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Training Agenda 

 

DURATION ACTIVITY 

30 minutes Pre-test   

15 minutes Welcome, introductions, aims and agenda 

60 minutes  Classroom culture vs. classroom climate 

120 minutes Building school culture  

105 minutes Strategies for a positive school climate 

30 minutes Post-test 
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READING 1:  

School culture vs. climate 

 

By Matthew X. Joseph1 

 

I will be talking about school culture and the impact it has on job satisfaction of teachers.  This 

was the topic of my dissertation and I am excited to share thoughts and findings.  However, in 

my current reading and in leadership conversations, I hear and read leaders using Culture and 

Climate as the same meaning as it relates to schools. Although these two terms have similar 

characteristics, they express two separate concepts. Maybe it is just a pet peeve of mine after 

spending two years researching culture, but even so –  I feel it is important to clarify for aspiring 

or even sitting school leaders. 

 

Think about this…. If teacher brings cupcakes in on Monday and puts them in the conference 

room with a note “have a great start to your week”, everyone is happy, a great way to have a 

treat and a great Monday.  She does it the next Monday – this is a good example how to have a 

good climate.  This act can turn a bad day into a good day or can make coming back from the 

weekend a little easier. That is the basis of school climate, creating a mood (hopefully 

positive).  However, it can change quickly. Think about it, what if that teacher doesn’t bring 

cupcakes the third Monday? Do teachers say “why didn’t she bring in cupcakes” or “boy I was 

hoping for a treat today, Monday’s suck”… you can see the climate changing.  Culture would be 

an email going out after the first Monday saying, “Thank you to Ms. Teacher for the treats, next 

week I am up…who’s next?”  Is this a simplistic way to look at it? YES. But culture is something 

that is built and then carried on, not quickly changing. 

 

 
1 This article is an excerpt. Accessed January 2021: https://techinnovation.live/2018/01/03/school-culture-vs-
climate/ 
 

https://techinnovation.live/2018/01/03/school-culture-vs-climate/
https://techinnovation.live/2018/01/03/school-culture-vs-climate/
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In my research, I would sum up school climate as the collective mood, or morale, of a group of 

people. Climate describes the shared perceptions of the people in a group or organization, 

while culture includes how people feel about the organization and the beliefs, values, and 

assumptions that provide the identity and set the standards of behavior. 

 

My research findings had a direct connection to a positive culture infusing positive motivation 

and in turn higher job satisfaction and increased instruction. Unfortunately, some leaders do 

not research the most effective strategies for creating a positive school culture….but they are 

actually trying to create a climate by relying on extrinsic rewards – such as preferred, or duty 

free lunch or think about the cupcake example. Bringing cupcakes after a weekend may help a 

few teachers come in on Monday, but this will not affect the culture of the building long term . 

 

I think of climate as “how are we feeling around here” versus culture is “the way we do 

things”. Yes, a very small difference but climate is more mood or attitude of the group where I 

see culture as the personality of all staff members. Both climate and culture impact behaviors 

of the people in the school, but climate is as a narrower concept than culture. Culture goes 

deeper to include the immediate environment and what people believe and value. Culture is a 

product of the relationship history in a school while climate is a function of how current staff 

perceive those relationships in the present. 

 

Again, I feel a positive climate is important and is the main leverage point for any culture, which 

means that if school leaders want to shape a new culture, they should start with an assessment 

of the climate. If the culture is ineffective, there are probably climate issues that were missed 

before they became rooted in the culture. 

 

A school staff develop a common culture in order to pass on information to the next wave of 

teachers. In schools, new teachers arrive yearly with their own ideas about how to teach. 

Through their college classes and practicum, teachers have been immersed in theories of best 

practices and current methodologies. If the culture of their first job does not embrace these 
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new ideas, the new teachers will soon learn that to fit in they will need to conform. Because 

new teachers want to fit in and to feel like experienced teachers, they are vulnerable to the 

school’s culture and all the unwritten rules that have been passed on through the years of 

building a culture. An organization’s culture dictates its collective personality. 

 

So this is all well and good but how can we move toward assisting current and aspiring leaders 

to look at their own school’s culture. Ask yourself “What are the foundations of my school’s 

climate and culture”.  A few questions I always recommend to assist with this reflection are: 

 

• Is there collaborative relationships between faculty members? 

• Do I see positive teacher-student interactions? 

• Is there collaborative relationships between the school leader and faculty? 

• Is there collaborative relationships between faculty members? 

• Do our goals focus on learning and high expectations for student achievement? 

• Are students feeling safe, connected, and engaged? 

• Do we have policies promoting social, emotional, ethical, and intellectual skills? 

• Are there clear, appropriate, and consistent expectations and consequences to address 

disruptive student behaviors? 

• Does our school have a high level of parental involvement? 

 

A positive school culture and climate is the basis for sustainable learning. Conversely, in a toxic 

school culture and climate, learning by all will not take place effectively, and what is learned 

may be sustainably negative and harmful. When a school is a positive place to be, people are 

happy to be there, do their best, and make their best better. It is not exclusively on the 

shoulders of the building leader to support the existence of a collaborative school culture it is a 

shared ownership of all stakeholders in this process. According to Marzano (2003), teachers and 

school leaders must work together to build norms related to their own work and the school 

environment. The school climate is part of a culture that aligns with professionalism and 

collegiality. It is critical that all school staff must trust and act to achieve positive outcomes for 
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students and support each other to sustain a collaborative culture and to achieve common 

goals (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015). 

I am going to leave you with a challenge. Imagine you are in the elevator and in walks a parent 

looking at houses in your district. It’s a ride with many floors, so you know it’s going to be at 

least 60 seconds. That parent then says to you, “I understand you are the principal in this 

district. Tell me what you are proud of with the school culture.” 

 

The elevator door closes, and it’s your turn to speak. What are you going to say? Remember 

you only have 60 seconds. GO 

 

If you need help –  start by thinking about 

• What is it that you are doing to help students (and staff) feel that this is a positive 

school, a place they look forward to coming into every day? 

