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Abstract

Purpose – The aim of this study was two-fold: to demonstrate a general construct of schools called
academic optimism and to show it was related to student achievement in urban elementary schools,
even controlling for socioeconomic factors, and school size.

Design/methodology/approach – Data were collected from 99 urban elementary schools in Texas
and multiple regression and factor analyses were used to test a series of hypotheses guiding the
inquiry.

Findings – The major hypotheses of the study were supported; academic optimism was a
second-order construct comprised of collective efficacy, faculty trust, and academic optimism.
Moreover, academic optimism is a school characteristic that predicts student achievement even
controlling for socioeconomic status.

Practical implications – The results support Bandura’s social cognitive theory, Coleman’s social
capital theory, Hoy and Tarter’s work on organizational climate, and demonstrate the existence of a
cultural property of schools called academic optimism. Further, the findings have practical
implications for developing strategies to improve the academic performance of urban schools.

Originality/value – The findings demonstrate the existence of a new collective construct, academic
optimism, which has the potential to help improve the effectiveness of schools.
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Paper type Research paper

One challenge facing educational researchers, policymakers, and school reformers is to
identify characteristics of schools that improve student achievement. The task is clear
but difficult. Coleman’s landmark study of schools (Coleman et al., 1966) concluded that
school characteristics had a negligible effect on student achievement; social factors
such as socioeconomic status had the overriding influence on achievement. It took
about a decade until educational researchers began systematically to challenge
Coleman’s sobering conclusion. Edmond’s (1979) list of effective school characteristics
– strong principal leadership, high expectations for student achievement, emphasis on
basic skills, an orderly environment, and frequent systematic evaluation – became the
basis for a school effectiveness movement that sought to show the importance of school
leaders and school characteristics in improving student performance.

Good schools are a function of strong principal leadership. This proposition is simple,
clear, and appealing, especially to administrators. Yet the empirical demonstration of a
direct relationship between principal leadership and student achievement has been
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elusive. It is one thing to identify a high-performing school in a poor, urban district and
attribute its success to principal leadership or school climate or an orderly environment,
any or all of which may be present in that school. It is quite a different matter to
demonstrate a priori that such characteristics are directly and systematically related to
student achievement in controlled, quantitative studies of large samples. For example,
the research linking principal leadership and student achievement was reviewed by
Hallinger and Heck in 1996 and they concluded that there was little or no direct influence
between principal leadership and student achievement; most such influence on
achievement is indirect, that is, mediated through other variables.

One consistent finding on school effects is the strong influence of socioeconomic
status (SES) on achievement; in fact, there are few school characteristics that are
consistently related school achievement when controlling for the effect of SES.
Inevitably, once socioeconomic factors are included in the analysis they overwhelm
other school properties and their influence on achievement vanishes. Although there
are others, academic emphasis, collective efficacy and, trust are three school
characteristics that remain significant predictors in spite of SES. These three variables
have an additional special advantage: they are tightly woven together and reinforce
each other as they influence student achievement. We begin by examining the research
on each of these three school concepts.

Academic emphasis
One important organizational property that nurtures student achievement is academic
emphasis or the school’s press for superior student performance. Academic emphasis is
the extent to which the school is driven by a quest for academic excellence – a press for
academic achievement (Hoy and Tarter, 1997). High, but achievable academic goals are
set for students; the learning environment is orderly and serious; teachers believe in the
ability of their students to achieve; and students respect academic achievement (Hoy
and Miskel, 2005). Academic emphasis has been reliably measured by a subtest of the
Organizational Health Inventory (Hoy and Tarter, 1997).

There have been at least four studies that have demonstrated that academic
emphasis of the school is significantly related to student achievement even controlling
for SES (Hoy et al., 1991; Hoy and Sabo, 1998; Goddard et al., 2000). The results hold
regardless of the school level – elementary, middle, or high school level and regardless
of method – multiple regression, structural equation modeling, or hierarchical linear
modeling.

