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The operationalization of school climate is inconsistent, adding to an unwieldy existing body of 

climate instruments, bringing into question measurement validity concerns. Further, there is 

minimal literature regarding if comparisons can be made between different school sectors (i.e., 

public, private, charter). We seek to understand if a commonly used school climate scale 

(5Essentials of School Climate and Culture Survey) in a representative sample of teachers can be 

used to make valid comparisons between sectors, and if items might exhibit bias toward any school 

type using a Differential Item Functioning (DIF) approach. Although not misfitting, a great deal 

of significant DIF at different magnitudes exists in the items. We propose caution should be used 

when interpreting research comparing between and across school sectors without explicitly 

exploring measurement validity.  
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Exploring Differences in School Climate Among School Types 

As the United States Department of Education and individual State Departments of 

Education recognize the importance of accountability measures beyond indicators of academic 

success or failure, understanding and measuring school climate has received additional attention 

(Barksdale et al., 2021; Duckworth & Yeager, 2015). Climate measures are widely used in many 

high-stakes accountability systems throughout the United States (e.g., Illinois, South Carolina, 

New Mexico, California) to evaluate teachers, principals, and schools (Clifford et al., 2012). The 

Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) requires a School Quality and Student Success indicator to 

be submitted by each state. 

Concurrent with the recent focus on capturing non-academic measures, such as climate, is 

the growth of school choice programs and policies in most states. This includes the expansion 

charter schools and publicly funded programs expanding access to private schools (e.g., 

vouchers, tax credit scholarships). Charter schools have typically been subject to the same data 

reporting and accountability requirements as traditional public schools, and in recent years, 

choice-program participating private schools are as well (Berends & Waddington, 2018). As a 

result, one primary concern that has not been addressed in school climate measurement research 

is whether real differences are perceived by teachers in different school types or if there could be 

differential item functioning present in measures used.  

In order to make comparisons across different contexts, it is critical to have a shared 

understanding of what a construct is and what it is not (Sampson et al., 2021). Furthermore, a 

measure with strong evidence of validity allows users to make meaningful comparisons within 

schools and between schools, and to identify areas of strength and suggest improvements. As 

outcomes from climate measures are commonly linked to high-stakes accountability decision-
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making through teacher and school level evaluation systems, measures must have evidence of 

validity within the contexts they are being used. The potential impact of this validation would 

allow for researchers and policymakers to establish a true shared survey measure with which 

comparisons could be made. 

This study further explores the utility of an established instrument (5Essentials of School 

Climate and Culture Survey) measuring educational climate from a survey of teachers in a multi-

sector state representative sample. Within this scale, Gilman et al (2021) has found DIF present 

in several items at the student level between younger and older students. We seek to answer if 

the scale can be used to make valid comparisons between schools, and if the items comprising 

the instrument might exhibit bias toward any school type using a Differential Item Functioning 

technique. This paper will examine the following question: In what ways do item responses from 

teachers on their perceptions of school climate differ between school types? 

Literature Review 
School climate encompasses a variety of dimensions representing shared experiences 

between students, teachers, administrators, and parents regarding the “norms, goals, values, 

interpersonal relationship, teaching and learning practices, and organizational structures” (Cohen 

et al., 2009, p. 182). School climate is shaped by both “structural and systemic attributes” that 

are relatively stable, however may be perceived differently by each individual member (Schweig 

et al., 2019, p. 2). Additionally, there is no stated consensus regarding the essential dimensions 

of school climate, rather, there are generally accepted subarea indicators that are frequently 

included pertaining to safety, interpersonal relationships, teaching and learning, the institutional 

environment, and to a certain extent, the presence of technology and the use of social media 

(NSCC, 2021). School climate has been found to impact students’ academic achievement and 

self-efficacy, well-being, and social emotional competencies (Berkowitz et al., 2019; Wang et 
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al., 2016; Yang et al., 2020; Zysberg & Schwabsky, 2021). For teachers, school climate is related 

to teaching self-efficacy, job satisfaction, and perceptions of leadership practices (Aldridge & 

Fraser, 2016; Sanchez et al., 2022; Zakariya, 2020). 