• What is it that we are doing that is discouraging for students, that creates a negative 

climate? 
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Answer the Questions (Refer to Reading 1) 

 

1. Is there collaborative relationships between faculty members? 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Do I see positive teacher-student interactions? 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Is there collaborative relationships between the school leader and faculty? 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Is there collaborative relationships between faculty members? 
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5. Do our goals focus on learning and high expectations for student achievement? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6. Are students feeling safe, connected, and engaged? 

 

 

 

 

 

7. Do we have policies promoting social, emotional, ethical, and intellectual skills? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8. Are there clear, appropriate, and consistent expectations and consequences to address 

disruptive student behaviors? 
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9. Does our school have a high level of parental involvement? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10. Look back at the answers to Questions 1-9. Overall, what do you think of the culture and 

climate at your school? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

11. What do you think your school needs to prioritise for improvement? Why?  
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READING 2: 

School Culture 

School leaders who want to address morale in their buildings must know the distinction 

between culture and climate. They Are Not the Same Thing. 

 

This article links staff performance to feelings of overall happiness, arguing that school 

culture, or a common set of expectations, can only be altered by addressing the climate. 

 

By Steve Gruenert2 

Many school leaders believe that organizational culture and organizational climate are the 

same thing. The distinction that I will describe is not an exercise in semantics. Although these 

two terms have similar characteristics, they express two separate concepts. Once educators 

understand the difference, they will develop the capacity to be more precise in their 

diagnoses and treatments of the two. 

 

What Is School Climate? 

School climate is a term that has been used for many decades. Its early use denoted the 

ethos, or spirit, of an organization. More recently, school climate is thought to represent the 

attitude of an organization. The collective mood, or morale, of a group of people has become 

a topic of concern, especially in our new age of accountability. It seems that a happy teacher 

is considered a better teacher, and this attitude influences the quality of instruction. 

If happy people truly perform better, then leaders must create conditions in which happiness 

thrives. Unfortunately, some leaders do not research the most effective strategies for 

creating a happy school climate, instead relying on extrinsic rewards. Bringing doughnuts to 

the faculty lounge on Fridays may help a few teachers wake up quicker, but this act will not 

affect the morale of the building. 

 
2 Accessed January 2021: https://www.naesp.org/sites/default/files/resources/2/Principal/2008/M-Ap56.pdf 

https://www.naesp.org/sites/default/files/resources/2/Principal/2008/M-Ap56.pdf
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Activities designed to address low morale by creating a more positive climate need to be 

scrutinized using the following criteria: 

• How much of an investment of time, money, and energy is involved? 

• How much time will elapse before the activity begins to make a difference? 

• Is the activity designed to impact an individual or a group? 

• Is the activity built around intrinsic or extrinsic rewards? 

• What will the culture say about it? 

 

Culture Always Wins 

Whenever a group of people spend a significant amount of time together, they develop a 

common set of expectations. These expectations evolve into unwritten rules to which group 

members conform in order to remain in good standing with their colleagues. Groups develop 

a common culture in order to pass on information to the next generation. That information, 

however, represents a set of beliefs that have been passed down by imperfect humans with 

personal preferences. 

 

In schools, new teachers arrive with their own ideas about how to do their jobs. Through 

their schooling, they will have been immersed in theories of best practices and cutting-edge 

methodologies. If the culture of their first job does not embrace these new ideas, they will 

soon learn that to fit in they will need to assimilate. Because new teachers want to fit in and 

to feel like experienced teachers, they are vulnerable to the school’s culture and all the 

unwritten rules that have been passed on through the decades. 

 

An organization’s culture dictates its collective personality. Continuing this analogy, if culture 

is the personality of the organization, then climate represents that organization’s attitude. It 

is much easier to change an organization’s attitude (climate) than it is to change its 

personality (culture). 
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“It is much easier to change an organization’s attitude (climate) than it is to 

change its personality (culture).” 

 

Comparing Climate with Culture 

The relationship between culture and climate can be observed through our perceptions of 

the days of the week. Typically, in U.S. schools, Mondays are perceived as miserable and 

Fridays are thought of as fun. This viewpoint reflects the business model’s values and, thus, 

we learn that we are not supposed to want to come to school on Mondays. Teachers and 

students often talk about the weekend or the next holiday or vacation, often counting down 

the days. To come in on Monday morning, happy about being there and not looking forward 

to the weekend would challenge the existing climate. As a result, we can expect the climate 

to be less positive on Mondays than it is on Fridays. 

 

Placing a higher value on weekends is a particularly American phenomenon. There are many 

societies, or cultures, that do not place value on the day of the week. Cultures create the 

negative stigma of Monday mornings and we teach this preference to each generation—it 

usually takes hold around the fourth or fifth grade for students. When the climate is negative, 

as is the case on most Monday mornings, it is the culture that dictates how members of the 

group are supposed to feel. The culture tells us that we’re supposed to feel miserable on 

Mondays. 

 

Table 1 provides some examples of the differences between climate and culture and how 

culture influences climate. 

 

TABLE 1: Contrasting Climate with Culture  

CLIMATE  CULTURE 

Monday versus Friday  Gives Mondays permission to be miserable 

Attitude or mood of the group  Personality of the group 

Provides a state of mind  Provides a (limited) way of thinking 
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Flexible, easy to change  Takes many years to evolve 

Based on perceptions  Based on values and beliefs 

Feel it when you come in the door  Members cannot feel it 

Is all around us  Is part of us 

The way we feel around here  The way we do things around here 

First step to improvement  Determines if improvement is possible 

It’s in your head  It’s in your head 

 

Shaping Culture Through Climate 

Climate is the main leverage point for any culture, which means that if school leaders want to 

shape a new culture, they should start with an assessment of the climate. If the culture is 

ineffective, there are probably climate issues that were missed before they became rooted in 

the culture. In the doughnut example, if the principal brings doughnuts to the teachers’ 

lounge on Friday, the climate might change that day. If the principal brings doughnuts every 

Friday for a year, that behavior will become part of the culture, an unwritten expectation. 