A recent study (Alig-Mielcarek and Hoy, 2005) examined the influence of the
instructional leadership of the principal and the academic press of the school on
student achievement. The results demonstrated the significance of academic emphasis
in explaining student achievement, even controlling for SES. Using structural equation
modeling to test the proposed model, the researchers found that the academic press, not
instructional leadership, was the crucial variable explaining achievement. In fact,
instructional leadership worked indirectly, not directly, through academic press to
influence student achievement.

Collective efficacy of the school
Studies have demonstrated the power of positive efficacy judgments in human learning
and achievement in such diverse areas as dieting, smoking cessation, sports
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performance, political participation, and academic achievement (Bandura, 1997;
Goddard et al., 2004). Educational researchers have found associations between
student achievement and three sets of efficacy beliefs – self-efficacy beliefs of students
(Pajares, 1994, 1997), self-efficacy beliefs of teachers (Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998),
and teachers’ collective efficacy beliefs about the school (Goddard et al., 2000). In this
inquiry we are interested in the school property of collective efficacy as it relates to
student achievement.

Within schools, perceived collective efficacy is the judgment of the faculty about the
performance capability of the social system as a whole (Bandura, 1997). Teachers not
only have individual perceptions about there own efficacy but also beliefs about the
capability of the entire faculty. These teacher perceptions about the capability of the
faculty reflect the perceived collective efficacy of the school. In brief, perceived
collective efficacy of a school is the judgment of the teachers that the faculty as a whole
can organize and execute actions required to have a positive effect on students
(Goddard et al., 2000).

A review of the research on collective efficacy reveals four research studies that link
collective efficacy of the school to student achievement (Bandura, 1993; Goddard et al.,
2000, 2004; Goddard et al., 2004; Hoy et al., 2002). Bandura was first to make the
connection, and he found that schools in which the faculty had a strong sense of
collective efficacy flourished academically whereas those in which faculty had serious
doubts about their collective efficacy achieved little progress or declined academically.
In brief, he demonstrated collective efficacy contributed significantly to how well
schools perform academically, even after controlling for socioeconomic and other
demographic characteristics. Similarly, Goddard et al. (2000) showed the power of
collective efficacy of urban elementary schools; collective efficacy was positively
related to student achievement even controlling for SES.

Hoy et al. (2002) developed a model of school achievement in high schools in which
collective efficacy was the central variable. Controlling for both academic press and
SES, collective efficacy was the key variable in explaining student achievement; in fact,
in this study of high schools, collective efficacy was more important than either
socioeconomic status or academic press. Finally, Goddard et al. (2004) developed and
tested an even more comprehensive theoretical model of perceived collective efficacy
and student achievement. Using structural equation modeling, the results were
consistent with earlier findings; even controlling for minority student enrollment,
urbanicity, SES, school size, and prior achievement, collective efficacy was the key in
explaining student achievement in reading, writing, and social studies achievement.

In sum, collective efficacy of schools, like academic emphasis, was related to student
achievement even while controlling for SES and other demographic variables. The
relationships held whether the schools were elementary, middle, or high schools, and
they were demonstrated using a variety of methodological approaches, including path
analysis, structural equation modeling, and hierarchical linear modeling.

Faculty trust in parents and students
The third school property that predicts student achievement even controlling for SES
is faculty trust in parents and students. One might assume that such trust is two
different things, but the assumption is false. When the teachers trust parents, they also
trust students, and vice versa. Whether the school is elementary or secondary does not
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matter; faculty trust in parents and students is one integrated dimension of trust (Bryk
and Schneider, 2002; Goddard et al., 2001; Hoy and Tschannen-Moran, 1999; Smith
et al., 2001).

A review of the trust literature demonstrates that there are multiple facets of trust
(Hoy and Tschannen-Moran, 2003). In schools, however, the basic facets of trust –
benevolence, reliability, competence, honesty, and openness – vary together to form an
integrated conception of trust (Hoy and Tschannen-Moran, 1999, 2003; Smith et al.,
2001). Building on the work of Hoy and Tschannen-Moran (2003), we define trust as
follows:

Faculty trust is the group’s willingness to be vulnerable to another party based on the
confidence that the latter party is benevolent, reliable, competent, honest, and open.

