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Abstract

Most children and adolescents older than five years spend at least six hours of their day in school 

settings. Like parents, education professionals can promote health and protect youth from harm by 

providing safe, stable, nurturing relationships and environments. The Centers for Disease Control 

and Prevention (CDC) has developed a framework which posits that safe, stable, nurturing 

relationships and environments are Essentials for Childhood and are fundamental to promoting 

health and well-being; protecting youth from maltreatment and other violence and victimization; 

and ensuring optimal, healthy development. In this paper, the authors propose an approach to 

applying safe, stable, nurturing relationships and environments to the school ecology; review 

select survey measures to examine these constructs within educational settings; and suggest 

available indicators to measure safety, stability, and nurturance within the school context.
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Introduction

Beginning in early childhood, children spend a minimum of six hours per day, or one-third 

to one-half of their weekday waking hours, in school settings with peers and education 

professionals, e.g., teachers, school counselors, school psychologists, and coaches, (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2007; 2011). Because of the quantity of time children spend in 

school and the long term impacts of school related outcomes, the school ecology is a critical 

developmental context affecting not only their academic outcomes, but also their overall 
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health and mortality (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2006; Hahn & Truman, 2015; Wong, 

Shapiro, Boscardin, & Ettner, 2002). Although schools are socially envisioned as safe places 

for children to learn and grow, there is burgeoning concern about school environments and 

exposure to violence in these settings (Azeredo, Rinaldi, de Mores, Levy & Menezes, 2015; 

CDC, 2009; Page, Daniels, & Craig, 2015; Robers, Kemp, Truman & Snyder, 2012). For 

example in 2012, approximately 1.4 million youth aged 12–18 experienced non-fatal 

victimization in US schools; more than three quarters of a million of these were violent 

victimizations (e.g., physical or sexual assault, Morgan, Kemp, Rathbun, Robers, & Synder, 

2013). However, education professionals are uniquely positioned to play an important role in 

providing relationships and environments that can promote optimal child development 

(Myers & Pianta, 2008) and violence prevention (Massey-Stokes & Lanning, 2003).

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s (CDC) Essentials for Childhood (EfC) 

framework posits that optimal child development, health, and well-being depend on a 

foundation of safe, stable, and nurturing relationships and environments. The quality of this 

early foundation, which is influenced by a number of ecological contexts, has important 

implications for future learning, behavior, health and quality of life outcomes (Hahn & 

Truman, 2015). Children who experience relationships and environments that promote these 

factors, individually and in combination, are more likely to build healthy brain architecture 

and less likely to experience toxic stress in their environment (Conger, Schofield, Neppl, & 

Merrick, 2013; Dixon, Browne, & Hamilton-Giachritsis, 2009; Mercy & Saul, 2009; 

Shonkoff, Boyce, & McEwen, 2009). They also may be less likely to be victims and 

perpetrators of school violence (Estrada, Gilreath, Astor & Benbenishty, 2013; Hill et al., 

1999), have higher emotional intelligence (Elipe, Del Rey, & Ortega-Ruiz, 2015) and higher 

academic achievement (Hurd & Sellers, 2013).

Given the salience of the educational environment in children’s lives and the national 

interest in prevention strategies for familial, school, and community violence (Attorney 

General’s National Task Force on Children Exposed to Violence, 2012), a public health 

promotion approach such as the Essentials for Childhood framework can help identify 

protective factors and constellations of factors that create enriching environments in which 

children thrive. The EfC framework is based on the social ecological model of child 

development in which children experience the world and develop through interactions with 

individuals and environments. Each system or context in the social ecology provides 

increasingly distal influences on individual development beginning with the characteristics 

of the child and expanding outward to characteristics of family and other relationships, 

community, society, and culture. Positive relationships and interactions in and across these 

various contexts lead to a greater likelihood for optimal health and development (e.g., 

Belsky, 1984; Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Cicchetti, Toth, & Maughan, 2000; Hurd & Sellers, 

2013; Krug, Mercy, Dahlberg, & Zwi, 2002; NRC & IOM, 2009).