Elements of School Climate 

Many elements of an academic experience are shaped by state, district, and/or school 

level policies that would impact all members of a school community (e.g., hiring policies, facility 

management and resources available, safety, professional support staff). However, other parts of 

a learning environment (e.g., the teacher, the students, and the quality of instruction) are 

dynamic, varying significantly from classroom to classroom, and from year to year. Students in 

primary schools may stay with their classmates and rotate to different teachers, while students in 

secondary schools may rotate with different groups of teachers and students each day. Teachers 

may have multiple distinct perspectives of each classroom environment, or one perspective of the 

classroom/s they facilitate. In addition, these perceptions of the classroom have a reciprocal 

quality, with student behavior adapting within the educational environmental context initiated 

and maintained by the teacher (O’Brennan et al., 2014). 

Broadly, climate research examines the multidimensional structure of the school 

environment from one or more perspectives (e.g. students, teachers, staff, and/or parents). School 

and classroom climate measures are comprised of many of the same elements (e.g., learning 

environment, student engagement, safety, etc.). Schweig et al. (2019) noted “significant overlap” 

exists between school and classroom climate, although distinctions exist in “key ways” (p. 5). 

Both school and classroom climate share elements of academic and emotional support, 

relationships, engagement, and safety. Key differences lie in the relative specificity of various 

learning environments.  
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However, the individual classroom and the school, which contains many individual 

classrooms, are not equivalent and must be seen as distinct measurable concepts (Schweig et al., 

2019). Classroom climate attends to the specific experiences and perceptions of students and 

teachers and how the elements historically nested within the classroom environment have 

functioned. Classroom climate has been treated as unidimensional and multidimensional and 

frequently school climate studies refer to climate as both multidimensional, in varying capacities, 

and as being a general indicator, comprised of various items (Grazia & Molinari, 2021; Wang & 

Degol, 2016; Wang et al., 2020). 

Climate Scale Interpretation 

A frequent lack of cohesive operationalization of climate extends into the measurement 

tools and designs used to evaluate school and classroom climates (Marsh et al., 2012; Wang et 

al., 2020). “Particularly in educational climate and contextual studies… there is widespread 

confusion about the appropriate nature of data, design, statistical models, and interpretation. 

Fundamental design and analytic problems in many published studies seriously undermine 

substantive interpretations” (Marsh et al., 2012; p. 107) If a scale contains items that function 

differently for respondents with shared group membership, this can lead to biased results. For 

instance, an item that is easier to endorse for respondents from one type of school may unfairly 

advantage them. In a more recent systematic literature review, Grazia and Molinari (2021) 

conclude that what we know from previous reviews on school climate instruments suggest that 

although there are numerous existing validated measures, researchers continue to adapt and 

create new measures, when this should be avoided from a measurement perspective, if possible, 

to create more consensus. 

When making claims across school sectors using scale scores, it is assumed the scales 
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have consistent meaning across the groups. This is the idea of measurement invariance; that 

items within a scale are consistently ordered from least- to most- difficult to endorse no matter 

the respondent. For this reason, a measure must be validated for populations that include the 

sectors of interest, and the scale must function consistently for each of the sectors. When items 

within a scale consistently function differently for one group than another, validity of inferences 

based on the scores derived from the scale is threatened (Kane, 2006; Messick, 1989, 1988). This 

is considered “differential item functioning”, also known as DIF (Dorans & Holland, 1993; 

Holland & Thayer, 1988; Holland & Wainer, 1993). 

Differences Between School Type 

One of the first statewide snapshots of school climate took place in Illinois in 2013 as the 

“5Essentials” framework developed by the University of Chicago Consortium on School 

Research was measured across all public schools, including charter schools (Klugman et al., 

2015). Historically, climate studies have been situated in public schools, using aggregated 

perspectives of students (Mitchell et al., 2010; Thapa et al., 2013). Climate studies that consider 

different types of schools are less prominent but do appear in the literature. Existing work to date 

has attempted to measure aspects of school or classroom climate in different school types, but 

none have measured climate on a common survey across multiple sectors nor unpacked whether 

measurement differences exist across these sectors.  

