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Rationale and Background
How welcoming is your school?

Research has shown when schools create a welcoming atmosphere, they become inviting places where
students want to learn, school employees want to work and every citizen feels respected and valued. The
schools belong to our customer, and we are dependent on the public for our ultimate success.

There is a great deal of research pointing to factors that improve student learning and one of those is family
involvement; but why do families get involved? Three reasons: families feel it is their role, they feel they can
effect change and/or the school is an inviting place. Which one did families rate the most important? The
number one reason people became involved in their schools is when they feel invited and welcomed to do so
(adapted from Hoover-Dempsey (1997) and Lanthier, Wright-Cunningham, Edmonds (2003)). For some
members of our community, depending on their experiences, schools may not have been a welcoming,
trusting comfortable place. Creating welcoming environments is the number one factor in encouraging family
involvement. It is not necessary to create new programs or workloads but focus on the customer service
aspects of what we are doing.

Four components of a welcoming atmosphere have been identified. By assessing the needs in these critical
areas, schools can develop plans to meet the needs of their school communities and improve their
environments, thus creating a foundation for increasing family and community engagement.

Physical Environment: What is the physical appearance of your school building and grounds, including
entrances, hallways, classrooms, cafeteria, gym, playgrounds, parking lots, etc.?

Practices and Policies: What are the policies and practices in place to provide information, involve
families in decision-making, and create a welcoming school?

Personal Interaction: Are schools filled with inviting, friendly interaction among staff, students and
visitors?

Written Materials and Communications: How do you communicate with your school communities and
how effective are your communication tools?

The Welcoming Atmosphere Walk-Through is a tool designed to assist the building or district in identifying
major components of each area. Working with others that are also invested in the success of the school,
buildings can receive input that can be used towards creating a more welcoming environment.

/
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Suggested Workshop for School Staff

Creating a Welcoming Atmosphere

Materials needed:

Flip chart and extra chart paper
Markers

Sample Agenda:
= Break into smaller groups of 5-6 staff members.
=  Provide each team a piece of chart paper
Divide the chart paper into three equal sections.
Brainstorm:
o Label the first section of the chart paper “Welcome”.
o Think about a place where you feel welcome.
o Come up with adjectives to describe the place.
o Record the group’s answers on chart paper.
= Brainstorm:

o Label the second section of the chart paper “Why”.

o Think about WHY a welcoming environment is important.

o Record the group’s answers on chart paper.

o Ahandout has been provided on page 6 to suggest possible Whys for the group.

= Brainstorm:

o Label the third section of the chart paper “Who”.

o Schools are made up of many different communities: new parents, non-English speaking parent, etc. As
you think about the welcoming environment in your school, what school communities (stakeholders)
should you keep in mind?

o Record the group’s answers on chart paper.

o Ahandout has been provided on page 7 to suggest possible Whos for the group.

= Distribute the handout that describes the four components to be considered in a welcoming atmosphere:
physical environment, practices and policies, personal interaction, and written materials and communications
found on page 8.
o Assign each group ONE of the four components listed above
o lLabel a NEW sheet of chart paper with the title of the component that your group is
considering.
e Brainstorm descriptors of what a welcoming school looks like within the component
that the group has been assigned.
e Record the group’s answers on chart paper.
o Each small group will share out what it has written as well as insights gained about the component of
welcoming atmosphere they were assigned with the large group.
o Ask for volunteers to form a subcommittee, joining with members of other school stakeholders, to do a
Welcoming Atmosphere Walk-Through and assist in establishing a Family and Community Engagement
Team for the building or district.

5|Page



Creating a Welcoming Atmosphere

The Why?

Possible answers for the Why behind creating a welcoming atmosphere to be used in the activity for school staff.

Public (city, village, local) is our middle name.
There are increasing demands for accountability.

Public support for public schools depends on
understanding.

What about the 70% of the community population
that does not have children in school?

Research shows strong link between parental
involvement and student achievement.

Do people feel welcome in our school?
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Creating a Welcoming Atmosphere

The Who?

Possible answers for the Who behind creating a welcoming atmosphere to be used in the activity for school staff.