The first Friday the principal doesn’t bring doughnuts, however, the climate might change 

that day. You can replace doughnuts with a smile, formal attire, tardiness, a walk around the 

building, or practically anything.  

 

The two concepts are also related in that they are both conceptual. Everything around you, 

including what you see, hear, feel, and smell, are all artifacts of the culture. Reaction to each 

of these senses is influenced by the culture because culture taps into belief systems and 

helps to decide preferences, dislikes, who to trust, when to go home, what to wear, how fast 

to drive, and how to teach. The culture will provide you with information about customs and 

how you should react to certain situations. How we behave in the light of student 

misfortunes is determined by the culture; conversely, how we reward student success must 

also fit within the social architecture of the group. 
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A holistic view of the statements in Table 1 reveals that changing the climate can be 

accomplished without much effort, suggesting that it is somewhat out of our control. For 

example, events may transpire that will affect the attitude of 

 

A holistic view of the statements in Table 1 reveals that changing the climate can be 

accomplished without much effort, suggesting that it is somewhat out of our control. For 

example, events may transpire that will affect the attitude of teachers before they get to 

school. If happy teachers are better teachers, should we be concerned about what they are 

happy about? Or for that matter, what might make them sad? Would a teacher who won 

$10,000 from a lottery ticket on his or her way to work do a better job of teaching that day? 

Would a teacher who slipped on ice outside his or her home do a worse job of teaching that 

day? The answer lies in what the culture expects them to do. Perhaps all that school leaders 

can do is attempt to create optimal conditions for staff and remain vigilant over those 

aspects that may sabotage their efforts. 

 

Understanding the differences and similarities between culture and climate gives us a more 

precise instrument by which we might improve our schools. To implement a strategy 

designed to change our mood, or climate, is certainly not the same as one that targets our 

belief systems, or culture. Real school improvement has been boiled down by many authors 

as simply changing the way teachers teach. This will not be accomplished by bringing 

doughnuts to school. 
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 READING 3: 

School Climate & Culture3
 

 

While school climate and culture have been defined in a number of ways, and at times are 

used interchangeably, they are two distinct terms which overlap and influence one another. 

Think of school climate as the attitude and school culture as the personality. One drives and 

determines the other. 

 

Why are school climate and school culture important? 

Positive and healthy school cultures and school climates are the foundations of high quality 

learning environments and create the conditions for effective teaching and learning to occur. 

According to DuFour and Eaker (1998), the reform efforts of the last 30 years have failed to 

improve student achievement in schools because they failed to adequately address the 

importance of the culture and climate of schools. 

 

School Climate 

School climate is the feel of the school (the schools’ attitude), the behaviors and points of 

view exhibited and experienced by students, teachers and other stakeholders. 

• Freiberg and Stein (1999) describe school climate as “the heart and soul of the 

school,” the feeling that either encourages teachers and students to engage, love the 

school, and to want to be a part of it, or to reject the school and disengage from it. It 

is the outcome of the school’s norms and values, the way in which people at the 

school relate to and interact with one another, and the way systems and policies 

manifest. 

• According to the National School Climate Center, “school climate includes major 

spheres of school life such as safety, relationships, teaching and learning, and the 

environment as well as larger organizational patterns (e.g. from fragmented to 

 
3 Accessed January 2021: https://aesimpact.org/school-climate-and-culture/ 
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shared; healthy or unhealthy).” These dimensions not only shape how students feel 

about being in school, but “these larger group trends shape learning and student 

development” (National School Climate Center, 2013). 

 

School Culture 

School culture is the way thing are done in the school (the personality of a school), the 

underlying norms and values that shape patterns of behavior, attitudes and expectations 

between stakeholders in the school. 

• Deal and Peterson (1998) define school culture as “norms, values, beliefs, traditions, 

and rituals built up over time.” 

• A school’s culture is always at work, either helping or hindering learning. It influences 

every decision and action in a school, from the leadership style of the principal to the 

way teachers choose curriculum materials and interact with students. 
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Answer the Questions (Refer to Readings 1, 2 & 3) 
 

1. Write the definition of school climate in your own words. 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Write the definition of school culture in your own words. 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Which is more difficult to build – school climate or school culture? Why? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. How do school culture and school climate relate to each other? 
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Independent Readings and Tea 

 

You have 45 minutes to complete the following (2) readings.  Please consider which ideas and 

strategies you think would be most relevant in the schools and classrooms you work in as you 

read.  

 

READING 4: 

What makes a good school culture? 

 

By Leah Shafer4 

 

It starts with connections — strong and overlapping interactions among all members of the 

school community 

 

Most principals have an instinctive awareness that organizational culture is a key element of 

school success. They might say their school has a “good culture” when teachers are expressing 

a shared vision and students are succeeding — or that they need to “work on school culture” 

when several teachers resign or student discipline rates rise.  

 

But like many organizational leaders, principals may get stymied when they actually try to 

describe the elements that create a positive culture. It's tricky to define,  and parsing its 

components can be challenging. Amid the push for tangible outcomes like higher test scores 

and graduation rates, it can be tempting to think that school culture is just too vague or “soft” 

to prioritize. 

 

 
4 Accessed January 2021: https://www.gse.harvard.edu/news/uk/18/07/what-makes-good-school-culture 
 

https://www.gse.harvard.edu/news/uk/18/07/what-makes-good-school-culture
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That would be a mistake, according to Ebony Bridwell-Mitchell, an expert in education 

leadership and management. As she explains, researchers who have studied culture have 

tracked and demonstrated a strong and significant correlation between organizational culture 

and an organization’s performance. Once principals understand what constitutes culture — 

once they learn to see it not as a hazy mass of intangibles, but as something that can be 

pinpointed and designed — they can start to execute a cultural vision. 