The core components of the EfC framework are defined as follows: safety is the extent to 

which a child is secure from physical or psychological harm within their social and physical 

environments; stability is conceptualized as healthy relationships and environments that are 

predictable and consistent; and nurturing is defined as the extent to which a caregiver (e.g., 

parent or other individual with primary responsibility for the child) or environment is able to 

Robinson et al. Page 2

J Child Fam Stud. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2016 December 22.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



sensitively respond to and meet the emotional, physical, cognitive, and social needs of the 

child (CDC, 2013a; Mercy & Saul, 2009). Safety, stability and nurturing each exist along a 

continuum, thus it is essential to examine child development from both risk and protection 

frameworks and focus on multiple factors that have known widespread effects on these 

outcomes (e.g., parenting, school quality, neighborhood conditions, and poverty; Durlak, 

1998).

The EfC conceptual framework, which was initially conceptualized as an approach to 

preventing child maltreatment, posits that the development and cultivation of safe, stable, 

and nurturing relationships in the life of a child are vital to promoting optimal child 

development and protecting children from violence and harm (CDC, 2013a). Further, they 

can have holistic health benefits across the child’s life, help eliminate health disparities, and 

have a meaningful impact on health outcomes (CDC, 2013b). Within the framework, child 

wellness is viewed as a shared responsibility among all community members. Thus, the EfC 

framework is unique in its multidimensional, interpersonal approach to prevention and its 

focus on enhancing and promoting protective factors that may buffer or ameliorate risk 

rather than focusing on risk reduction strategies alone (CDC, 2013a; Mercy & Saul, 2009).

To date, the study of safe, stable, nurturing relationships has focused almost exclusively on 

the home environment and the early parent-child relationship because of its salience to child 

maltreatment prevention (Conger et al., 2013; Schofield, Lee, & Merrick, 2013; Turner et 

al., 2012). The parent-child relationship is the central context for the child during the earliest 

developmental stages. Further, the epidemiology of child maltreatment indicates that the 

youngest children are at the greatest risk for abuse and neglect (DHHS, 2015). Research at 

this level of the social ecology consistently shows that a combination of safe, stable, 

nurturing relationships and environments have a positive effect on parent-child relationships 

and help to reduce child maltreatment. Children who experience nurturing parent-child 

interactions (Slack, Holl, McDaniel, Yoo, & Bolger, 2004), grow up in home environments 

that are safe from physical danger (Dixon et al., 2009; Portwood, 2008; Scannapieco & 

Connell-Carrick, 2002) and have caregivers who experience stable, supportive, nurturing 

relationships with romantic partners (Conger et al., 2013; Dixon et al., 2009) are less likely 

to experience maltreatment. Additionally, children with nurturing and consistent caregivers 

are also more likely to be socially competent (Kerr, Capaldi, Pears, & Owen, 2009; 

Kochanska, Aksan, Knaack, & Rhines, 2004; Reynolds & Ou, 2011), physically healthy 

(Bell & Belsky, 2008; Rhee, Lumeng, Appugliese, Kaciroti, & Bradley, 2006), and 

successful in school (Basch, 2011; Jeynes, 2007).

However as children age, the salience of other social ecologies, particularly school and 

peers, increases as they spend a substantial portion of their time outside of the home in an 

educational context. Within this ecology children are exposed to both vertical (teacher-

student and administrator-student) and horizontal (peer-to-peer) social relationships in a 

variety of settings such as the classroom and extracurricular activities (Elipe, Del Rey, & 

Ortega-Ruiz, 2015). These environments are unique ecologies that not only contribute to 

physical and cognitive health, but also impact psychosocial characteristics such as social-

emotional competencies, behavior, and identity development (Alliance for Excellent 

Education, 2006; NRC & IOM, 2009; Hahn & Truman, 2015)
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Moreover, poor developmental outcomes have been associated with indicators suggesting a 

lack of safety, stability, or nurturance in the educational environment. School violence 

represents the extreme end of the safety continuum in the school ecology and there is ample 

evidence for its detrimental effects on developmental outcomes. School violence has been 

shown to be associated with other delinquent activities such as gang membership (Estrada, 

Gilreath, Astor & Benbenishty, 2013) and bullying (Bradshaw, Waasdorp, Debnam, & 

Johnson, 2014). Violence and aggressive behavior among school-aged youth have also been 

shown to negatively impact cognition, school connectedness, and school attendance, which 

have cumulative effects on academic achievement (Basch, 2011) and interpersonal 

relationships (Elipe, Del Rey, Ortega-Ruiz, 2015). Student academic performance and 

school engagement is associated with environments that lack stability in terms of student 

mobility (e.g., Gruman et al., 2008; Mehana & Reynolds, 2004; Parke & Kanyongo, 2012). 

