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ABSTRACT 

As newly-arrived immigrant children exhibit multiple stressful life experiences, schools are 

often the only service that may offer them stability, a sense of belonging, and social 

relationships that could promote their integration in the new country. To improve the services 

for newly-arrived immigrant children, schools must focus on school climate improvement 

efforts, yet empirical evidence on components of school climate in the context of migration is 

scant. To bridge this gap, semi-structured in-depth interviews with four school staff (primary 

teacher, secondary teacher, nurse, and school psychologist) took place. We followed the 

research question: How do the staff define a positive school climate for newly-arrived 

immigrant students? We classified the interview data using the thematic networks technique 

into basic themes (n=111), organizing themes (n=8), and global themes (n=2). The results 

demonstrate that when defining a positive school climate for newly-arrived immigrant students, 

the school staff emphasized mainly individual approach and teachers' professional 

development and less the acquisition of the host country's language.    

 

Keywords: school climate; newly-arrived immigrant students; teacher-student relationships, 

individual approach, teachers' professional development 

 

Introduction 

Lack of unified terminology for school climate 

Although researchers and practitioners agree that school climate is vital to support children's 

social, emotional, and academic outcomes, there is generally a disagreement on how to define 

and measure school climate. There is no globally-recognized international consensus about 

how to define the term positive school climate or school climate, which hinders the global 

advancement of school climate research (Thapa, 2013). Thapa (2013) underscores that the 

reviews of school climate research by Anderson (1982) and Freiberg (1999) are still very 

relevant today because they point toward the need for agreement in defining school climate 

and to the fact that many definitions are “often more implicit than explicit in nature."   



 

 

The National School Climate Center (NSCC) has contributed to an international agreement on 

defining climate in schools. It recommends the following definition of school climate and 

positive school climate:  

School climate is based on patterns of people's experiences of school life and reflects norms, goals, values, 

interpersonal relationships, teaching and learning practices, and organizational structures (National School 

Climate Center, 2007).  

A sustainable, positive school climate fosters youth development and learning necessary for a productive, 

contributive, and satisfying life in a democratic society. This climate includes norms, values, and expectations 

that support people feeling socially, emotionally, and physically safe. People are engaged and respected. 

Students, families, and educators collaborate to develop, live, and contribute to a shared school vision. 

Educators model and nurture an attitude that emphasizes the benefits of, and satisfaction from, learning. Each 

person contributes to the operations of the school as well as the care of the physical environment (National 

School Climate Center, 2007).  

  

Czech context   

The guidelines issued by the Czech School Inspectorate at the time this study was conducted 

encouraged each Czech school to develop its strategy for immigrant student education (CSI, 

2019). The guidelines published by the Czech School Inspectorate when this study was carried 

out encouraged each Czech school to develop its strategy for educating immigrant pupils (CSI, 

2019). The Czech Ministry of Education conducted a national project to support the schools' 

self-evaluation, which we believe led to an amplified holistic perception of schools themselves 

(Chvál, 2012). Inspired by this initiative, we conducted a case study to define the positive 

school climate for newcomer immigrant students by academic and non-academic school staff 

using semi-structured in-depth interviews. 

The Czech school context in 2019 was characterized by two main inconsistencies that were 

taken into consideration when deciding on conducting research with the immigrant student 

population, especially in the capital city:   

(1) Demographic inconsistency:   

The demographic trend derived from Czech national statistical data during the time of this 

study demonstrates that over one-third (37.8%) of the total number of immigrant students in 

the country was attending elementary schools in the capital (n=271) (Czech Ministry of 



 

 

Education, 2019). In 2019 there were registered 4141 elementary schools in the Czech 

Republic.   

(2) Experience-related inconsistency:   

Due to this uneven immigrant student distribution among Czech schools, there is a school-level 

need for sharing best practices deriving from schools located in the capital city. This 

inconsistency also has a moral implication for schools in the capital because the experience 

they have acquired by serving immigrant students is at stake in the rest of the country.   

