
Healthy, Safe, Engaged, Supported, and Challenged
What does a school and community look like when they truly ensure each child is healthy, safe, engaged, supported, and challenged?
Healthy - It makes sense that for students to learn at high levels, they must first be healthy. Students who are sick, hungry, can’t breathe because of asthma, can’t see the blackboard because of poor vision, or who can’t concentrate because of pervasive toothaches or depression are unlikely to do well academically.

Creating a warm and secure environment is really important for students to do their best academically. When kids feel safe, they can concentrate more and truly enjoy learning. Sadly, many children still don’t feel entirely safe at school, which can hold them back from reaching their full potential. Recent reports from organizations like the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, the CDC School Climate Survey, the National Center for Education Statistics, and America’s Promise / Gradation show that these challenges are still very much present.
Despite many years of efforts to improve schools, students today still share feelings of fear, disconnection, and instability. Recent national surveys reveal that only 31 percent of students feel completely safe at school, while 14 percent often or always feel unsafe. These troubling figures have worsened compared to earlier federal reports, highlighting increasing anxiety, social conflicts, and worries about violence. At the same time, many students describe their classrooms as becoming more chaotic, with 68 percent of recent dropouts indicating that schools lack consistent discipline, and 71 percent saying disruptions make learning difficult. The message is unmistakable—students are struggling in environments that can feel unpredictable, impersonal, and overwhelming.
The ongoing absence of meaningful student voice makes these issues even more challenging. While schools often discuss ‘student agency,” the reality is quite different: only 17 percent of students feel they have a say in creating school rules, and just 12 percent say adults regularly seek their input. Over 60 percent of students perceive rules as arbitrary or unfair. This feeling of not belonging is reflected in broader climate data, which shows that only 29 percent of students feel there’s an adult at school who truly understands them, and one in three reports not having a meaningful connection with a teacher. On the other hand, students in small learning communities consistently report two to three times higher levels of safety, belonging, and connections with adults. This clearly demonstrates that structure, relationships, and student voice aren’t optional—they’re vital for a healthy and effective learning environment.

[bookmark: secondParagraph]Engaged - Skip to next paragraphIt makes sense that for students to learn at high levels, they must first be motivated to learn and interested in their studies. Students who are bored by their classes, who don’t feel motivated to achieve, and who don’t see the connection between what they’re learning in school and their real-world goals are unlikely to do well academically. 

Supported - It makes sense that for students to learn at high levels, they must first feel supported by caring, qualified adults. Students who don’t have access to adult role models, advisors, mentors, counselors, or teachers who understand their social and emotional development are unlikely to do well academically.
Many children miss out on this valuable support because not enough teachers have received training in child development, either during their initial education or through ongoing professional development. Experts suggest having one counselor for every 250 students across all grades, but currently, the average ratio is about 488:1, with some states going over 700:1 (www.schoolcounselor.org). To make sure every student gets the support they need, it’s important to at least try to:
· Every student has an adult advisor or mentor 
· Students have access to school counselors or other student support

Challenged - It makes sense that for students to learn at high levels, they must have access to a 21st-century curriculum that both challenges and inspires them. Students who spend most of their day being lectured and drilled in reading and math only, and who don’t have access to courses in the arts, music, social studies, civics, and other broadening courses, are more likely to tune out and less likely to do well in school.

Too many children don’t have access to a 21st-century series of courses. For example, only one-third of U.S. middle and high school students and 5 percent of elementary students study a foreign language. (Committee for Economic Development). 

The Partnership for 21st-Century Skills (Business and Education Leaders) says schools are falling short in teaching such “emerging essential content” as global awareness; financial, economic and entrepreneurial literacy; civic literacy; health and wellness; and life skills. The public understands the importance of a well-balanced curriculum. Six in 10 members of the public want students to take a “wide variety of courses” beyond “the basics,” and 89 percent believe that arts should be taught in the public schools (Americans for the Arts).

To ensure that all students are academically challenged with a well-balanced curriculum, it is recommended, at a minimum:
· Schools provide a well-rounded curriculum for all students 
· Students have access to rigorous programs in arts, foreign languages, and social studies 
· Schools maintain flexible graduation requirements

Many superintendents believe that we need to throw out all the old ideas and start from scratch. And it seems like a legitimate request because we live in a time of dramatic change. Yes, the world is changing, but that does not mean that we must throw out all timeless principles that have worked for many years. 