Furthermore, truancy, absenteeism, and school suspension, are all associated with poorer 

developmental outcomes including lower high school graduation rates, higher rates of 

reported depression and other mental disorders, and increased delinquency (Gottfried, 2014; 

Havik et al., 2015; Johnson et al., 2015; Kearney & Ross, 2014). In contrast, nurturing 

relationships such as teacher support and availability of mentoring relationships have been 

associated with school success (Estell & Perdue, 2013; Garcia-Reid, Peterson & Reid, 2015; 

Hurd & Sellers, 2013).

Safety, stability, and nurturance as individual factors have been shown to be critical to the 

school ecology and students’ academic success. For example, the U.S. Department of 

Education’s Safe and Supportive Schools model promotes emotional and physical safety 

(including bullying prevention, drug-free environments, and emergency preparedness) as key 

components of healthy schools (National Center on Safe Supportive Learning Environments, 

2015). Research suggests that increased school connectedness, school safety, and school 

support are associated with decreased risks of school victimization and school violence 

perpetration (Estrada, Gilreath, Astor & Benbenishty, 2013), as well as increased academic 

performance (Estell & Perdue, 2013; Garcia-Reid, Peterson & Reid, 2015; Murray, 2009), 

improved well-being (Shochet & Smith, 2014), and more seamless transitions to adulthood 

(Monahan et al., 2010). Substantial research suggests the likelihood of student victimization 

decreases when middle school students feel safe, connected and supported by an adult or 

adults within their school (Benbenishty & Astor, 2005; Cornell & Mayer, 2010; Estrada, 

Gilreath, Astor & Benbenishty, 2013; Jimerson & Furlong, 2006; Mayer & Furlong, 2010; 

Swearer et al., 2010). Further, positive mentoring relationships in the classroom may be 

supportive of positive school attitudes (Zimmerman et al., 2005) as well as youth school 

engagement and academic performance, particularly for youth from low-income and 

minority backgrounds (Estell & Perdue, 2013; Garcia-Reid, Peterson & Reid, 2015; Hurd & 

Sellers, 2013; Murray, 2009). Other protective factors within school settings, such as social 

emotional curricula (Elipe, Del Rey, & Ortega-Ruiz, 2015), may also help to mediate 

negative developmental outcomes associated with bullying and other forms of violence 

within schools.

The evidence related to the importance of safety, stability, and nurturing as individual factors 

overwhelmingly indicates that they are essential to learning and developmental outcomes. 

However, less is known about the interacting roles of the broader domains of safe, stable, 
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nurturing relationships and environments in the school context (Estrada, Gilreath, Astor & 

Benbenishty, 2013). Applying the Essentials for Childhood framework within the school 

environment can provide a structure for examining the interactions across these core 

components and lead to a more complete understanding of the ways in which this important 

context and relationships in the school environment impact child development and health. 

This paper will describe the EfC conceptual framework; discuss operationalized definitions 

and survey measures of safe, stable, and nurturing relationships within the school ecology; 

and will end with a discussion of implications for researchers and education professionals of 

examining the school ecology using the EfC framework. The authors’ goals are to suggest an 

approach to the application of the framework to the school ecology and to provide a resource 

for researchers and program implementers wishing to apply core components of this 

framework within their organizations.

Method

In order to leverage the Essentials for Childhood framework for the promotion of safe, 

stable, nurturing relationships and environments within the school ecology we used the 

public health model described by Mercy et al. (1993) as a guide. The initial step of this 

model outlines two fundamental activities necessary for identifying safe, stable, nurturing 

relationships and environments in the school ecology. Defining and operationalizing key 

constructs and indicators of safe, stable, nurturing relationships and environments within 

educational settings is the first activity. Key indicators must be clearly operationalized prior 

to measurement to ensure that outcomes can be correctly attributed to indicators, suitable 

measurement methods and instruments are selected, and interventions can be targeted to 

appropriate groups (Glynn & Backer, 2010).