 

Methods  

To select interview participants, we utilized a purposeful sampling strategy that Patton (2014) 

would label as selecting the "high-impact case," which amounts to "studying a significant, 

illuminating, high-visibility case." We sought an elementary school with an immigrant student 

population higher than the national average that would allow us to conduct interviews with 

school staff. We contacted a middle-sized elementary school in Prague. Since its establishment 

in the early 2000s, the school has served linguistically and culturally diverse students. Its 

immigrant student population was characterized by increased international student mobility, as 

confirmed by the school leadership and the interviewed school staff. Immigrant students 

accounted for 88% of the whole school student body in 2019 (with non-Czech citizenship). 

The school had a total student population of 143 students from 25 nationalities.    

Thirty full-day visits to the school preceded the selection of interviewees. Because the study 

aimed to identify school staff's views on components of a positive school climate for immigrant 

students, we sought both academic and non-academic interviewees. We focused on school staff 

who was highly experienced in working with these immigrant students and had high motivation 

to discuss the topic. Four interviewees consented to conduct interviews: primary teacher, lower 

secondary teacher, nurse, and psychologist (table 1). 

 

Table 1: Characteristics of interview participants in sample school 

Interviewees 
 

Role 
Professional services for 

immigrant students 
Interview 

length 



 

 

1 Primary teacher 
 

28 years 
26 min 

2 

 

Secondary 

teacher 

9 years 39 min 

3 
 

School nurse 
12 years 36 min 

4 

 

School 

psychologist 

15 years 37 min 

 

 

The interviews took place in the school building in May and June 2019, lasted between 26 and 

39 minutes, were audio-recorded, and transcribed verbatim.    

The interviewees were given two questions: (1) What are your best teaching experiences? (2) 

What best practices for working with newly-arrived immigrant students in schools? (3) How 

do you define a positive school climate for newly-arrived immigrant students? 

 

Results 

The study used semi-structured interviews with school staff to identify school-level and -

specific themes that define the positive school climate for newly-arrived immigrant students as 

perceived by the school staff. We classified the data (table 2) using the thematic networks 

technique into basic themes (n=111), organizing themes (n=8), and global themes (n=2) 

(Attride-Stirling, 2001). When classifying data, more common themes were given precedence.  

The interview results showed that when defining the positive school climate for newly-arrived 

immigrant students, the school staff emphasized individual approach and teachers' professional 

development (global themes). According to the school staff, the individual approach is 

characterized by developing a meaningful relationship between the teacher and immigrant 

students.  



 

 

Table 2: Global and organizational themes from interviews  

 

Global Themes 

(N=2) 

 

Organizational themes 

(N=8) 

 

Selected topics from basic themes 

(N=111) 

Individual Approach 
Teacher-immigrant 

students ’communication 

 

Teachers to create a class atmosphere 

where it is safe to make mistakes 

 

 

Teachers to affirm immigrant students 

individually 

 

 

Teachers to try to help immigrant 

students in crisis to build trust 



 

 

School-level practices   

 

Engaging children who are willing to 

help other children 

 

Encouraging teachers to try different 

ways to cross the bridge to children 

spending longer time alone 

 

 

Teachers to teach all children to invite 

other children into the class community 

 

 

Teachers to introduce new immigrant 

children to all in the school to show 

respect 

Teacher attitudes 

 

Teachers ’openness to learning new 

ways of instruction 

 

 

Teachers to accept children as they are 

 

 

Teachers to learn to be emphatic 



 

 

Teacher-native students 

communication 

Engaging children who are willing to 

help other children 

 

 

Encouraging teachers to try different 

ways to cross the bridge to children 

spending longer time alone 

 

 

Teachers to teach all children to invite 

other children into the class community 

 

 

Teachers to introduce new immigrant 

children to all in the school to show 

respect 
 

Teachers' 

professional 

development 

School-parent 

communication 

 

School to know the family values in 

immigrant child’s culture 

 

 

School to arrange events to build 

meaningful social contacts 

Importance of peer 

support 

School-making buddy system for 

immigrant children 

 

 

To pick a child of the same gender to be 

a buddy. 