There may be no differentiation between school types, like in the case of Ryberg and 

colleagues (2020), with students combined from public and charter schools. Or differences 

between school types may be prominently discussed, although frequently in pairs of types (i.e. 

private or public, public or charter, etc.). Broadly, teachers in private schools have reported a 

stronger sense of community than those in public schools (Bryk et al., 1993; Royal et al., 1996). 
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Catholic school administrators had more positive climate perceptions than evangelical Protestant 

schools (Sikkink, 2012). Gerlinger & Wo (2016) suggested private schools might be able to 

provide more socioemotional resources to students and found less bullying than public school 

students after controlling for a variety of other factors. Deangelis and Lueken (2019) concluded 

private and charter schools in Indiana reported fewer discipline problems while using fewer 

disciplinary practices than traditional public schools. 

 Several studies have indicated private schools have generally a more positive school 

climate than public schools (e.g., DeAngelis & Lueken, 2019; Farina, 2019; Gerlinger & Wo, 

2016; Krommendyk, 2007). Teacher turnover rates notably differ between public, private, and 

charter schools (Guthery & Bailes, 2019; Ingersoll & Tran, 2023; Newton et al., 2018). Charter 

school teachers are frequently younger, have less experience, and are more likely to be teachers 

of color (Dallavis & Berends, 2023). Wei et al. (2014) found charter school teachers perceived 

more supportive teaching environments with higher expectations of students and stronger student 

engagement compared with traditional public school teachers. Duszka (2018) found traditional 

public and magnet schools had more positive ratings from students than charter schools, after 

controlling for other factors. However, public school staff reported the most negative 

perceptions, and more notably, there was no significant effect of school type in a panel 

regression model. 

Differential Item Functioning 

 Differential Item Functioning (DIF) refers to the phenomenon where different groups of 

respondents from different sectors (e.g., public vs. private schools, or urban vs. rural schools) 

respond differently to specific test items, even when their ability levels are the same. Validating 

the instrument across different groups ensures that the scale measures the same construct in the 
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same way for all respondents, regardless of their background or environment. This makes 

comparisons between schools more meaningful and reliable. To make comparisons across 

contexts, it is critical to have a shared understanding of what a construct is and what it isn’t 

(Sampson et al., 2021). In the absence of DIF, differences in scores between schools is more 

likely to reflect true differences in school climate, not discrepancies in how the scale functions 

for each group.  

In addition to a common operationalization, to be able to make effective decisions, 

instruments must be consistent, accurate, and fair so users can trust the resulting evidence as 

credible (Schweig et al., 2019). Addressing DIF helps ensure that no group is advantaged or 

disadvantaged because they interpret specific items within the scale differently. However, items 

with DIF might still provide valuable information if the differences are minor and do not 

meaningfully impact the interpretation of scores or the validity of comparisons. If DIF doesn’t 

significantly affect the overall model fit or interpretability of the measures, it may simply reveal 

interesting insights about how the construct functions for different groups. 

 As outcomes from climate measures are commonly linked to high-stakes outcomes 

through teacher and school level evaluation systems, measures must have evidence of validity 

within the contexts they are being used. To be able to make claims across school sectors, a 

measure must be validated for multiple populations. Historically, climate studies have been 

situated in public schools (Thapa et al., 2013). It is important to understand if a climate measure 

can make valid comparisons between different school types, as these comparisons are frequently 

made in accountability systems. Moreover, as states are focusing valuable resources into options 

of school choice, comparisons between different sectors requires calibrated and appropriate 

instruments that can provide more information about school sector effectiveness and outcomes. 
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Methods 
 

The teachers participating in this study came from a broader study of school effectiveness 

in Indiana. As one of the primary objectives was to explore the organizations differences 

between types of schools, the research team stratified schools by school type (e.g., traditional 

public, charter, private), enrollment (total number of students), location (the geographical 

indicator describing the type of area where the school is located – urban, suburban, town, or 

rural, as defined by the National Center for Education Statistics (n.d)), and grade level to create a 

representative sample. In total, 548 schools agreed to participate: 335 traditional public or 

magnet, 24 charter, 112 Catholic, and 77 other private (nearly all faith-based). After schools 

agreed to participate in the study, the research team sampled a maximum of 10 teachers from 

each school.  