The second activity is identification of instruments that can reliably and validly measure 

these constructs and their key indicators. Once indicators are operationalized, researchers 

and education professionals can determine whether measures are available or will need to be 

developed in order to adequately capture critical information. Data can be gathered from 

various sources including administrative records (i.e., school or medical records) and survey 

data (e.g., reported by students, faculty, caregivers). Survey data can be collected from 

existing surveillance systems, if available, or new surveys can be developed that focus on a 

specific set of indicators and outcomes. When no focused survey is available but data on key 

indicators exist from other sources, items from existing surveys can be used in combination 

with reliability and validity testing for the new sample (Glynn & Backer, 2010).

Although data on some EfC indicators, such as stability of school attendance at both the 

school and individual child levels, can be collected from administrative data sources, many 

EfC indicators cannot. Public health-based surveys provide a tool for examining key health 

indicators such as bullying victimization and school connectedness that cannot be 

adequately captured through administrative databases. Surveys used for surveillance require 

systematic data collection from a representative sample of the population of interest for 

analysis and interpretation. Surveys also allow for the collection of a broad range of 

information from a large number of respondents in an efficacious and cost-effective manner 

(Wulczyn, 2009). Using survey data, researchers can gauge the magnitude of challenges and 
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successes in the school ecology; identify subgroups of students who may be at high risk for 

poor developmental outcomes who could benefit from focused intervention or increased 

services; track trends in the incidence and prevalence of key health indicators; and monitor 

the effectiveness of prevention and intervention activities such as the implementation of 

social-emotional curricula and peer counseling.

In order to generate operational definitions, identify indicators, and provide options for 

measurement of safety, stability, and nurturing in the school ecology that researchers and 

educational professionals can use when examining the presence and interaction of these 

constructs in the school setting, we conducted an environmental scan of the literature and 

available measures. Although we were systematic in our efforts we did not intend for this to 

be a systematic review and synthesis of the full literature on this topic.

Using the search term “school” in combination with: safety, safe, violence, harm, stability, 

stable, consistency, consistent, nurturance, nurture, sensitivity, sensitive, and responsive we 

searched PubMed, PsycINFO, ERIC, and MEDLINE. Results were limited to articles in 

English reporting on “school age” and “adolescent” populations, or children and youth in 

kindergarten through grade 12. Articles including samples of children younger than 

kindergarten (i.e., children in daycare or pre-school) and non-US samples were excluded due 

to potential for qualitative differences between early childhood educational context and 

formal primary and secondary schools and between the US and non-US schools. Once 

articles had been identified reference sections were reviewed to capture additional relevant 

articles from which indicators could be culled. We then conducted a second review of the 

literature (PubMed, PsycINFO, ERIC, and MEDLINE) focusing on survey instruments, or 

instruments that could be adapted for survey use, that assess safety, stability and nurturing 

within the school ecology.

Results

Table 1 displays the dimensions and indicators of safety, stability and nurturance identified 

through our two literature reviews. In Tables 2 through 4 we present a sample of available 

measures of safety, stability, and nurturing, respectively. For each measure we present 

information on the intended age range, domains assessed, and indicators included. 

Psychometric information on the sample instruments and associated scales is included if this 

information was available in either the published literature or by contacting the study 

authors. The variability in the reliability and validity of the available measures is 

noteworthy(range of alpha was .59–.95); although the majority of scales reporting data were 

in the acceptable to good range. Tables 2 through 4 provide only a sample of available 

measures. Inclusion preference was given to instruments that captured more than one of the 

core domains identified or included key indicators that were not represented in other 

surveys. If there were multiple measures that represented more than one core domain, 

preference was given to measures with stronger psychometric properties.

Safety

Safety is the extent to which a child is secure from physical or psychological harm within 

their social and physical environments (CDC, 2013a; Mercy & Saul, 2009). Based on our 
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literature review, safe schools (i.e., schools free from violence and delinquency) can be 

operationalized as schools that have strong school leadership and policies; foster student, 

family, and community involvement; promote open communication and equal treatment of 

students; and coordinate prevention and intervention services that students need to maintain 

physical, mental and social health (Dwyer, Osher, & Warger, 1998; Furlong, Paige, & Osher, 

2003; Langdon & Preble, 2008; Cross, Mohajeri-Nelson, Newman-Gonchar, 2007; 

Perumean-Chaney, S. E. and L. M. Sutton, 2013; Robers, Kemp. Truman, & Snyder, 2012). 