 

At a recent session of the National Institute for Urban School Leaders at the Harvard Graduate 

School of Education, Bridwell-Mitchell took a deep dive into “culture,” describing the building 

blocks of an organization’s character and fundamentally how it feels to work there.  

 

Culture Is Connections 

 

A culture will be strong or weak depending on the interactions between the people in the 

organization, she said. In a strong culture, there are many, overlapping, and cohesive 

interactions among all members of the organization.  As a result, knowledge about the 

organization’s distinctive character — and what it takes to thrive in it — is widely spread and 

reinforced. In a weak culture, sparse interactions make it difficult for people to learn the 

organization’s culture, so its character is barely noticeable and the commitment to it is scarce 

or sporadic. 

 

• Beliefs, values, and actions will spread the farthest and be tightly reinforced when 

everyone is communicating with everyone else. In a strong school culture, leaders 

communicate directly with teachers, administrators, counselors, and families, who also 

all communicate directly with each other. 

• A culture is weaker when communications are limited and there are fewer connections. 

For example, if certain teachers never hear directly from their principal, an 

administrator is continually excluded from communications, or any groups of staff 

https://www.gse.harvard.edu/faculty/ebony-bridwell-mitchell
https://www.gse.harvard.edu/ppe/program/national-institute-urban-school-leaders
http://www.gse.harvard.edu/
http://www.gse.harvard.edu/
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members are operating in isolation from others, it will be difficult for messages about 

shared beliefs and commitments to spread.  

 

Culture Is Core Beliefs and Behaviors 

Within that weak or strong structure, what exactly people believe and how they act depends on 

the messages — both direct and indirect — that the leaders and others in the organization 

send. A good culture arises from messages that promote traits like collaboration, honesty, and 

hard work. 

 

Culture is shaped by five interwoven elements, each of which principals have the power to 

influence:  

 

1. Fundamental beliefs and assumptions, or the things that people at your school consider 

to be true. For example: “All students have the potential to succeed,” or “Teaching is a 

team sport.” 

2. Shared values, or the judgments people at your school make about those belief and 

assumptions — whether they are right or wrong, good or bad, just or unjust. For 

example: “It’s wrong that some of our kindergarteners may not receive the same 

opportunity to graduate from a four-year college,” or “The right thing is for our teachers 

to be collaborating with colleagues every step of the way.”  

3. Norms, or how members believe they should act and behave, or what they think is 

expected of them. For example: “We should talk often and early to parents of young 

students about what it will take for their children to attend college.” “We all should be 

present and engaged at our weekly grade-level meetings.” 

4. Patterns and behaviors, or the way people actually act and behave in your school. For 

example: There are regularly-scheduled parent engagement nights around college; 

there is active participation at weekly team curriculum meetings. (But in a weak culture, 

these patterns and behaviors can be different than the norms.) 
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5. Tangible evidence, or the physical, visual, auditory, or other sensory signs that 

demonstrate the behaviors of the people in your school. For example: Prominently 

displayed posters showcasing the district’s college enrollment, or a full parking lot an 

hour before school begins on the mornings when curriculum teams meet. 

 

Each of these components influences and drives the others, forming a circle of reinforcing 

beliefs and actions, Bridwell-Mitchell says; strong connections among every member of the 

school community reinforce the circle at every point. 
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READING 5: 

School Culture: The Hidden Curriculum 

 

By Craig Jerald5 

 

Walk into any truly excellent school and you can feel it almost immediately — a calm, orderly 

atmosphere that hums with an exciting, vibrant sense of purposefulness just under the surface. 

Students carry themselves with poise and confidence. Teachers talk about their work with 

intensity and professionalism. And despite the sense of serious business at hand, both teachers 

and students seem happy and confident rather than stressed. Everyone seems to know who 

they are and why they are there, and children and staff treat each other with the respect due to 

full partners in an important enterprise. 

 

Sociologists recognized the importance of school culture as early as the 1930s, but it wasn't 

until the late 1970s that educational researchers began to draw direct links between the quality 

of a school's climate and its educational outcomes. Harvard researcher Ron Edmonds, often 

regarded as the father of the "effective schools" movement, included "safe, orderly climate 

conducive to learning" on his influential list of school level factors associated with higher 

student achievement. "The school's atmosphere is orderly without being rigid," he observed, 

"quiet without being oppressive, and generally conducive to the instructional business at 

hand."1 

 

Yet despite its importance, organizational culture is possibly the least discussed element in 

practical conversations about how to improve student achievement. Perhaps that is because 

factors such as strong leadership, close monitoring of student progress, a common and 

coherent curriculum, and teacher collaboration all seem like pieces of the puzzle that educators 

can directly affect. On the other hand, even the synonyms we use to describe a school's culture 

 
5 Accessed January 2021: https://www.readingrockets.org/article/school-culture-hidden-curriculum. For the works 
referenced in the article, please reference the Endnotes in the original post.  

https://www.readingrockets.org/article/school-culture-hidden-curriculum
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— terms such as "atmosphere" and "climate" — make it sound more like an environmental 

condition than an educational one. And much like the weather, school culture seems to exist 

beyond direct human control. 

 

But educators in highly effective schools, especially those that serve large populations of 

disadvantaged students, do not seem to regard the organizational culture as beyond their 

control. They talk about it and work on it as if it were a tool they can shape and wield to 

achieve outcomes they desire. Gaining a deep understanding of what a strong, positive 

organizational culture looks like and how it works can help educators become more thoughtful 

about developing one. 

 

More than "safe and orderly" 

 

Too often, educators interpret the effective schools research to mean that the school's climate 

should be safe and orderly — and only safe and orderly. Few would argue that those attributes 

are unimportant. Beyond the ethical responsibility to provide children with safe surroundings, 

such conditions help protect instructional time from needless interruptions and distractions. 

But discussions of school climate that begin and end with classroom management and student 

discipline miss an important part of the puzzle. A truly positive school climate is not 

characterized simply by the absence of gangs, violence, or discipline problems, but also by the 

presence of a set of norms and values that focus everyone's attention on what is most 

important and motivate them to work hard toward a common purpose. 