Three studies of trust in schools (Bryk and Schneider, 2002; Goddard et al., 2001; Hoy,
2002) have demonstrated the power of faculty trust in parents and students as a
variable that explains student achievement regardless of SES. Research by Goddard
et al. (2001) showed a direct, positive relationship between faculty trust in students and
parents, and higher student achievement in elementary schools, even controlling for
socioeconomic status. Like academic emphasis and collective efficacy, faculty trust in
clients (parents and students) was an important organizational property able to
overcome some of the disadvantages of low SES. Similarly, Hoy (2002) showed the
same relationship between trust in clients and student achievement in high schools.
And Bryk and Schneider (2002) performed a three-year longitudinal study in 12
Chicago elementary schools; they found trust among teachers, parents, and students
produced schools that were more likely to demonstrate substantial gains in student
achievement, whereas in stark contrast, schools with weak trust relationships saw
virtually no improvement in the achievement scores of their students.

Thus, faculty trust in parents and students is another one of the few variables that
is related to student achievement regardless of SES, school level, or research method.
Why are academic emphasis, collective efficacy, and trust consistently related to
student achievement when controlling for SES whereas other school properties are not?
Is there some construct that under girds these three properties? Are there some
common theoretical bases for these properties? Hoy et al. (2005) provide answers to
these questions, and we review their answers briefly in this analysis before we move to
the empirical phase of this study.

Academic optimism of schools: a new construct
Academic emphasis, collective efficacy, and faculty trust are all school characteristics;
that is, they are collective properties. Each is related to student achievement even
controlling for SES and school level. Moreover, the studies that we have reviewed
suggest that academic emphasis, collective efficacy beliefs, and faculty trust shape the
normative and behavioral environment of the school. In sum, these three collective
properties – efficacy, trust, and academic emphasis – are not only similar in their
nature and function, but also in their strong, positive influences on student
achievement.

Hoy et al. (2005), 2006) conceptualize and demonstrate the commonalties of the three
concepts and invent the term, academic optimism of schools, which is a general
construct of schools composed of academic emphasis, collective efficacy, and faculty
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trust in parents and students. The notion of academic optimism encompasses both
cognitive and affective dimensions and adds a behavioral element as well (Hoy et al.,
2005). Collective efficacy is a collective belief of expectation and thus is cognitive.
Faculty trust in parents and teachers is an affective response to interaction patterns
and academic emphasis is the press for achievement-oriented behaviors in the school
workplace. Thus, academic optimism is conceived as a variable with three basic
characteristics – efficacy, trust, and academic emphasis. Hoy et al. (2005) conclude that
“collective efficacy reflects the thoughts and beliefs of the group; faculty trust adds an
affective dimension, and academic emphasis captures the behavioral enactment of
efficacy and trust”.

Academic optimism gives a rich explanation of collective behavior in terms of
cognitive, affective, and behavioral dimensions. The three elements of academic
optimism are in dynamic and reciprocal relationship with each other. That is, academic
emphasis facilitates efficacy, which in turns reinforces academic emphasis. Further,
efficacy creates trust in students and parents, which promotes more trust; and finally,
trust nurtures academic emphasis, which in turn enhances trust. In brief, the three
elements of academic optimism have reciprocal causal relationships with each other.

There have been only a few studies exploring this new construct. The first study
(Hoy et al., 2005) was a confirmatory factor analysis that demonstrated the structure
and composition of the construct with elementary schools. The next study (Hoy et al.,
2006) was an analysis of high schools in which once again, a confirmatory factor
analysis supported the nature and meaning of academic optimism, but this study went
one step further, it also demonstrated that that academic optimism had a positive and
direct effect on school student achievement in both math and science controlling for
numerous demographic factors, including SES. A third study on academic optimism
(McGuigan and Hoy, 2006) pushes the research even further by examining what
principals can do to cultivate a culture of academic optimism in secondary schools.
Consistent with the earlier studies, academic optimism was identified as a general
construct composed of academic emphasis, collective efficacy, and faculty, which was
directly related to school achievement controlling for SES. Moreover, it showed that
principals who were able to develop school structures in which the rules, policies, and
procedures enabled the basic teaching and learning mission of the schools had cultures
of academic optimism. In short, enabling school structure nurtured academic
optimism, which in turn created higher levels of achievement even controlling for SES.
The authors theorized that enabling school structures captured the outcomes of what
effective leaders do – enable the key work of the school and create a culture of
optimism.