The research team prioritized teachers employed full-time in grades 3-8 who specialized 

in either mathematics or English/language arts, as these are the two subjects assessed annually by 

the Indiana Department of Education, followed by grades K-2. The survey was sent 

electronically to a school email address and took an average of 44 minutes to complete; a $25 

Amazon gift code was provided for teachers who completed the entire survey. In recruiting 

teachers for the study, the research team secured their informed consent and reminder emails 

were sent to teachers who had not completed the survey. All participants’ direct identifying 

information was removed prior to final data cleaning and delivery to preserve confidentiality. 

In total, 5,399 teachers received the survey, of which 5,031 completed the full survey, 246 

refused, 7 were ineligible, and 65 were unavailable for a total teacher response rate of 93.7%. Of 

the 5,031, 4,974 teachers had complete responses. Similar to national statistics, the overall 

sample of teachers was skewed female (84.7%) and White (90.7%). The average years spent in 



DIFFERENCES IN SCHOOL CLIMATE AMONG SCHOOL TYPES  
 

Journal of Research in Education, Volume 33, Issue 1 
 

11 

their current school for teachers was 8 (SD = 7.9); 57% of teachers had been in their current 

school for 5 or fewer years.  

A driving force behind survey measures chosen were their predictive validity and 

relationships to student achievement, specifically the organizational conditions that enable [and 

promote] student achievement. Stemming from the 5Essentials framework, the School Climate 

and Culture Survey (Bryk et al., 2010) has been validated in a variety of contexts (elementary, 

middle, and high schools) and has been used in more than 6,000 schools across the nation (for a 

more comprehensive report, see Hart et al., 2020; Gilman et al., 2021; Porter et al., 2023). Efforts 

have been made validate the items across different school contexts, but these are geared more 

toward student demographic characteristics, and primarily only in public schools (Hart et al., 

2020, Porter et al., 2023). The measure consisted of 23 Likert-scale items with four possible 

options to endorse (not a challenge, a slight challenge, a moderate challenge, a great challenge). 

The stem read: “To what extent do you consider each of the following factors a challenge to 

student learning in your classroom?” with 23 individual challenges and was in the first section of 

the larger survey. Alpha reliability for the scale is 0.88. (see Table 1 for descriptions of items). 

In previous work using this scale and sample assessing differences across sectors using 

ANOVA, Roberts (2019) found significant differences between school types between almost all 

items. Trends indicated a significant difference in average response between traditional public 

and Catholic, other private and charter, and charter with Catholic and other private, but not 

between Catholic and other private schools. For other items, there was a significant difference in 

average response between traditional public, Catholic and other private, and a difference between 

charter with Catholic and other private, but no difference between traditional public with charter 

or Catholic with other private schools. For a small group of items, there was a significant 



DIFFERENCES IN SCHOOL CLIMATE AMONG SCHOOL TYPES  
 

Journal of Research in Education, Volume 33, Issue 1 
 

12 

difference in average response between traditional public with Catholic and other private 

schools, but not between the other combinations. Additional work has been done with this scale 

and found items functioned differently between elementary and middle school teachers (Roberts, 

2019), however that work did not consider school type. 

Data Analysis 
The Rasch model (1960/1980) is a framework with which to examine the properties of an 

instrument or other psychometric measure. An instrument should measure one latent trait, which 

exists as a continuum, based on how a set of persons respond to items related to the trait, and the 

difficulty to endorse each of the items. A person’s response to an item is independent of their 

response on any other item, conditional on said person’s ability. The Rating Scale Model (RSM; 

Andrich, 1978) is used for polytomous instrument items, modeled as Wright & Masters (1982): 

     𝑃!"# =	
$("#$%&$'()

%&	$("#$%&$'()
 

where 𝑃nik is the probability that a person 𝑛 at a given threshold of k will respond to an item i. 

Resulting person and item measures are expressed in log odds units or logits. Item difficulty 

refers to the level of difficulty a particular item is to endorse, with higher scores indicating a 

harder item. An array of options will provide a more useful measure of the latent trait. Person 

location refers to the level of the latent trait the individual possesses. Infit and mean square 

values estimate how well items individually fit model predictions with an acceptable range in 

logits from -2.0 to 2.0 (Linacre, 2020). Differential item functioning (DIF) is used to identify 

bias and degree to which items on a scale might be biased based on group membership (Zumbo, 

2007). If the item location along the continuum varies across groups after matching, the latent 

trait is considered differently at a systematic level, making subsequent comparisons between 

groups problematic and potentially inappropriate (Cauffman & MacIntosh, 2006). 
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Results 
 