 

Analyzing an extensive body of research on organizational culture, leadership and change 

experts Terrance Deal and Kent Peterson contend that "the culture of an enterprise plays the 

dominant role in exemplary performance." They define school culture as an "underground flow 

of feelings and folkways [wending] its way within schools" in the form of vision and values, 

beliefs and assumptions, rituals and ceremonies, history and stories, and physical symbols.2 
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According to Deal and Peterson, research suggests that a strong, positive culture serves several 

beneficial functions, including the following: 

 

• Fostering effort and productivity. 

• Improving collegial and collaborative activities that in turn promote better 

communication and problem solving. 

• Supporting successful change and improvement efforts. 

• Building commitment and helping students and teachers identify with the school. 

• Amplifying energy and motivation of staff members and students. 

• Focusing attention and daily behavior on what is important and valued.3 

 

Russell Hobby of Britain's Hay Group suggests, "Viewed more positively, culture can also be the 

ultimate form of 'capacity'— a reservoir of energy and wisdom to sustain motivation and co-

operation, shape relationships and aspirations, and guide effective choices at every level of the 

school."4 

 

One useful concept for understanding how culture performs those functions comes from 

sociology. W.I. Thomas, a pioneer in the field, observed that individuals consider something he 

called "the definition of the situation" before they act.5 To take a very simple example, many 

people answer the telephone differently depending on whether they are in a professional or 

casual setting. Very young children impose their own self-centered definitions on most 

situations, but society gradually suggests or imposes other definitions. 

 

Some schools allow individuals to decide their "definition of the situation"; what the 

organization is about and how individuals should act in it. Effective schools, however, suggest a 

clear, common "definition of the situation" for all individuals, sending a constant stream of 

unambiguous signals to students and teachers about what their roles and responsibilities are. 

The school does that through its organizational culture. 
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In some high schools, for example, the organizational culture defines athletic success as 

paramount. In others, especially where peer cultures predominate, norms and values push 

social popularity as sacred. And in others, academic effort and excellence are revered or at least 

valued highly enough to compete for students' attention amid many other claims on it. 

 

The instructive role of school culture is not lost on effective leaders. John Capozzi, the principal 

of Elmont Memorial Junior-Senior High School near Queens, New York, explains, "In addition to 

[a] close emphasis on classroom instruction, we have what we call our 'hidden curriculum,' 

which develops personal relationships between faculty and students and deliberately works at 

developing character."6 By identifying school culture as his "hidden curriculum," Capozzi 

acknowledges that like the academic curriculum, the elements of school culture can be 

identified and taught. Elmont's 2,000 students, most of whom are African American and Latino, 

produce impressive outcomes. Ninety-seven percent of entering ninth graders graduate on 

time with a regular diploma, and 88% of its 2005 graduates earned a prestigious Regents 

Diploma.7 

 

At University Park Campus School in Worcester, Massachusetts, students begin learning the 

"culture curriculum" even before the first day of school. Entering seventh graders are required 

to attend a three-week August Academy. "It allows students a chance to meet their teachers, 

meet their peers, and experience school a full three weeks before the school year starts [and] 

provides them with a comfort level," says Principal June Eressy. "But the most important thing 

is they get to understand the culture of the school. They get to understand that we are serious 

about education and that we are serious about them going to college. They need to start 

thinking about it now to get where they need to be."8 

 

Teachers at University Park's August Academy accomplish that goal through a combination of 

overt messages and subtle lessons that emphasize not only academics but also the values and 

behaviors the school expects of students. "We work on interdisciplinary units during that time," 

Eressy explains. "I wanted the kids to be reading a book they could finish in three weeks, 
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because in my experience a lot of urban kids don't finish what they start, so I want them to 

learn right from the get go: 'You start it, you finish it.'"9 

 

University Park establishes a "definition of the situation" that tells students they are capable 

young people who will work hard and go to college. The results are impressive. Although three 

quarters of University Park's students are low income, compared with only about 30% 

statewide, 90% of the school's 10th graders scored proficient or advanced on the 

Massachusetts mathematics assessment in 2005, beating a statewide 29% by a huge 

margin.10 And all of its students get accepted to college, with most going on to four-year 

institutions.11 

 

Still, although many effective schools couple an ambitious academic ethos with warm, caring, 

and supportive relationships, Eressy warns that schools too often focus on nurturing alone. 

"There are too many schools that have succeeded in building warm and caring and nurturing 

places for kids but have failed to translate that into a culture of high expectations," she says. 

"That doesn't do the kids any good."12 Research bears out her assertion. A large study of 

middle school climate involving 30,000 students in Chicago Public Schools found that social 

support has a positive effect on academic achievement but only when coupled with a climate 

of strong "academic press."13 

 

A school's culture sends signals not only to students but also to staff. Teachers and school 

leaders also must work to build positive norms related to their own work. According to Robert 

Marzano, this part of a school's culture has to do with professionalism and collegiality — 

whether teachers believe and act as if they can achieve positive outcomes for students and 

whether they support each other, working collaboratively to achieve common goals.14 In a 

study of social relations in Chicago elementary schools in the 1990s, Anthony Bryk and Barbara 

Schneider found that one powerful factor affecting school improvement was whether staff in 

the school trusted each other.15 Marzano advises schools to take a proactive approach to 

establishing a professional culture — defining norms and expectations clearly, creating 
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governance procedures that give teachers an active role in decision making, and ensuring that 

teachers can engage in meaningful professional development focused on improving 

classroom instruction in the subjects they teach.16 

 

Building a strong culture is not an overnight task. According to Bryk and Schneider, "Relational 

trust is not something that can be achieved simply through some workshop, retreat, or form of 

sensitivity training, although all of these can be helpful. Rather, relational trust is forged in 

daily social exchanges. Trust grows over time through exchanges where the expectations held 

for others are validated in action."17 Creating and maintaining a strong culture — for students 

and teachers alike — also depends on their understanding of "the definition of the situation" 

defined earlier. "For relational trust to develop and be sustained," say Byrk and Schneider, 

both staff and students "must be able to make sense of their work together in terms of what 

they understand as the primary purpose of the school: Why are we really here?"18 

 

Making it positive: Vision and values 

 

As Elmont and University Park illustrate, at the heart of every positive culture is a positive 

vision for students and staff. But vision can be a very vague and fuzzy concept, leading to 

vague and fuzzy definitions of the situation. What is vision really, and what are its pieces and 

parts? 