Hypotheses
Academic optimism as a term was chosen to reflect beliefs about dispositions and
behavior in schools. As we suggested at the outset, since the Coleman (1966) report the
challenge has been to find ways to overcome the negative consequences of low SES of
students. Such research has proved exceedingly difficult to find because SES has an
overwhelming effect on academic performance. The purpose of the current study is to
continue the research begun on academic optimism by examining the impact of
academic optimism on achievement in a sample of urban elementary schools. This is
the first study to focus on poor urban schools.
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The hypotheses of this study are not original, but they continue to move the
research agenda forward by testing the relationships in an urban setting. First, we
expect the three variables of academic emphasis, collective efficacy, and faculty trust
will unite to form the general construct called academic optimism. Second, we
hypothesize that in these urban schools, academic optimism and school achievement
will be related. This hypothesis is an outgrowth of earlier work and the fact that
research has shown that academic emphasis, collective efficacy, and faculty trust in
clients (students and parents) unite to form the latent construct of academic optimism
and that all these variables are related to school achievement. In sum, this research is
guided by the following two hypotheses:

H1. Academic optimism is a general construct composed of academic emphasis,
collective efficacy, and faculty trust in clients (parents and students).

H2. Academic optimism predicts to student achievement even controlling for
socioeconomic status and school size.

Method
The sample, data collection procedures, and measures used in this study are described
below.

Sample
A sample of 99 urban elementary schools was selected for study in Texas. All of the
schools in this study were classified as either “major urban” or “major suburban” by
the Texas Education Agency. Major urban districts constitute the largest districts in
the state and include counties with populations over 650,000, whereas major suburban
schools are defined as districts in and around major urban areas, which was the case in
this sample. All of our major suburban schools, however, were poor ones: in fact, they
were among the poorest in our sample with a range of students on free and reduced
lunch programs from a low 55 percent to a high of 92 percent. In other words, the
wealthiest of these schools had more than half of their students on free and reduced
lunch programs. To label these schools suburban is deceptive because the schools have
the poverty and minority problems of poor urban schools. The school size of
elementary schools in this sample ranged from 289 to 1,251 students with an average
size of 682.

Data collection
Data were collected from teachers during scheduled faculty meetings. A trained
researcher administered the surveys to the teachers in each school. The survey
instrument was administered to a random sample of teachers in the school. The other
teachers responded to other questionnaires that were not part of this study.
Participants were guaranteed anonymity and confidentially. Virtually all teachers
responded to the questionnaires. School-level data describing socioeconomic status as
well as other demographic data were provided by the Texas Education Agency and
were merged with the personally collected data.
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Measures
The three basic concepts of this study were collective efficacy, faculty trust in clients
(students and parents), and academic emphasis of schools. Each was assessed by valid
and reliable measures.

Academic emphasis. The academic emphasis of a school is the degree to which the
school focuses on intellectual and academic activities. The faculty presses students for
high achievement and students work hard, are cooperative, and respect others who get
high grades. The academic emphasis subscale of the Organizational Health Inventory
(Hoy et al., 1991; Hoy and Tarter, 1997; Hoy and Miskel, 2005) was used to measure the
academic emphasis of the school. The measure was comprised of five Likert items
scored on a five-point scale. Sample items included the following: “Students respect
others who get good grades,” Students try hard to improve on previous work,”
“Students neglect to complete homework (score reversed)”, and “Students are
cooperative during classroom instruction.” The reliability of the scale in this study was
supported with an alpha coefficient of 0.89. Construct and predictive validity of the
scale has been supported by other research (Hoy et al., 1991; Hoy and Tarter, 1997).