Three dimensions of safety emerged from our review: respectful school climate, personal 

safety, and physical safety.

Respectful School Climate—Respectful school climate refers to the shared attitudes and 

values among students, teachers, and administrators that shape interactions between and 

among these groups and define appropriate behavior and school norms (Bradshaw, 

Waasdorp, Debnam, and Johnson, 2014; Zullig & Matthews-Ewald, 2014). These social and 

educational interactions are influenced by the quality of open, honest, and reciprocal (i.e., 

respectful) communication between the groups, particularly between parents and students, 

teachers and students, and teachers and administration. Surveys that address respectful and 

open communication use indicators such as whether students feel protected in expressing 

their opinions (Chicago Public Schools, 2007; National Center for Education Statistics, 

2009), whether the school policies support an environment of open communication, whether 

minority groups feel safe in expressing their viewpoints, and the level of information 

exchange between school members. Respectful school climate is also indicated by regard for 

the school environment, which includes whether the school property is defaced or destroyed 

through vandalism, and efforts around maintenance and establishment of a clean school 

environment (Bradshaw, Waasdorp, Debnam, & Johnson, 2014; Planty & DeVoe, 2005). 

Other indicators of respectful school climate include bystander behavior (e.g., student 

responsiveness to unsafe behaviors such as bullying; Low & Ryzin, 2014) and respect for 

diversity (Bradshaw, Waasdorp, Debnam, & Johnson, 2014).

Personal Safety—Personal safety refers to the relationships and environments in the 

school ecology that protect individuals from interpersonal harm and indicators that promote 

interpersonal safety and emotional health (National Center on Safe and Supportive Learning 

Environments, 2015). Indicators of personal safety within the school environment include 

the teacher-to-student ratio, class size criteria, staff training around emergency preparedness, 

and overall promotion of the mental and physical safety of students and staff. Indicators of 

personal safety also include supervision and discipline of students, presence of violence 

(e.g., prevalence of fighting), and delinquency in the school (e.g., illicit activities on school 

grounds, gang activities or wearing of gang colors), bullying and peer victimization and 

perpetration, and school policies related to the personal safety of students and staff (e.g., 

policies on a safe and drug-free school). Aspects of personal safety also include 

psychological safety such as protection from sexual harassment, procedures for peer 

mediation and conflict resolution, and efforts by the school to provide an emotionally 

supportive environment or “safe space” for marginalized groups such as sexual and racial/

ethnic minorities.
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Physical Safety—The third dimension of safety is described as an environment that 

ensures freedom from physical harm. Whereas personal safety is associated with 

interpersonal harm, physical safety is related to environmental threats and violence within 

the physical environment of the school and neighborhood. Indicators of physical safety 

include access to safe passage to and from the school grounds (e.g., whether transportation is 

safe and available to all children and staff who need it, safety of walking routes); presence of 

security measures, including security guards, metal detectors and door locks; policies 

regarding the release of children to caregivers; existence of evacuation plans and emergency 

preparedness policies; environmental safety such as air quality and toxins in the school 

environment; equipment and playground safety; and the availability of school nurses to meet 

students’ physical health needs. Relationships that link the school, community, and police 

also help to ensure physical safety.

School Research Using Indicators of Safety—Table 2 presents a selection of specific 

measures that have been used to capture and assess safety in the school ecology. Research 

using these and other measures report positive health and developmental outcomes related to 

personal and physical safety in schools such as reductions in risk behaviors (e.g. alcohol and 

drug use, suicide and self-harm behaviors, antisocial behaviors, and low engagement in 

school activities/homework) and increases in protective factors including more positive 

perceptions of parent-teacher relationships and increased student involvement in school 

activities (Benbenishty & Astor, 2005; Cornell & Mayer, 2010; Cross et al., 2007; Estrada, 

Gilreath, Astor & Benbenishty, 2013; Jimerson & Furlong, 2006; Mayer & Furlong, 2010; 

Swearer et al., 2010). Additionally, comprehensive reviews of universal school-based 

violence prevention programs have demonstrated reductions in externalizing and acting-out 

behaviors by students, delinquency, and suspensions or disciplinary referrals (Hahn et al., 

2007), and show promise for preventing mental, emotional, and behavioral disorders (NRC 

& IOM, 2009).