 

One useful definition of vision comes from James Collins and Jerry Porras, who conducted a 

research study of "visionary companies" that had sustained successful outcomes over long 

periods of time. They say that an organization's vision first consists of a well-defined "core 

ideology." That ideology includes a "core purpose" as well as a set of fundamental values and 

beliefs, the "essential and enduring tenets" of an organization.19 

 

Do effective schools differ measurably from other schools in the fundamental values and beliefs 

shared by their staff members? Two years ago, the Hay Group set out to answer that question. 
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The organization asked several thousand teachers across 134 randomly selected schools to 

participate in a "culture sort," a group exercise in which participants work together to arrange 

statements of belief and values in order of priority. 

 

The study found that staff members in both high-performing and low-performing20 schools 

ranked "measuring and monitoring results" at the top of their lists. But high-performing schools 

also prioritized "a hunger for improvement," "raising capability — helping people learn," 

"focusing on the value added," "promoting excellence — pushing the boundaries of 

achievement," and "making sacrifices to put pupils first." In contrast, low-performing schools 

valued statements such as "warmth — humour — repartee — feet on the ground," "recognising 

personal circumstances — making allowances — toleration — it's the effort that counts," and 

"creating a pleasant and collegial working environment."21 

 

The second component in an organization's vision, according to Collins and Porras, consists of 

an "envisioned future" — a clear picture of what the organization expects to look like and 

what it wants to have accomplished five, 10, or even 15 years from the present. In many 

effective schools, the envisioned future encompasses graduates as well as the organization 

itself. Where does the school staff expect students to be five, 10, or 15 years after they 

graduate? The answer to that question will shape how teachers work and the messages they 

send to students. 

 

Making it Strong: All about alignment 

 

A school's culture — positive or negative — stems from its vision and its established values. But 

whether the culture is strong or weak depends on the actions, traditions, symbols, 

ceremonies, and rituals that are closely aligned with that vision. In their study of visionary 

companies, Collins and Porras found that "Many executives thrash about with mission 

statements and vision statements [...] that evoke the response 'True, but who cares?' [...] 

Building a visionary company requires 1% vision and 99% alignment."22 
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Some schools have a generally "positive" culture that is focused on student achievement and 

success but too weak to motivate students and teachers. For example, school leaders might talk 

about values and beliefs, but no follow-up actions, traditions, ceremonies, or rituals reinforce 

those messages. Similarly, a teacher might be told that improving professional practice is a 

value but find that the school budget provides few resources for professional development or 

be asked to embrace a more collegial culture only to find that no time is designated for 

teachers to meet and plan together. In such situations, individuals are likely to arrive at their 

own definitions of the situation, which makes work toward common goals difficult. Even if 

the climate is pleasant and orderly, it is likely that teachers quietly disagree on what their 

primary responsibilities are and what the main purpose of the institution is, making 

improvement planning and instructional collaboration nonproductive. Students receive little 

guidance and are left to come up with their own answers to the question, "What am I here 

for?" Although most follow the rules, academic effort is considered voluntary. 

 

In contrast, effective schools make sure that even the smallest aspects of daily life align with 

the core ideology and envisioned future. No symbol or ceremony is too minor to be co-opted 

into serving the larger vision. For example, fifth graders who enter Washington, D.C.'s, Key 

Academy middle school this fall will be asked to identify themselves as members of the "Class 

of 2018" — the year their teachers expect them to graduate from college. Visitors to the school 

are encouraged to ask students what class they are in, and students invariably provide their 

intended college graduation date. Teachers talk frequently about what college they attended 

and their diplomas hang on the walls of the school. Identification cards outside teachers' 

classrooms list their alma maters along with their names. 

 

To be sure, many middle schools encourage students to begin thinking about college. But Key 

Academy envelops students in a ubiquitous and infectious set of symbols, ceremonies, and 

traditions that foster ambition and effort focused on the unifying vision — preparing every 

single student to go to college. Not surprisingly, the school's mostly low-income African-
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American students consistently garner the highest middle school assessment results in the city, 

and many of its graduates win admission (and sometimes substantial scholarships) to 

competitive public and private high schools. 

 

Staff members in effective schools also see concrete signs that reinforce the school's professed 

culture. If the school values raising student achievement, then the most proficient teachers are 

assigned to the hardest-to-reach students. If family involvement is valued, all staff learn how to 

engage in partnerships with parents. The core ideology is monitored, reinforced, and 

supported. 

 

Hobby of the Hay Group lists five kinds of "reinforcing behaviors" as follows that send strong 

signals about vision and values: 

 

• Rituals: celebrations and ceremonies, rites of passage, and shared quirks and 

mannerisms. 

• Hero Making: role models, hierarchies, public rewards, and mentors. 

• Storytelling: shared humor, common anecdotes, foundation myths, and both oral and 

written history. 

• Symbolic Display: decoration, artwork, trophies, and architecture. 

