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The tool you are about to use is designed to be used both when visiting another
school and as an assessment of your own school. In each section, we will ask you
to do three things:

1. Observe: Tell us what you see.

2. Find Evidence: Record examples of what you see.

3. Ask Questions: Dig deeper. Some things in a school are easier to see
than others, that is why we include a section of 
suggested questions. We suggest that you ask ques-
tions to teachers, students, administrators and parents
(if possible) as different stake holders often have 
different opinions.

How the Tool Works

This tool is meant to serve as a guide to help students and adults begin to see real
opportunities to improve their school community. The following three steps will
help you collect data as you walk around a school:

1. Observe the Space/Activity: What Do You See?
Try to familiarize yourself with the tool. As you walk through different
spaces in the school entrance/walkways/hallways/classrooms/offices/cafete-
ria, begin by “observing.” What do you see, both in the physical environ-
ment and in the interactions between young people and young people and
adults?

2. Collect Evidence and Assess: Give Examples of What It Looks Like
Once you have observed the space/activity, look at the statements in the
tool. Based on what you see, decide which category this school falls into.
Then mark an “X” in one of the boxes under “No,” “Somewhat” or “Yes”
and write down what you see, your own “evidence” or examples.

Example: The entrance of the school is clean, open and inviting.

• No: The entrance is dirty, dark and unmarked. It looks like you’re entering
a prison.

• Somewhat: There is some trash or graffiti, but it seems out of place. The
entrance is small and crowded.

• Yes: There is no trash or graffiti. The entrance is well marked and bright.
There are trash cans outside the entrance.

3. Ask Questions: Dig a Little Deeper
Sometimes you might have to dig a little deeper to find out more about the
things you can not see. As you walk around a school, there are some things
you will not be able to observe, so you might need to ask questions to get
more information. For example, it is really hard to see if students have a
role in making decisions in a school if you do not sit in on some type of
meeting (see Youth Engagement: Personalization and Climate, page 12), so
you need to ask both youth and adults questions to figure out if this is really
happening. (At the end of each section you will find a list of suggested
questions that will help you collect this information.)

Overview of the Tool
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Personalization: Climate: Entrance, Hallways and Community/Shared Spaces
Q: What makes a school worth going to?

A: When the school makes students feel like they belong.1

Mark appropriate columns with an X No Somewhat Yes Evidence

The entrance/hallways is clean,
open and inviting

Adults are visible

Adults and students are
interacting/engaging with each
other in positive ways

Adults are modeling behavior
they expect from students
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Mark appropriate columns with an X No Somewhat Yes Evidence

Students are interacting
comfortably with all students

Students feel comfortable and
safe

School/Community pride is
evident

There is a strong sense of
community and openness in the
school



Creating “Good” Schools: Observation and Discussion Tool: Abridged The Forum for Youth Investment
4

Mark appropriate columns with an X No Somewhat Yes Evidence

Students of different cultures,
ethnicities, ages and genders
hang out together and respect
one another

The cultural diversity of the
school is celebrated and valued

Bathrooms are clean and safe
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Suggested Discussion Questions For Climate

For Administrators

• How is the school made welcoming to youth? (At the beginning of the year, everyday, for students entering mid-year?)

• How do you create a climate in the school that engages students and respects their diversity?

For Teachers

• What do you do to try and develop relationships with young people at the school?

• How do you create a climate in the school that engages students and respects their diversity?

For Students

• Is this a school where students want to be? Why or why not?

• Do you feel safe here? Why or why not?

• Do you feel like you belong? Why or why not? What does the school do to make you feel this way?

For Parents

• Do you think your child feels welcome and safe at school? Why or why not? 

• How does the school promote a positive climate/culture?
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NOTES...
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Inside the Classroom: Climate
Q: What improves student/teacher relationships?

A: Being aware that first impressions matter.2

Physical Environment/Climate
Mark appropriate columns with an X No Somewhat Yes Evidence

The classroom is neat and welcoming

It is clear what is being taught in the
classroom

Expectations, norms and/or standards are
clear

A range of student work is visible and
valued

There is evidence of a “college prep”
culture — useful information for college
bound students is available

There is a manageable student/teacher
ratio

Classrooms, including AP and Honor’s
classes, are diverse (or represent the
cultural/gender make-up of the school)

Classrooms are set up to allow students
to work together
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Inside the Classroom: Instruction: What Teachers Are Doing
Q: What improves student/teacher relationships?