Stability

Stability is operationalized as healthy environments that are predictable, positive, and 

consistent (CDC, 2013a; Mercy & Saul, 2009). Indicators of stability fall into three 

dimensions: curriculum and policy stability; stability of school attendance; and staffing 

stability. Tables 1 and 3 display the dimensions and indicators of stability found in the 

literature and describe the surveys and metrics used to measure them, respectively.

Curriculum and Policy Stability—Curriculum stability indicates a school that is 

invested in providing a consistent environment. Indicators of curriculum stability include the 

order, organization, and consistency of the curricula. Changes to curricula at these schools 

are generally addressed cautiously with insight into the impact that transitions may have on 

students and staff. Indicators of policy stability include the fair and consistent enforcement 

of rules and policies.

Stability of School Attendance—Indicators of stability of school attendance include 

number of days the student was absent, number of schools the student attended during the 

school-calendar year, number of schools ever attended, as well as the residential stability of 
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the families in the school district. Stability of school attendance is also indicated by policy 

alternatives to suspension. The most straightforward indicators of stability of school 

attendance are individual- and school level student attendance rates (National Forum on 

Education Statistics, 2009). The National Forum on Education Statistics (2009) has 

published guidelines on how best to collect and define school attendance for data analysis 

purposes.

Staffing Stability—Staffing stability reflects the consistency of the school- level 

caregiving relationships. It can be operationalized at the individual-level as teacher 

attendance or at the school-level as staff turnover rates.

School Research Using Indicators of Stability—Stability in the school environment 

has been shown to directly and indirectly decrease risk factors for poor developmental 

outcomes such as truancy, suspension and expulsion, low achievement scores, delinquency 

and youth violence, disorganized social networks, and victimization (Havik et al., 2015; 

Gruman et al., 2008; Kearney & Ross, 2014; Mehana & Reynolds, 2004; Parke & 

Kanyongo, 2012). Stable school environments have also been shown to increase indicators 

of healthy development (e.g., school connectedness, high school graduation rates, social 

competence, and mental, emotional and behavioral health; Guin, 2004; Jelleyman & 

Spencer, 2008). For example, children and adolescents who consistently attend school and 

experience a stable learning environment are more likely to have families who are engaged 

in the education process and are more likely to graduate from high school (Chang & 

Romero, 2008; McCluskey, Bynum, & Patchin, 2004). High teacher turnover has been 

associated with lower student math and achievement scores on state tests and negative 

perceptions of school climate (Guin, 2004), highlighting the importance of the effect of 

teacher consistency on student academic success and students’ perspective of the school 

environment. In addition, school disorganization, an indicator of school policy instability, is 

among the key risk factors for youth violence perpetration (DeGue et al., 2013).

Nurturing

Nurturing, or nurturance, refers to the quality of interpersonal relationships and how 

responsive the learning environment is to the individual needs of the student (CDC, 2013a; 

Mercy & Saul, 2009). Indicators of nurturance are found in the interpersonal relationships 

that occur between teachers and students, as well as peer-to-peer relationships. Positive 

learning environments that include a developmentally appropriate curriculum are also 

indicative of nurturing school ecologies. Nurturance can also be operationalized as the 

principle intended product of school, education itself. That is, nurturing school ecologies 

produce an educated student population. Two dimensions of nurturing in the school ecology 

emerged from our literature review: supportive relationships and positive learning 

environment. Table 1 displays the dimensions and indicators of nurturance found in the 

literature. The surveys and metrics of nurturance are described in Table 4.

Supportive Relationships—The literature supports a variety of indicators of school-

based supportive relationships: 1) quality of the teacher-student relationship (e.g., warmth, 

sensitivity, and conflict); 2) availability of parenting support programs in the school; 3) 
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mentorship programs and opportunities for students and staff; 4) positive peer relationships; 

5) parental involvement in the school and school work; 6) teacher’s positive expectations for 

student achievement; 7) access to psychological services, such as availability of school 

counselors/psychologists, number of school counselors/psychologists per student, and 

availability of counselors/psychologists for teachers and staff; and 8) school connectedness 

(CDC, 2009) or, “the belief by students that adults in the school care about their learning as 

well as about them as individuals” (p.3).