Importance of teachers' 

intervention when 

witnessing bullying 
 

School making sure that every teacher 

steps in when witnessing bullying 



 

 

Importance of preparation 

for immigrant students 

Engaging children who are willing to 

help other children 

 

 

Encouraging teachers to try different 

ways to cross the bridge to children 

spending longer time alone 

 

 

Teachers to teach all children to invite 

other children into the class community 

 

 

Teachers to introduce new immigrant 

children to all in the school to show 

respect 
 

 

 

Individual approach   

The school staff focused on highlighting the specific needs of immigrant students when 

engaged in discussions during the interviews. They commonly expressed their willingness to 

fulfill immigrant students' needs by underscoring the importance of classroom-level 

relationship-building.    

The interviews with our school staff highlighted that for an immigrant student to be an effective 

learner, the teacher has to be able to work with peer relationships and classroom social 

dynamics (Farmer et al., 2016).   

We prepare the peers before the refugee child shall be received. For example, in primary grades, the children 

prepare small gifts, and I teach them what to say when giving them to the newly-arrived refugee children.  

All participants highlighted initiating opportunities for the peer relationships to be tested and 

then developed according to a communication strategy. For this purpose, all participants 

claimed to keep a reflective journal (Expósito & Favela, 2003 Biasutti, Concina, Frate & Delen, 

2021).   



 

 

This approach is also to be found in Dietrich's & Cohen's study, showing that "the way teachers 

treat students has been found to influence how students treat each other" (Dietrich & Cohen, 

2019):   

I am concerned about the lack of friends for the refugee students. I work with them in grades 8-9. I usually 

prepare a list of potential friends for each refugee child and give them initial cooperation opportunities to test 

if they can learn from each other.  

Sometimes school work is hard. Sometimes reading and writing is hard. I want to give extra time to explain. I 

hope to know them better after school, their learning needs, and their learning styles. I can involve them in 

learning during classes because I know enough about what to do with them.  

The school staff's themes related to a positive school climate for immigrant students were child-

centered and relational. They shed light on what the teacher can actively do to develop a 

positive relationship with immigrant students: for example, positively responding to 

differences, affirming immigrant students that making mistakes is allowed, affirming 

immigrant students because of who they are and not primarily based on their performance, 

introducing immigrant students to other children to encourage the building of peer 

relationships, giving immigrant students opportunities to express themselves, providing them 

with support staff during the first weeks, and teaching intercultural relational skills to non-

immigrant students. This finding is in line with research showing that teachers' positive and 

explicit expression of high expectations and belief in students' capabilities are related to 

academic performance (Farmer et al., 2011). The interviewed teachers proposed that teachers 

could develop activities to understand the social dynamics in the classroom. The interviewed 

teachers proposed to support developmentally appropriate language acquisition, which 

correlates with research showing that an essential condition for learning is when students view 

teachers as reliable and trustworthy sources and teachers view students as effective learners 

(Osher et al., 2018).    

Teachers' professional development   

One of the interviewed staff's most important concerns is whether the school has employed the 

right teachers to serve in multicultural classes. In summary, the right teachers for educating 

immigrant children were described as open to new experiences, attentive to educational needs, 

interested in learning about new teaching methods, self-reflecting, with well-developed 

classroom management skills, with developmentally appropriate language, aware of cultural 

misunderstandings, speaking a foreign language, respecting children, understanding social 



 

 

dynamics in the classroom, knowing how to calm themselves down and how to calm down 

children, and know how to introduce themselves to newly-arrived immigrant students.   

When defining a positive school climate for newly-arrived immigrant students, the interviewed 

staff did not put primary emphasis on the newly-arrived immigrant students' acquisition of the 

Czech language. Instead, they emphasized that for the learning to take place, the teachers need 

to take ownership of building a positive teacher-immigrant student relationship:   

We must learn to communicate with them [students] and introduce the newcomer students to the class. I found 

out that leaving it up to them does not necessarily lead to improved peer relationships for the new students. 