• Rules: etiquette, formal rules, taboos, and tacit permissions.23 

 

At Dayton's Bluff Elementary School in St. Paul, Minnesota, for example, teachers post the state 

academic standards and student writing that meets them on bulletin boards. Many schools do 

something similar, but Dayton's Bluff teachers take one extra step — translating the standards 

from educator language into "kid language" in order to ensure that the bulletin boards send 

signals to students and not just to teachers or parents in the school. Thus, the standards that 

reads, "By the end of the year, we expect fourth-grade students to be able to produce a 

narrative account that engages the reader by establishing a context, creating a point of view, 

and otherwise developing reader interest" bears the translation, "The beginning makes the 
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reader want to keep reading your memoir."24 In schools that simply post the standards as they 

are written, the standards are a symbolic display targeting teachers and other staff. At Dayton's 

Bluff, they are a symbolic display targeting students. 

 

When alignment is tight and the culture is strong, new students and staff members pick up on 

an organization's true vision and values almost immediately, whether the culture is negative 

or positive. According to Peterson and Deal, students "know things are different in a positive or 

negative way — something more than just rules or procedures." Teachers are quick to get the 

message too. "Within the first hour of a new assignment, teachers begin to sift through the 

deep silt of expectations, norms, and rituals to learn what it means to become an accepted 

member of the school."25 

 

Conclusion 

 

As educators come under greater pressure to achieve much better and more equitable student 

outcomes, they will need to leverage every tool available to them, including organizational 

culture. Of course, no one suggests that changing culture is simple, easy, or quick. As Michael 

Fullan puts it, "Reculturing is a contact sport that involves hard, labor-intensive work."26 But it 

is a sport that must be played more aggressively if our schools are to achieve the kinds of 

results we now expect of them. The first step is to help educators recognize that having a 

strong, positive culture means much more than just safety and order. 
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Answer the Questions (Refer to Readings 4 & 5) 
 

1. What makes a good school culture? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. What are the ‘five interwoven elements’ of school culture that Principals have the power 

to influence? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Why do you think Reading 5 is called School Culture: The Hidden Curriculum?  
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4. What are some benefits of a strong, positive school culture? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. Why is it essential to have a ‘vision’? 
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READING 6: 

11 Real Ways to Build a Positive School Culture 
 
By Justin Raudys6 

 

How do you want teachers and students to feel when they walk into school every morning? 

 

Are your teachers dreading coming to work in the morning? Do students walk into the building 

with their heads down, trying not to interact with others? 

 

Or are your teachers excited, starting each class with enthusiasm? Do you hear laughter in the 

hallways when students are coming in? Having a positive school culture has an impact, not just 

on the attitudes of students and teachers, but on the entire learning experience. 

 

You, as a school leader, have a vital role in creating a positive school culture. 

 

How School Leaders are Involved 

 

What is your role in creating a positive school culture? 

 

Your role as a school leader can be defined in three basic steps: 

 

• Read the culture of your school: Analyze and understand the current culture of your 

school. This means observing the attitudes of teachers in the classroom and in staff 

meetings, and understanding the general feeling of students towards the school and the 

staff. 

 
6 Accessed January 2021: https://www.prodigygame.com/main-en/blog/school-culture 
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• Identify which aspects are toxic and which are positive: Write down the aspects of your 

school that improve the atmosphere and those which cause negative feelings in 

teachers and students. 

• Reinforce positive elements: From that list, pull out the positive aspects of your school 

culture, and include other values, attitudes, or qualities that you would like to see in 

your school. Then, take action to reinforce those positive qualities and create a positive 

school culture. 

 

What are some specific ways to reinforce a positive atmosphere in your school? 

 

11 Proven ways to build a positive school culture 

 

1. Create meaningful parent involvement 

 

Generating clear, open communication with the parents of your students can help you avoid 

misunderstandings and remove feelings of mistrust or hostility. 

 

To involve parents in your school culture, give them a platform for feedback on classroom 

activities or school programs. Ask them about their hopes or concerns regarding their children’s 

education. Go beyond parent-teacher meetings and organize workshops where teachers and 

parents can discuss homework, study skills, and tests. 

 

Involving parents in school activities in a meaningful way also helps foster positive feelings 

between the school and the parents. You can ask parents to be on event committees or to 

participate in school fundraisers. 

 

Developing educational programs for parents can also help involve them in their children’s 

schooling, and thus build a more positive atmosphere in your school. 
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For example, Hollibrook Elementary in Spring Branch, Texas, developed a "Parent University" to 

get parents more actively involved in the school -- helping build trust and rapport between the 

school and the families of the students. 

 

2. Celebrate personal achievement and good behavior 

 

This means more than the occasional "good job." 

 

Complimenting kids helps them to feel that they are cared for individually. Both you and your 

staff play a huge part in this aspect of your school culture. 

 

One way to generate more positive reinforcement from your staff is to set goals for the number 

of compliments each member has to give during the day or week. Encourage them to give 

specific compliments that highlight what each individual student has done well. 

 

Celebrating the achievements of your students can be done on a larger scale as well. 

 

For example, Joyce Elementary School in Detroit started holding an honor ceremony for 

students. Here, they presented medallions for students and praised specific achievements. This 

event includes not only school members, but hundreds from the community. 

 

3. Establish school norms that build values 

 

Your school and classroom rules should be clear to all students, and should be well-regulated. 

 

However, this doesn’t mean that you need to establish rules for every possible situation. 

 

Instead, create school norms that focus on building positive values in your class. This helps kids 

to learn, not just what they should and shouldn’t do, but why they should or shouldn’t do it. 

http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.476.976&rep=rep1&type=pdf
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For example, instead of creating specific rules about chewing gum, use of water bottles, or 

electronic devices in the classroom, you could create a classroom rule that states: “Be 

respectful of the people around you.” 

 

To help students apply these norms, there should be consistency across the entire school 

building, inside and out. 

 

4. Set consistent discipline 

 

When rules are not followed, discipline must be administered. However, broadening the range 

of discipline methods can help encourage a positive school culture. 

 

Instead of constantly putting out fires, trying a more proactive approach to discipline. Giving a 

student detention after bad behavior teaches him that he did something wrong. But giving him 

a task that helps correct the wrong teaches him what he should’ve done instead. 

 

For example, imagine one student started a fight. His discipline could include having to write a 

letter of apology to the student he hurt, and then to take a shift as “hallway monitor”. 