The Rasch RSM analysis produced a person reliability estimate of 0.86 and an item 

reliability estimate of 1.00. Item difficulty level estimates indicated an acceptable range of 

difficulty for participants to endorse (-1.05 to 1.60). Infit values ranged from 0.72 to 1.53; outfit 

values ranged from 0.72 to 1.57. Each of these values are considered within acceptable bounds 

(Linacre, 2020, p. 361). Principal Components Analysis (PCAR) confirmed the scale was 

unidimensional. Prior to tests of differential item functioning (DIF), the average measure and 

score were calculated for each of the four groups to understand overall differences in responses. 

Groups with lower values find their climate more of a challenge to student learning, and 

therefore have more negative perceptions of classroom climate. 

The total mean measure was -.65, for Catholic school teachers -.92, for other private 

school teachers -1.01, for charter teachers -.41, and for traditional public teachers -.59. These 

values suggest teachers’ perceptions of climate are somewhat similar for Catholic and other 

private teachers as a group and are mostly positive. Charter and public school teachers have 

favorable ratings of their classroom climate, but they are lower than those in private school 

settings. An ANOVA test confirms these significant differences overall (F = 74.23, p < 0.001) 

and between each set of school pairings (p < .01) with the exception of Catholic and other private 

schools (p = .65). This finding is important as even if no DIF occurs between the teachers in the 

different schools, significant and important differences do exist in the teachers’ perceptions of 

school climate. 

DIF Analysis 
 

To determine if differential item functioning occurred (DIF), both global and pairwise 

DIF were conducted. The global DIF analysis examines how a focal group compares to the entire 
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sample per item, and the pairwise analysis compares a specific sub-group with another subgroup. 

Following analyses, 21 of 23 items exhibited a significant DIF at the .05 level. Six items 

displayed a slight to moderate absolute DIF for one or more school type, and three items a 

moderate to large absolute DIF for one or more school type (Zwick et al., 1999) (see Table 2). 

The remaining twelve items with a significant DIF fell outside the established criteria and are 

considered to have negligible DIF. 

Patterns emerge in the DIF effect sizes between the school type pairings. The item safety 

exhibits moderate to large DIF between Traditional Public Schools (TPS) and Catholic schools, 

as well as slight to moderate DIF between TPS and Other Private, Charter and Catholic, and 

Charter and Other Private schools. In each case, the item is biased against the focal group. Item 

highratio showed DIF between TPS and each of other school types, with items being biased 

against TPS. Item supportstaff showed a bias against the reference group with moderate to large 

DIF between TPS and Catholic, TPS and Other Private, Charter and Catholic, and Charter and 

Other Private schools. 

There are several items that have slight DIF between charter schools and other private 

schools, favoring other private schools, but no other school types. These items are the items 

preptime, differentability, teacherplanning, and studenttardy. Items parentinterest and 

supportsped showed DIF between TPS and Catholic and TPS and Other Private schools. For 

parentinterest, there is bias against TPS; for supportsped, the bias is toward non-TPS. The items 

techaccess and facilities exhibited DIF between TPS and each of the other school types, with 

items favoring the non-TPS schools. 

Two items had DIF effects over 1.0, testpressure and teacherturnover. For the 

testpressure item, there were significant differences in DIF effect size for TPS and Charter 



DIFFERENCES IN SCHOOL CLIMATE AMONG SCHOOL TYPES  
 

Journal of Research in Education, Volume 33, Issue 1 
 

15 

schools, TPS and Other Private schools, Charter and Other Private Schools, and Catholic and 

Other Private schools. This is the only instance of significant DIF between Catholic and Other 

Private Schools. For teacherturnover each DIF effect is greater than an absolute value of 1, 

indicating a substantially large bias between school types, reflective of clear differences in how 

teacher turnover impacts teachers’ perceptions of classroom climate and should be possibly 

eliminated from future iterations. 

Discussion 
 

The analyses above confirm this previous validated school climate instrument can 

effectively be used to measure teachers’ perceptions and is able to distinguish between 

perceptions of more positive and more negative climates. This measure has been extensively 

used over time, in both larger and smaller scale applications, so this finding is not surprising. 