Collective efficacy. Perceived collective efficacy of a school is the judgment of the
teachers that the faculty as a whole can organize and execute actions required to have a
positive effect on students (Goddard et al., 2000, 2004). The construct was measured
using the 12-item collective efficacy scale (Goddard et al., 2000). The items were scored
on a six-point Likert scale. Samples of the questions were: “Teachers here are confident
they will be able to motivate their students,” “Drug and alcohol abuse in the
community make learning difficult for students here” (score reversed), “These students
come to school ready to learn,” and “Students here just aren’t motivated to learn” (score
reversed). Previous research has demonstrated the construct validity and reliability of
the scale (Goddard et al., 2000, 2004). The reliability of the subscale for the current
sample was alpha ¼ 0.91.

Faculty trust in clients (students and parents). School trust is the faculty’s
willingness to be vulnerable to parents and students because they are confident in their
good will, honesty, and openness. Faculty trust was measured by the Omnibus Trust
Scale (Hoy and Tschannen-Moran, 2003). The items were scored on a six-point Likert
scale from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (6). Sample items of the scale include
the following questions: “Teachers in this school can trust their students,” “Parents in
this school are reliable in their commitment,” “Students in this school can be counted
on to do their work,” and “Teachers can count on parental support.” The reliability and
construct validity of the scale have been supported in several factor-analytic studies
(Hoy and Tschannen-Moran, 2003). The alpha coefficient of reliability for the items in
this study was 0.97.

Socioeconomic status
The socioeconomic status (SES) of schools in this study was determined by the number
of students on free and reduced lunch program; thus, the higher the percentage, the
lower the socioeconomic standing of the school.

School size
School size was measured by the number of students in each school as reported by the
Texas Education Agency.
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Achievement
The achievement indicator in this study is based on the mathematics results of the
Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills Test (TAKS). The average school score on
mathematics in the fourth grade was the criterion.

Results
We were concerned with two main objectives in our analysis of the data: to confirm the
theory that academic optimism was a general construct composed of academic
emphasis, collective efficacy, and faculty trust (Hoy et al., 2005), and to test the potency
of academic optimism in predicting student achievement in urban schools controlling
for the demographic properties of SES and school size.

Academic optimism: factor analysis
The first step in our analysis of data was to test the hypothesis that academic optimism
could be measured as a general variable consisting of academic emphasis, collective
efficacy, and faculty trust. To that end, we did a principal axis factor analysis of the
three measures (Table I). The results demonstrate one strong factor that explained
89.83 percent of the variance. Collective efficacy loaded on academic optimism at 0.99;
faculty trust in clients loaded at 0.94: and academic emphasis loaded at 0.83. The factor
solution is presented in Table II.

Consequently, our academic optimism measure was weighted based on factor
loadings; that is, it was the sum of the three weighted measures of academic emphasis,
collective efficacy, and trust, which is equivalent to the factor score for academic
optimism. All further analyses used academic optimism as a major variable of the
study.

Descriptives and correlations
Next, we computed the descriptive statistics for the sample and the correlations
between the major variables of the study. Our analysis focused on four variables –
socioeconomic status (SES), school size, and academic optimism as they related to the
average mathematics achievement of schools. All of the variables had broad ranges of
variation (see Table III).

Factor Eigenvalue Variance explained Cumulative variance

I 2.695 89.833 89.833
II 0.245 8.161 97.994
III 0.060 2.006 100.000 Table I.

Variables Factor I (academic optimism)

Collective efficacy 0.99
Faculty trust in clients 0.94
Academic emphasis 0.83

Table II.
Factor analysis results
for academic optimism
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The correlations among the variables were not surprising. SES had significant
correlation with math achievement (r ¼ 20.61, p , 0.01) as did academic optimism
(r ¼ 0.60, p ,0.01). School size was positively related to achievement (r ¼ 0.34,
p , 0.01) and academic optimism (r ¼ 0.36, p , 0.01)), and negatively related to SES
(r ¼ 20.54, p , 0.01), Academic optimism and SES were significantly related to each
other (r ¼ 20.74, p , 0.01). See Table IV for a summary of correlations.