Positive Learning Environment—Indicators of a positive learning environment include 

a developmentally appropriate, child-centered curriculum that reflects cultural/ethnic 

diversity, availability of a social-emotional curriculum (Elipe, Del Rey, & Ortega-Ruiz, 

2015), and availability of extracurricular activities for students. A positive learning 

environment also includes indicators of the sense of community within the school and 

positive teacher and student beliefs, attitudes, and feelings toward being at school every day 

(Anderson, 1982; Battistich & Hom, 1997; Bradshaw, Waasdorp, Debnam, & Johnson, 

2014).

School Research Using Indicators of Nurturing—Teachers and other adults within 

the school and other proximal settings have the opportunity to cultivate education skills in 

children and youth through nurturing, mentoring interpersonal relationships rather than 

through formal instruction. The school research literature suggests that supportive school-

based interpersonal relationships and positive learning environments are key dimensions of 

nurturance within educational settings (Hurd & Sellers, 2013; Low & Ryzin, 2014; 

Bradshaw, Waasdorp, Debnam, & Johnson, 2014). These factors affect students’ health and 

well-being within schools and across the life course, and may potentially have direct 

implications on racial/ethnic disparities in education and health (Hahn & Truman, 2015). 

Positive, nurturing relationships with teachers and connectedness to the school are 

associated with higher academic achievement (Barber & Olsen, 1997; Basch, 2011; Estrada, 

Gilreath, Astor & Benbenishty, 2013; Hurd & Sellers, 2013; Klem & Connell, 2004) and 

academic motivation ( Basch, 2011; Battistich, Solomon, Kim, Watson, & Schaps, 1995; 

Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Hurd & Sellers, 2013; Martin & Dowson, 2009); less aggression 

and delinquency (Resnick et al., 1998; Wilson, 2004); and fewer health risk behaviors such 

as alcohol and cigarette use, suicide attempts, and early initiation of sexual behavior 

(Estrada, Gilreath, Astor & Benbenishty, 2013; Hurd & Sellers, 2013; McNeely & Falci, 

2004; Resnick et al., 1998). Positive learning environment indicators, including social-

emotional curriculum and developmentally appropriate practices, are associated with both 

social-emotional competencies and academic competencies such as improved mental health 

(Bradshaw, Waasdorp, & Leaf, 2012; Domitrovich & Greenberg, 2000; Jennings & 

Greenberg, 2009) and reading and math skills (Huffman & Speer, 2000).

Discussion

Examining safe, stable, nurturing relationships in the school context in ways that build on 

the work presented in this article could provide valuable and actionable knowledge. This 

may include validating the relationships between these variables to collectively examine how 

they operate within the school context and impact the achievement gap, health equity, and 
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other outcomes across the life course. Educators can use this information to create school 

ecologies that promote optimal lifelong health and development of all children. Use of the 

Essentials for Childhood framework in combination with available instruments such as those 

presented in this paper can help clarify critical points for intervention and prevention.

The core components of the Essentials for Childhood framework and their respective 

dimensions (e.g., personal safety, policy stability, and supportive relationships) are distinct, 

but show significant overlap conceptually and in measurement approaches. Future work to 

further delineate these conceptual areas may benefit from taking a statistical approach to 

differential categorization, for example, using statistical factor analyses. For clarity, we have 

described measures separately but suggest that the various dimensions of the framework be 

examined in combination as the interaction between dimensions may have mediating or 

moderating effects on outcomes such as individual long-term health and well-being as well 

as community prosperity and economic equity.

Although several of the measures included in this paper assess multiple dimensions (e.g., 

Communities that Care Survey, School Health Policy Surveillance System, Youth Assets 

Survey), the authors were unable to find a single survey measuring all indicators across all 

dimensions. In addition, the availability of psychometric data on the instruments was very 

limited. For example, only 52% (15 out of 29) of the survey scales and items presented in 

this review had available psychometric data. This suggests caution should be considered 

when selecting measures without psychometric data; and indicates a need for well 

researched survey measurement approaches for these concepts.

There are both advantages and challenges to creating a single survey concurrently assessing 

safety, stability, and nurturing in the school ecology. A single measure would allow 

researchers to investigate the interactions between domains and dimensions, examine 

individual differences in the dimensions, and track trends over time. However, the logistics 

of developing and implementing such a broad survey present a significant challenge. The 

possibility exists that in creating a single measure with acceptable psychometric properties 

that addresses all domains and indicators of safety, stability and nurturing in the school 

ecology, the resulting instrument would be unwieldy to deliver. Additionally, identifying the 

appropriate population (e.g., students, educational staff, caregivers, educational 

administration) for a broad instrument could be problematic.