Students
Staff
Bus drivers
Parents
Volunteers
School neighbors
Newcomers
Community Groups
Civic organizations
New staff members
Government officials
Senior citizens
Preschool parents
Parents of students that open enroll
Business people
Individuals with disabilities
Non-English speaker
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Creating a Welcoming Atmosphere

Components

Physical Environment:
What is the physical appearance of your school building and
grounds, including entrances, hallways, cafeteria, gym, playgrounds,
parking lots, etc.?

Practices and Policies:
What are the policies and practices in place to provide information,
involve parents in decision-making, and create a welcoming school?

Personal Interaction:
Are schools filled with inviting, friendly interaction among staff,

students and visitors? Are you greeted as you walk through the
building?

Written Materials and Communications:
How do you communicate with your school communities and how
effective are your communication tools?
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Welcoming Atmosphere Walk-Through

General Information:

What is the Welcoming Atmosphere Walk-Through?

(@]

As a team, your selected staff members and school community members will take a tour of
your school.

The team will look at four components of the school that let families and community members
know they are welcome there as partners in the school.

Based on their observations, the team will complete a Welcoming Atmosphere What’s
Working/Recommendation Form highlighting the welcoming aspects of your school.

What is the purpose of the Welcoming Atmosphere Walk-Through?
Each school has different goals it hopes to achieve as a result of this walk-through but can include:

@)
©)

Examining how inviting the school appears to its diverse community.

Looking at strategies that can be employed to make the school more inviting to the families and
community.

Increasing family engagement.

Gathering information ultimately to set school goals for next year.

What are the components of the Welcoming Atmosphere Walk-Through?

@)
©)
©)

The Physical Environment: parking lots, classrooms, lobby, hallways, cafetorium, etc.
School-wide Practices and Policies: interview with principal/administrative staff

Personal Interaction: observations in the main office, hallways, and places open to the public;
listen and look for inviting, friendly tones.

Written Materials and Communication: newsletters, parent handbook, flyers, and other
materials distributed by the school. Web sites and telephone message lines are also included.

Who will do the Welcoming Atmosphere Walk Through?

(0]
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Select 12 people (four staff members and eight representatives of your school communities) for
your teams. Consider choosing team members who represent the diversity of your families,
your staff and your community. For example, you may want to include an administrator, a
teacher, a custodian, a secretary, a bus driver, a cafeteria worker, a neighbor, a community
leader, a special education parent, a board member, an English as a second language parent, a
general education parent, and/or others who represent the various cultures in your school
community.



Preparation:

Facilitator and Family and Community Engagement (FCE) Team will do the following:

1)

2)
3)
4)
5)

6)
7)
8)
9)

Plan and schedule the procedure with a school contact person.
a. See Sample Agenda on page 10.
b. Plan for approximately 90 minutes for the walk-through.
Prepare packets for each team member.
Select the participants for the walk-through.
Send the names to the principal or superintendent.
Don’t make changes to current practices or ‘warn’ any staff that the walk-through will be taking place.
You want the walk-through to be as authentic as possible.
Divide the participants into four component teams.
Facilitate the briefing, walk-through and debriefing.
Write a summary of the teams’ observations, what’s working and recommendations.
Follow-up with the school to discuss next steps.

Building or district is asked to do the following before the walk-through:

1)
2)

3)
4)

5)

Provide a meeting room large enough for your team members and space for each of the four teams to
meet and talk separately. This could be the same room with teams moving to separate corners.
Provide the name of an administrator who will be interviewed.

Provide a map of the school.

Collect samples of all written material sent to parents/families form your school, i.e., a parent/student
handbook, two recent newsletters, a student directly, a packet of material for new students and
families, etc.

Provide website address, phone numbers, including message lines, through which families and
community members can contact the school. Team members will view and call these resources during
the walk-through.
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Sample Agenda:

Name of School

Welcoming Atmosphere Walk-Through

10:00-10:10 Welcome Principal

10:10-10:25 Introduction Facilitator of walk-through
v’ History
v" Purpose and Objectives
v' Guidelines

Form four teams with 2-4 staff members and 2-4 family or community
members on each team

Team 1: Physical Environment

Team 2: Practices and Policies

Team 3: Personal Interaction

Team 4: Written Material and Communication
10:25-10:55 Walk-through Teams

v" Each team member should read over their checklist and make notes as they
walk-through the school