However, the thresholds regarding the probability of choosing a response indicating less or more 

of an item being a challenge suggests that teachers were more likely to express items as being 

not or a slight challenge more often than a moderate or great challenge. Although there are no 

misfitting items, there is a great deal of significant slight, moderate, and large differential item 

functioning between the school types in a portion of the items. For those that do have a moderate 

to large magnitude, differences are more concentrated between TPS and other school types, and 

Charter and other school types, which might be a cause for concern for researchers and 

policymakers attempting to make straightforward statistical comparisons between different 

school organizational structures.  

From the reviews of climate literature, it is unlikely that practitioners or researchers are 

conducting an item level validation each time data is analyzed, much less an in-depth 

examination of possible DIF. Based on the results of Roberts (2019) and the current study, there 
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is a wide variation in how teachers in different grades and in different school environments 

perceive different facets of school climate. This finding supports prior research (Krommendyk, 

2007; Lubienski et al., 2008) that climate differs between school types, and goes beyond by 

finding that not only do climate perceptions differ by teachers in different school sectors, but that 

that teachers are interpreting the items differently according to the sector they teach in. Many of 

the items that constitute school climate at the institutional and student level are often out of the 

control of individual teachers, a product of federal, state, or district funding and policies, but 

undoubtedly impact a teachers’ perceptions of their environment. For instance, the item “To 

what extent do you consider each of the following factors a challenge to student learning in your 

classroom? ‘pressure to perform well on standardized tests’” could be perceived differently for 

teachers in private school settings over those in public or charter schools because the pressures 

for producing high achievement scores may not exist in the same way. The state of Indiana is 

unique in that many schools still participate in state standardized testing as to receive voucher 

students.  

The item that was recommended for removal for significant and persistent DIF dealt with 

teacher turnover, which is often out of the control of individual teachers. Yet, turnover does 

impact a teacher’s perceived and actual working and teaching environment. Turnover rates 

continue to be a recognized and persistent problem in education across school sectors (Ingersoll 

& Tran, 2023). Charter schools are more likely to have higher rates of turnover than public 

schools; however, private schools have been seen as having less turnover in schools, suggesting a 

larger influence of sector organizational characteristics on school climate (Guthery & Bailes, 

2022; Stuit & Smith, 2012; Taie & Lewis, 2023). With 86% of U.S. K-12 public schools 

reporting challenges in hiring teachers for the 2023-2024 school year, there is significant 
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fluctuation in the personnel seen by students and teachers regularly in a school contributing to 

constantly changing school climate (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2023). 

There are some limitations to this study. First, while both principals and teachers were 

surveyed in the larger study, only teachers were given the climate instrument, and asked to speak 

on their perceptions of challenges in their individual classrooms. This measure does not include 

the perspectives of administrators, students, or parents, which could provide a more 

comprehensive picture of an overall school climate (Ramsey et al., 2016). However, research has 

suggested students and teachers are similar in their perceptions of school climate within the same 

school (Higgins-D’Alessandro & Guo, 2009). Additionally, the survey only measures teachers’ 

perceptions of climate at one point in time, and climate can be possibly unstable for many 

teachers from year to year. A longitudinal or repeated measures study could provide information 

on how climate perceptions may change over time, and in response to policy changes. The 

sample taken is reflective of the larger study sample, the proportion of school sector and the 

general teacher population in the state and is relatively homogenous both in gender and 

race/ethnicity. Underrepresented teachers in the sample may provide valuable evidence hidden by 

more robustly represented groups. 

Conclusion 
 

As a DIF analysis aims to determine if participants respond differently to the same item 

based on a particular grouping, results do indicate that teachers in different school sectors may 

conceptualize statements regarding climate in their schools affecting their classrooms 

systematically differently. One suggested general cause of DIF is multidimensionality in items 

measuring some concept outside of the primary latent variable (Roussos & Stout, 1996). 

However, significant DIF may also be explained from the general complexity of items that may 
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represent one or more latent variables simultaneously (McDonald, 2000). After all, school 

climate is a concept researchers have argued as both unidimensional and multidimensional 

(Thapa et al., 2013; Wang et al. 2020).  

