use, which
this approach complements, includes immersion in
health-promoting environments over time as a critical
step in the proper implementation of the model.22-24

Likewise, the School as a Protective Factor approach is not
a traditional program nor is it meant to be implemented
for a finite period time each year (eg, 4 weeks),
but instead the explicit goal of this approach is full
integration into the daily operations of the school for
long periods of time and preferably across every school
a student may attend over the course of their academic
progression (ie, students attend elementary, middle,
and high schools using this approach). Typically, the
quality of the school social and learning environment
is measured annually and each year goals are set
about how to further integrate the School as a Protective
Factor approach into schools’ daily operations. This
cycle of measurement, goal-setting, and improvement
is meant to be continued over long periods of time, if
not indefinitely.

A final protective function of School as a Protective
Factor includes reducing risk by immersing students in
a highly protective environment that leaves little time,
energy, or need for risky academic or health decision-
making at or after school. School environments
rich in growth-promoting learning opportunities and
growth-promoting relationships strategically ‘‘crowd
out’’ opportunities associated with underachieving
academically and risky health decision-making in the

school environment. Conversely, school environments
poor in these opportunities invite a lack of connection
that is likely to produce a sense of futility in school and
contribute to a wide range of poor academic, health,
and life outcomes.

Assumption 4. The value of parsimony and prioritizing
well-recognized, commonly valued, high-leverage targets for
intervention. It is also important to note that the School as
a Protective Factor approach was intentionally designed
with parsimony in mind. Each of the 3 key constructs
are well established in the educational, developmental,
and health promotion literature.7,10,32-34 Many school
climate-based approaches include far more constructs
or targets for intervention,33 many of which make
small or no contributions to desired outcomes.20

The School as a Protective Factor approach purposefully
includes well-recognized constructs and targets for
intervention that are reliably associated with a wide
range of desired outcomes likely to resonate with
school personnel and educational policymakers.

Using this type of parsimonious and pragmatic
approach is likely to be more manageable and better
implemented. Implementation science suggests there
is clear value in prioritizing the highest leverage
targets for intervention, especially targets that are also
well-aligned with how the personnel delivering the
approach prefer to work. Sometimes efforts meant
to be comprehensive instead create misperceptions
that suggest every element is equally important
and stretch limited time/resources in a manner that
dilutes impact. Making intentionally selective choices
that establish clear priorities helps school personnel
concentrate time and resources on the most significant
factors likely to make the largest impact on desired
outcomes. Finally, choosing to be selective made
developing a manageable measurement tool more
feasible, both in terms of the ease of delivering
a brief 13-item survey battery and increasing the
likelihood of individual schools having the capacity
to analyze any corresponding data in a manner likely
to ensure effective use in practice, especially in terms of
increasing student protection and maximizing equity.

IMPLICATIONS FOR SCHOOL HEALTH POLICY, PRACTICE, AND
EQUITY

The School as a Protective Factor offers school person-
nel and educational policymakers a new perspective
and approach that is not school climate per se, but
that builds on and extends previous work related
to school climate and school connectedness.15-21 This
new approach addresses common limitations associ-
ated with the school climate concept. It provides an
alternative approach that includes a more cohesive,
integrated, and parsimonious framework that can be
integrated into all aspects of the daily operations of
schooling. The School as a Protective Factor approach
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focuses on creating a school social environment low
in student risk factors and high in student protective
factors through maximizing their connections to (a)
their motivation to learn and grow, (b) supportive
adults at school, and (c) supportive peers at school.
Thereby maximizing student exposure and connec-
tion to an environment rich in growth-promoting
relationships and growth-promoting learning expe-
riences. The goal of School as a Protective Factor includes
limiting harm and maximizing benefits across multi-
ple outcomes related to academic achievement, health
decision-making, health and wellbeing, and life suc-
cess by targeting common risk and protective factors
within the school environment.

Although the School as a Protective Factor approach
can be implemented as part of the Icelandic Prevention
Model, it can also be used independently by any school,
school district, or school system. Additionally, School as
a Protective Factor can be used in the context of other
contemporary models of coordinated school health
such as the CDC’s Whole School, Whole Community,
Whole Child model; WHO’s Health Promoting Schools
model; and other national or international models of
coordinated school health as part of efforts designed to
improve the social and learning environment within
schools. In many cases, the School as a Protective Factor
approach is likely to be a more focused and efficient
way of improving the school social and learning
environment and can often replace traditional school
climate interventions.

Finally, as presented in the companion article found
in this issue of the journal, the School as a Protective
Factor approach includes a 13-item survey battery that
measures the 3 core constructs and their corresponding
13 defining characteristics. This free and practical
tool can be used to measure student perceptions of
the school social and learning environment, tailor
interventions to the unique needs of individual schools
and the students they serve, and to ensure that the
school social environment equitably decreases risk and
increases protection for every student in the school
community across a range of outcomes.

Conclusions
Attending school should benefit every student

and provide a degree of protection that increases
the likelihood of academic, health, and life success.
The School as a Protective Factor approach presents a
simple, easy-to-use means of ensuring a school social
environment that meets the developmental, academic,
and health needs of all children and adolescents
while maximizing protection across a range of desired
outcomes. Perhaps most importantly, it does so in
a manner that is manageable and easily integrated
into every aspect of schooling and likely to resonate
with the practical experience of school personnel and
educational policy-makers.
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