A: When teachers open themselves to students and invite students to do the same.3

Mark appropriate columns with an X No Somewhat Yes Evidence

Curriculum and/or classroom
materials appear rigorous

Curriculum and/or classroom
materials appear culturally
inclusive

There is open communication
between students and teachers

The teacher provides learning
opportunities for students with
various learning styles

The teacher actively reaches out
to engage students who seem
unengaged, are not participating
or are preoccupied (teacher tries
to help students who cannot
focus)

The teacher shares
authority/leadership/teaching
with students

The teacher relates learning to
the life of the student (makes
lessons real)
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Inside the Classroom: Instruction: What Students Are Doing
Q: What improves student/teacher relationships?

A: Trust and respect.4

Mark appropriate columns with an X No Somewhat Yes Evidence

Students ask questions related to
work or seeking clarification

Students feel comfortable
sharing with their classmates as
well as learning from one
another

Students work in small groups,
sharing work

Students have opportunities to
play different roles in the
classroom
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Suggested Discussion Questions for Inside the Classroom

For Administrators

• How do you help teachers be successful and engage all students?

• Do you have a way to hear from students about what they like/dislike in the classroom? 
If so, how do you use this information?

• Is there a structure for assessing how well students are doing based on a range of indicators, including student work,
active learning, group work, presentations and service learning?

For Teachers

• How do you know when your students are learning? And how do you assess their learning?

• How often do you meet with other teachers? Which teachers do you meet with?

• How often do you talk about individual students and how they’re doing? Effective instruction? Student work?

• How often and in what ways do you communicate with students about how they are doing?

For Students 

• Describe the teacher you like the best. Describe the teacher you learn the most from. Are they different? If so, why?

• Have you ever been in a situation where you are learning from other students, not just from the teacher? If so, how did
that happen? (Did the teacher’s actions have anything to do with it?)

• Teachers often are told not to do all the talking, but instead to set up situations in which students are more active —
group work, hands-on activities, discussions or seminars, projects and presentations. What are the activities that you like
to do best? Do you have opportunities to participate in these activities in your classes?

• Describe a classroom in which you felt safe and comfortable speaking up or asking questions when you did not 
understand something. What made you feel that way?5

• How is your school work evaluated? (Do you have tests? Presentations? Group Work? Portfolios?) Do you agree with
this type of assessment? Why or why not?

For Parents

• How do you know when your son or daughter is learning?

• What do you think makes a good teacher? How do you know if your son/daughter has a good teacher?
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Youth Engagement: Personalization and Climate
Q: What makes a school worth going to?

A: When relationships among students are respectful and build self-esteem rather than diminishing it.6

Mark appropriate columns with an X No Somewhat Yes Evidence

Young people have meaningful
leadership opportunities in the
school

Students’ opinions are valued and
considered inside and outside the
classroom 
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Suggested Discussion Questions for Youth Engagement

For Administrators

• As the principal, how do you find out about what students think of the school and what they are learning? 

• Are there structures in the school that give students opportunities to be engaged as decision makers, contributors and
leaders? If so, how? 

For Teachers

• As a teacher, how do you find out about what students think of their classes and what they are learning? 

• Are there structures in the school that give students opportunities to be engaged as decision makers, contributors and
leaders? If so, how? 

• Do you have a way to hear from students about what they like/dislike in the classroom? 
If so, how do you use this information?

For Students

• Does your school value and respect youth culture? Please explain.

• Do you feel comfortable sharing your opinions with teachers and administrators? When you do share your opinions,
do you feel they get heard and taken seriously? 

• What opportunities do you have to become involved in making your school the kind of place you want to come 
to everyday?

• What opportunities do you have to become involved in leadership roles, in classes or in the school in general? 
In youth/adult partnerships?

For Parents

• Does the school give students an opportunity to be engaged as decision makers and leaders? If so, how?
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