Further work to identify the most critical indicators of this framework within the school 

setting and how other contexts impact these indicators can help streamline instruments 

designed to assess multiple aspects of the EfC framework. Additionally, as the social-

ecological model posits, the school context is nested within other critical social ecologies. 

Examining the interaction between the school ecology and other social ecologies is 

warranted to understand ways in which the school ecology is impacted by indicators of the 

larger cultural/social context such as poverty (Evans, Gonnella, Marcynyszyn, Gentile, & 

Salpekar, 2005; Perkins, 2012) and neighborhood conditions (Attar, Guerra, & Tolan, 1994; 

Kirk, 2009; Thompson, Iachan, Overpeck, Ross, & Gross, 2006).
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In addition to the EfC framework, CDC also emphasizes the role of schools in cultivating 

safe and supportive environments through coordinated school health (CSH)— a systematic 

approach for embedding health-promotion activities in school settings (CDC, 2014). The 

core components of the EfC framework align with CSH and can have synergistic effects on a 

broad range of student physical and mental health outcomes (CDC, 2013; Mercy & Saul, 

2009). Although there is a complementary relationship between CSH and EfC, extensive 

discussion of CSH or its components is beyond the scope of this paper. Further research on 

the application of the Essentials for Childhood conceptual framework should also examine 

the many ways in which CSH programs can be leveraged and are already being used to 

foster safe, stable, nurturing relationships and environments.

It is encouraging that over the past decade, the number of national surveys that measure 

elements of children’s health and development has increased (for good examples, see the 

National Survey of Children’s Health [http://www.childhealthdata.org/learn/NSCH], 

National Survey of Early Childhood Health [http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/slaits/nsech.htm], 

Early Childhood Longitudinal Study [http://nces.ed.gov/ecls/]). However, these surveys are 

not designed to provide comprehensive measures of children’s health and development, and 

often include inadequate measures of the protective end of the safety, stability, and nurturing 

continua (Institute of Medicine, 2004). Education professionals may wish to consider 

partnerships that allow for the option of adding items to existing surveys – an often efficient 

and cost-effective approach to systematic data collection of protective factors at the school-

level of the social ecology.

The work presented in this paper is intended to be an overview for education professionals 

and researchers who may be interested in exploring the relationships between safety, 

stability, and nurturance in educational settings. Although there has been research on many 

aspects of safety, stability, and nurturing in the school ecology, the net effect of and 

interactions amongst the components of safe and healthy schools have not been thoroughly 

explored. The Essentials for Childhood framework provides a unique structure that 

emphasizes both the individual core components of safety, stability and nurturing, as well as 

the need to examine the relations amongst these components in order to fully understand the 

school ecology and promote optimal child development within this context.
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Table 1

Dimensions and Indicators of Safety, Stability, and Nurturance within the School Context

Domain Dimensions Indicators

Safety Respectful school
climate

• lack of harassment or bullying of teachers

• vandalism/destruction of school property

• efforts around maintenance & clean school environment

• overall school climate values students, staff, & parents

• open communication

• emotional intelligence

• bystander behavior

• respect for diversity

Personal safety • child to staff ratio or the teacher to staff ratio, group size criteria

• staff training

• supervision/discipline policies & practices

• absence of violence & delinquency in the school

• peer to peer bullying and cyberbullying

Physical safety • safe access to school

• security measures in the school

• links and relationships between the school, community, and police

• evacuation plans and emergency preparedness policies

• environmental safety

Stability Curriculum/policy
stability

• the order, organization, & consistency of the curriculum

• consistency of rules & policies enforced

Staffing stability • staff turnover/retention

Stability of school
attendance

• number of days absent, schools attended this year, schools attended ever

• policies on alternatives to suspension

• residential stability in school neighborhood

Nurturing Supportive
relationships

• teacher-student relationship

• teacher expectations

• parent support and mentorship programs

• peer relationships within school

• parental involvement in the school

• psychological and support services

• school connectedness

Positive learning
environment

• developmentally appropriate, child centered curriculum

• extracurricular activities and diverse curriculum

• sense of community
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