Teresi (2006) addressed how “relative bias” may occur if individuals rate themselves 

relative to others in the same environment. For instance, a teacher may perceive their classroom 

to be a difficult environment, but perhaps not as difficult as a previous year; or compare 

themselves with a colleague, over- or undercompensating their own ratings. A teacher may be 

basing decisions on one classroom period with one group of students, or an average of the 

classroom periods instructed with different students. Each of these realistic scenarios might not 

be measured with one static instrument, which further demonstrates the need for continuous 

validation of climate measures, and the potential difficulties comparing results even from year to 

year across groups, across school sector, or between schools that differ on a variety of 

characteristics.  

The significant presence of DIF with this instrument should not be interpreted as a 

negative bias against any group of teachers. Rather, it is more likely reflective of the natural 

differences in learning environments that differ from school to school. DIF may occur as the 

result of one group having less experience or background knowledge related to the item or items. 

Using a somewhat novel approach with a DIF analysis allows for a thoughtful exercise in 

understanding how different school sectors’ variation in organizational structures is reflected 

statistically in teachers’ perceptions of school climate. In essence, this established climate 

measure (and likely others) is/are not a one-size-fits all instrument, and caution should be used 

when interpreting research that compares across school sectors without exploring its 

measurement validity in each context. As climate measures continue to be used in federal and 
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state accountability systems throughout the United States, stakeholders at all levels should 

participate in ongoing evaluation of the effectiveness of their measures when attempting to make 

comparisons between different types of schools. It is the recommendation of this research that 

climate comparisons should not be made within one school sector for climate measures without 

first demonstrating the measure that can accurately differentiate between groups. Additional 

research, including cognitive interviews and other qualitative or mixed methods designs should 

be conducted to determine if this persists in other climate measures or other contexts.  
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Table 1 
 
Classroom Climate Survey Item Descriptions 
 
Item Name To what extent do you consider each of the following factors a 

challenge to student learning in your classroom? 
teachmorale Low morale among fellow teachers/administrators 
background Students who come from a wide range of backgrounds 
safety Threat(s) to your safety or safety of students 
noise The noise level in the school building 
supportstaff Amount of professional support staff 
specneeds Students with special needs (e.g., hearing, vision, speech 

impairment, physical disabilities, mental or 
emotional/psychological impairment) 

preptime Amount of time to prepare for class 
highratio High student/teacher ratio 
diffability Students with different academic abilities 
uninterest Uninterested students 
disrupt Disruptive students 
parentint Parents uninterested in their children’s learning progress 
techaccess Access to technology 
testpressure Pressure to perform well on standardized tests 
rsshelp Lack of school resources to provide the extra help for students who 

need it 
planning Lack of teacher planning time built into the school day 
facilities Inadequate physical facilities 
studmorale Low morale among students 
turnover Teacher turnover in this school 
absent Student absenteeism 
tardy Student tardiness 
supportsped Lack of guidance or support for teaching special education students 

(i.e., students with IEPs) 
supportell Lack of guidance or support for teaching English Language 

Learners 
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Table 2 
 
Differential Item Functioning Effect Size 
 
Item Contrasting Pair DIF Effect 
 Focus Reference  
safety TPS CA -.65 
safety TPS OP -.51 
safety CH CA -.55 
safety CH OP -.41 
supportstaff TPS CA .66 
supportstaff TPS OP .93 
supportstaff CH CA .48 
supportstaff CH OP .74 
preptime CH OP .47 
highratio TPS CH -.63 
highratio TPS CA -.61 
highratio TPS OP -.82 
diffability CH OP .45 
parentint TPS CA -.74 
parentint TPS OP -.50 
techaccess TPS CH .91 
techaccess TPS CA .76 
techaccess TPS OP .84 
testpressure TPS CH -.42 
testpressure TPS OP -1.05 
testpressure CH OP -.63 
testpressure CA OP -.83 
noplan CH OP .49 
facilities TPS CH .62 
facilities TPS CA .52 
facilities TPS OP .93 
turnover TPS CH 1.40 
turnover CH CA -1.29 
turnover CH OP -1.40 
tardy CH OP -.49 
supportsped TPS CA .42 
supportsped TPS OP .74 

 
Note: TPS = traditional public school; CH = charter school; CA = Catholic school; OP = other 
private school. Negative values indicate a bias against the focal group and positive values 
indicate a bias against the reference group. 