Knowing their interests helps break the ice and match them with students with similar interests.  

Similarly to the findings of Martin, Fergus & Noguera (2010), teachers' knowledge of students' 

interests paves the way for communication, especially for building meaningful initial 

relationships with newly-arrived students.   

The staff expressed that teachers should be positive influencers who act proactively in setting 

the optimal state for learning.    

Some of our teachers can not communicate with newly-arrived immigrant students. I just put a smile on my 

face when meeting them in corridors to help them relax.  

This comment supports the notion that besides systemic and instructional factors, we must 

always pay attention to relational processes (Dietrich & Cohen, 2019). Similarly, Dietrich & 

Cohen's (2019) study analyzing the results of the Tripod student survey with an ethnically 

diverse sample of 146,044 students in grades 5 through 12 during the period 2012-2015 

underscores that "relationships with adults are more important for explaining children's 

behavior, peer relationships more important for explaining adolescent behavior" (Dietrich & 

Cohen, 2019). Such a result can mean that the teacher-immigrant student relationship is crucial 

for immigrant student learning and can determine students' unwillingness to learn the host 

country's language. In Dietrich's and Cohen's study, the quality of relationships between 

teachers and immigrant students and between immigrant students and their peers was the 

primary mediator in understanding the relationship between bullying and student family 

background and between bullying and teaching quality (Dietrich & Cohen, 2019).    

The school staff highlighted that for any immigrant student to become an effective learner, the 

teacher has to be able to work with peer relationships and classroom social dynamics (Farmer 

et al., 2016). Our interviewees highlighted that teachers' ability to work with immigrant 



 

 

students needs to be around building relationships and is a precedent for any social classroom 

inclusion.   

In addition, teacher participants suggested connecting newly-arrived immigrants with their 

school life immediately by enrolling them in extracurricular activities:   

Our teachers must apply individual approaches to each student because they come from many nations. If we 

understand their pre-migratory experiences, then communication can start, but there are many strands to a 

rope regarding how to enable positive school experiences. One is to connect them with their peers and the 

school by enrolling in extracurricular activities.  

 According to the respondents, involving newly-arrived immigrant students in extracurricular 

activities is a key to building age-appropriate school experiences, and building peer 

relationships important for selecting and involving native students in the integration process.   

 

Discussion  

When looking closer at the constituents of the formulated global themes (table 2), they 

underscore the importance of relational context as a critical element, especially the teacher-

immigrant student relationship, and what the teacher can do to influence relationships with 

immigrant students positively. Emphasizing the relational contexts of the integration of 

immigrant students is in line with the research conducted among immigrant students in Czech 

schools, which considers teachers as key influencers in the integration process (Kostelecká et 

al., 2019). The teacher-student relationship is widely seen as a key factor in improving student 

academic performance (Daily et al., 2019; Krane et al., 2016; Berkowitz et al., 2015; Petrie, 

2014; Sabol & Pianta, 2012; Zullig et al., 2011; Roorda et al., 2011; Cohen et al., 2009), 

especially for immigrant students (Suarez-Orozco, 2009).  

Our research findings show that highly-experienced school staff focused on fulfilling 

immigrant students' social needs and deeply invested in setting a precedent for social classroom 

inclusion before welcoming newly-arrived immigrant children into classrooms. This notion 

aligns with research that accentuates that we should always pay attention to relational processes 

besides systemic and instructional integration goals. For example, Dietrich & Cohen's (2019) 

study that analyzes the results of the Tripod student survey in the USA with an ethnically 

diverse sample of 146,044 students in grades 5 through 12 during the period 2012-2015, 

underscores that relationships with adults are more important for explaining children's 

behavior, peer relationships more critical for explaining adolescent behavior. The teacher-



 

 

immigrant student relationship catalyzes immigrant students' learning process. It can determine 

students' (un)willingness to learn a foreign language, including that of the host country.  
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