10:55-11:10 Individual team discussions and completion of forms Teams
v" Choose a Note-taker; one master checklist should be submitted to the facilitator
as well as all participants’ notes
v" Choose a Reporter for the summary report out

11:10-11:30 Summary report out from each team Facilitator and Teams

v" Other comments from all team members
v" Next steps

11| Page



Welcoming Atmosphere Walk-Through

Meeting with Your Teams:

e Thank you for being a part of your school’s Welcoming Atmosphere Walk-Through Team. Your input
will be helpful in making future visitors to the building feel a welcomed part of the school.

e Asyou participate in the walk-through today, please think about the things that say “Welcome!” to you
as you enter the school.

e Trytoassume a role as a visitor new to the school. Look at your school from any or all of the following
perspectives:
o You are a parent of a child that will attend kindergarten in the fall.
You are thinking about moving into the area.
You are a first-time volunteer.
You just moved here from another state.
You just moved here from another area in the state.
You know very little English.
You are a father.
You just moved to the USA.
You have difficulty walking.
You have difficulty seeing.
You are a neighbor of the school.

0O O O 0O 0O 0O O O O O

e During today’s walkthrough, you will become a member of ONE of four Welcoming Atmosphere
Component Teams. These teams will examine the following elements:
The Physical Environment Practices and Policies
Personal Interaction Written Materials and Communication

e In order to remember your thoughts during the walk-through process, please put your name at the top
of your individual Welcoming Atmosphere Walk-Through Checklist and make notes on the following:
o What s your school doing well?
o What could we do to make the school more welcoming for families and visitors?

e At the conclusion of the walk-through time period, each Component Team will discuss its observations
and complete the What’s Working and Recommendation Form that has been provided to the team.

e The entire team will then gather to share each Component Team’s findings and discuss.

e When all teams have shared their observations, the reports will be collected by the facilitator for
compilation and set a time line for improvement goals and implementation plans for next year.
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Welcoming Atmosphere Walk-Through

The Physical Environment

The physical appearance of the facility is an essential element in creating a welcoming environment. Your
team will tour the school’s entrances, offices, hallways, cafeteria, gym, library, clinic, work room, etc., and a
sampling of classrooms.

While you and your teammates are touring the building, please consider the items listed on the back of this
document. Be sure to make notes so you will be able to discuss your observations.

What’s working? What are we doing well?

Recommendations: Ideas to make our school more welcoming.
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Welcoming Atmosphere Walk-Through

Practices and Policies

School wide practices and policies can enhance or undermine a welcoming atmosphere. Your team will
interview the school’s principal/chief administrator and ask questions similar to those listed on the back of this
document. Please take notes so you will be able to discuss the answers at the conclusion of the interview.

What’s working? What are we doing well?

Recommendations: Ideas to make our school more welcoming.
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Welcoming Atmosphere Walk-Through

Personal Interaction

The interaction between school staff members and the public is an essential element of a welcoming
atmosphere. Your team will quietly observe the school staff and visitors, watch their behavior, and listen to
interactions between staff and adults who call or visit the building. This assessment isn’t intended to be an

evaluation tool for individual staff members, but rather is intended to evaluate the climate and culture of the
building.

While you and your teammates are touring the building, please consider the items listed on the back of this
document. Be sure to make notes so you will be able to discuss your observations. You may want to make
tally marks to indicate the number of staff members observed and the number of times you observed a
particular behavior.

What’s working? What are we doing well?

Recommendations: Ideas to make our school more welcoming.
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Welcoming Atmosphere Walk-Through

Written Materials and Communication

A more welcoming atmosphere is created when the written materials and communications sent from the
school are clear, understandable, and meaningful to parents and others reading them.

While you and your teammates review the school’s handbooks, newsletters, directories, calendar of school
events, web sites, fliers, and other printed materials, consider the items listed on the back of this document.

Please take notes so you will be able to discuss the answers with your teammates.

What’s working? What are we doing well?

Recommendations: Ideas to make our school more welcoming.
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Welcoming Atmosphere Walk-Through

Compilation of Results

Compile the feedback that came out of the Walk-Through. Highlight the recommendation(s) that the team
would like to pursue.

School

Component What’s Working Recommendations

Physical Environment

Practices and Policies
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Component

What’s Working

Recommendations

Personal Interaction

Written
Communication and
Materials
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