Multiple regression analysis
Given the extant literature, which showed that all three aspects of academic optimism
have consistently been related to student achievement even controlling for
demographic variables, we hypothesized that academic optimism of these urban
elementary schools was related to achievement controlling for both SES and school
size.

To test this hypothesis, we did a multiple regression analysis with mathematics
achievement as the dependent variable and academic optimism, SES, and school size as
predictor variables. As hypothesized, academic optimism had a positive impact on
mathematics achievement (beta ¼ 0.34, p , 0.01) even controlling for SES and school
size. In fact, in this sample of elementary schools, academic optimism had the same
beta weight as SES (beta ¼ 20.34, p , 0.01) whereas school size was unrelated to
achievement in the regression. In a word, academic optimism was as important as
socioeconomic factors in explaining school achievement in mathematics. The results
are summarized in Table V.

Model Unstandardized beta Standardized beta t p

(Constant) 47.052 4.926 0.000
Academic optimism 7.832 0.340 2.967 0.004
SES 20.129 20.336 2.640 0.010
School size 0.002 0.044 0.481 0.631

Table V.
Results of regression
analysis for math
achievement

Variable Math achievement Socioeconomic status School size

Socioeconomic status 20.61 * *

School size 0.34 * * 20.54 * *

Academic optimism 0.60 * * 20.74 * * 0.36 * *

Note: * *p , 0.01

Table IV.
Correlations between
variables

Variable Mean Standard deviation Minimum Maximum

Average math score 85.27 10.48 50.00 99.00
SES 54.67 27.27 3.2 92.30
School size 682.13 194.11 289.00 1251.00
Academic optimism 3.64 0.43 2.81 4.51

Table III.
Descriptive statistics of
research variables
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Discussion
The major findings of this study were as expected. Academic optimism was a general
construct composed of collective efficacy, faculty trust in clients, and academic
emphasis. This construct, as predicted, explained student achievement in mathematics
even controlling for SES and school size. The schools in this study varied in terms of
SES, but in general, the sample was composed mostly of poor elementary urban
schools, those with more than half of their students on free and reduced lunch. The
finding that academic emphasis is just as important as SES in explaining achievement
is important because, although not simple, it is easier to improve academic optimism
than it is to change socioeconomic factors of the school community.

This is one of the few studies of the impact of academic optimism on achievement,
and clearly more research in a variety of settings needs to be done before drawing any
final conclusions, but the findings of this study are encouraging. Clearly, one of the
major challenges of school leaders is to cultivate a culture of academic optimism in
which the faculty believes it can make a difference in the learning of students; the
faculty believes in the capabilities of its students to succeed; the faculty believes that it
can trust students and parents to work cooperatively to improve learning; the faculty
focuses on academic performance and students respect academic achievement; and the
faculty senses a climate in which they are free to experiment with instruction and
learning without fear of retribution if things go wrong.

The traditional view of achievement in schools is based on the assumption that
success is a result of ability and motivation; talented students who are motivated are
high achievers. Seligman (1998) offers a third factor of success – optimism – that he
argues matters as much as talent or motivation, but optimism has the added feature
that it can be learned and enhanced. Learned optimism is an individual characteristic;
academic optimism is a collective property. Nonetheless, we expect that many of the
conclusions about individual learned optimism can be applied at the group level (Hoy
et al., 2005).

Seligman contends that learned optimism gets people over the wall of learned
pessimism and not simply as individuals but also as organizational participants. Just
as individuals can develop learned helplessness, organizations can learn pessimism.
The pessimistic view is one of apathy – one that is self-fulfilling and defeating.
Academic optimism, in stark contrast, views teachers as capable, students as willing,
parents as supportive, and the task as attainable (Hoy et al., 2005).

The most appealing part of our finding that academic optimism can make a positive
difference is the concept itself because it suggests that schools can improve in spite of
low socioeconomic status by cultivating an optimistic perspective that is shared by
teachers. Academic optimism can be learned and if it is, then increased success and
better performance are likely to follow. Clearly, the relationship between academic
optimism and achievement is reciprocal. Optimism facilitates achievement, but
achievement reinforces and enhances optimism. The two concepts are not only
compatible but also complementary.

Conclusions
We have demonstrated that academic emphasis, faculty trust, and collective efficacy
form a general construct, called academic optimism. These three basic organizational
variables have all been consistently related to student achievement even when
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controlling for SES and other demographic variables so it is not surprising that
academic optimism also does. Hoy et al. (2005) explain that collective efficacy evolves
from Bandura’s work (1997) in social cognitive theory; trust is an important concept in
Coleman’s (1990) analysis of social interaction; and academic emphasis emerges from
Hoy and Tarter’s research (Hoy and Tarter, 1997) on the organizational health of
schools with its theoretical underpinnings from Parsons (1953). Uniting these three
streams of theory and research provides a richer explanation of how schools can
enhance student learning.

Academic optimism combines two sets of critical viewpoints and their enactment.
Collective efficacy is the belief that the faculty has the capability to help students learn;
the faculty believes in itself. Faculty trust in clients is the belief that students, parents,
and teachers can work together to improve learning; teachers believe students can
learn. Academic emphasis is the behavioral endorsement of these beliefs focusing on
student performance and achievement; teachers set high but achievable goals for
learning.

The notion of academic optimism is well suited to urban schools because it gives
hope for overcoming the deleterious effects of low socioeconomic factors that are so
pervasive. School leaders need to lead by example and supply their faculties with the
confidence and resources necessary for cultivating a culture of academic optimism that
persuades teachers as well as students to believe that they can achieve regardless of
their circumstances. Academic optimism can be learned in the same way as individual
optimism is learned (Seligman, 1998). Optimism is the third major factor in
achievement; it is a potent force along with ability and motivation. The elemental
concepts of collective efficacy, faculty trust, and academic emphasis are dynamically
and reciprocally related to each other. Improving any element has positive
consequences on the others and boosts optimism. For example, improving faculty
trust in parents and students increases sense of collective efficacy and promotes
academic emphasis; and in turn, sense of collective efficacy and academic emphasis
enhance each other as well as reinforce faculty trust (Hoy et al., 2005).

The added benefit of knowing the composite elements of collective academic
optimism is that it suggests a wider set of strategies for improving optimism in the
school. School leaders have three avenues open to them: improve the collective efficacy,
enhance faculty trust in parents and students, and increase the academic emphasis.
Future research needs to replicate the findings of this study, but then move beyond to
understand how to develop each of the three elements.

What value does the notion of academic optimism add to earlier research of effective
schools (Edmonds, 1979; Purkey and Smith, 2000; Scheerens and Bosker, 1997), which
underscored such factors as clear goals, high expectations, parental involvement, and
collaborative planning as related to student achievement? Clearly, our findings on
academic optimism are consistent with this earlier research, but they go further to
explain how some of these factors are related to achievement. For example, parental
involvement is unlikely to support student behavior unless it is built on trust among
teachers, students, and parents. We also think expect that collaborative planning is
effective when it builds a sense of collective efficacy, which motivates teachers and
helps them to persist when the encounter setbacks. Academic emphasis has
consistently been related to achievement, but in the context of pressure and
punishment such an emphasis can be deleterious to long-term planning and
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cooperation. Students seem more likely to work toward academically challenging goals
when they believe they are capable and the people around them are also capable and
can be trusted to help them (Hoy et al., 2006).

Optimism is a powerful motivator because it focuses on potential with its strength
and resilience rather than pathology with its attendant weakness and helplessness.
Academic optimism attempts to explain and nurture what is best in schools to facilitate
student learning. The course for school leaders and teachers is clear: tap the potential
of positive thought and optimism and avoid the defeatism of disappointment and
disillusionment. Academic success in our urban schools is attainable and imperative.
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