 

Having students work to correct their own wrongs helps encourage them to take responsibility 

for their actions.  

 

Getting your teachers to internalize the subtle and tactful arts of classroom 

management consistently is critical for a school culture of mutual respect and adherence to 

rules -- both by teachers and students.  

 

https://prodigygame.com/main-en/blog/classroom-management-strategies/
https://prodigygame.com/main-en/blog/classroom-management-strategies/
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Also, it’s essential that all discipline is presented consistently across the school. When all 

students are treated equally and bad behavior is disciplined in the same way in different 

classrooms, this helps removes feelings of mistrust among students.  

 

5. Model the behaviors you want to see in your school  

 

You have a list of qualities and values that you want to see in your teachers and students. 

 

But how well do you present those same aspects of your school culture? 

 

All changes have to start from the top. That means when you interact with teachers and 

students, you need to be an example of the behavior that you want to see in your school. 

 

6. Engage students in ways that benefit them 

 

When in school, your students are learning more than just secular instruction. They’re also 

developing their social skills, and learning how to become successful adults. 

 

Schools that help students develop essential social skills are preparing them on an even deeper 

level for their future after graduation. 

 

One way to engage students and develop these types of skills is through social-emotional 

learning (SEL). Throughout the day, encourage teachers to include activities that help students 

develop qualities such as empathy, reliability, respect, concern, and a sense of humor. 

 

In the research brief Social Emotional Learning in Elementary School, researchers found that 

SEL programs helped students make more ethical decisions, maintain positive relationships, set 

and achieve goals at school and at home, and manage their emotions. These programs 

promoted achievements at school, and reduced substance abuse and emotional distress. 

https://prodigygame.com/main-en/blog/experiential-learning-activities/
https://www.rwjf.org/content/dam/farm/reports/issue_briefs/2017/rwjf436221
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7. Create rituals and traditions that are fun for students and teachers 

 

The school day — and school year — should be punctuated with time for fun. This helps 

students engage with each other in positive events and builds morale in school. 

 

For example, one school created a weekly event called ‘Fabulous Friday’, which opened 

students up to a variety of fun activities. Why not create your own version of Fabulous Friday? 

 

For example, you can create special rituals and traditions for the first day of school, or for the 

first day of a new month. 

 

Creating appropriate times to have fun and laugh breaks up the day and gives students a 

chance to relax in between learning. This helps them become more refreshed when returning 

to the classroom. 

 

8. Encourage innovation in the classroom 

 

Innovation in the classroom starts with you — the school leader. 

 

When talking with teachers, encourage them to try new methods of teaching. You can even set 

up regular meetings to discuss new research on teaching methods or new teaching tech, and 

how these can be implemented in your school. 

 

These meetings will help the whole teaching staff to brainstorm and implement new ideas, 

bringing teachers into the process of building your school culture. 

 

9. Professional development for teachers 

 

https://prodigygame.com/main-en/blog/first-day-of-school-activities/
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Students are not the only people in your school who should be learning. Helping your teachers 

to develop their skills will encourage a positive school culture by giving them the ability to 

improve their craft. 

 

For example, the Mooresville Intermediate School in North Carolina pairs each new teacher 

with a mentor at the beginning of their career at the school. This helps teachers to be fully 

aware of school policies and rules, and gives them specific instruction in how the school uses 

tech in the classroom. 

 

Supporting new teachers in this way can help promote a consistent atmosphere across your 

school. 

 

Also, it’s good to make sure that you as the school leader are aware of what your teachers think 

and feel in their work. Set up regular times to ask for feedback, hear out concerns, and get 

suggestions for improvement. 

 

10. Maintain the physical environment of your school  

 

Surprisingly enough, the physical surroundings of students and teachers has a huge impact on 

the culture of your school. 

 

The HEAD Project (Holistic Evidence and Design) took evidence from over 3,700 students in 27 

diverse schools. They found that the physical space where students are learning can account for 

a 16% variation in the learning process over a school year. 

 

What aspects of a classroom have the most impact? 

 

https://www.gettingsmart.com/2012/08/its-not-about-machine-its-about-heart/
https://www.salford.ac.uk/cleverclassrooms/1503-Salford-Uni-Report-DIGITAL.pdf
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The novelty, stimulation, and freedom of movement students enjoy in a flexible seating 

classroom setting positively impacts behavior, according to educational researcher Sheryl 

Feinstein’s book From the Brain to the Classroom. 

 

It was found that half of the learning impact came from light, temperature, and air quality. The 

other half of learning impact came from factors such as individualization of the environment 

and color of the room. For example, the ideal classroom was found to have light-colored walls 

with one accent wall of a brighter color. 

 

Adopting a policy that allows for flexible seating in classrooms is one step school leaders are 

taking more frequently.  

 

Adjusting these seemingly insignificant factors isn’t difficult, and can result in an increase in 

student engagement and improvement in learning. 

 

11. Keep tabs on your school’s culture, and make adjustments where necessary 

 

Unfortunately, creating a positive school culture isn’t just a matter of following a checklist. As a 

school leader, you need to stay informed of what’s going on in your school, and understand the 

attitudes and atmosphere that permeate the hallways and classrooms. 

 

As we mentioned above, starting the process of improving your school culture involves 

analyzing the current situation of your school. This analyzation process should become a regular 

part of your schedule. 

 

Set aside time every few months to analyze your school culture. Keep on the watch for the 

specific factors that indicate a positive school culture, and keep using the steps above to 

reinforce those aspects. Also, be aware of any negative factors that have started to seep in, and 

take decisive action to remove those. 

https://prodigygame.com/main-en/blog/flexible-seating-classroom-ideas/
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Above all, take time to listen to feedback from both teachers and students in order to 

understand the experience that they are having in your school. 

 

Conclusion: Building a positive school culture will take time and effort but it’s worth it 

 

If you’ve already started efforts to build a positive school culture but aren’t seeing the results 

you expected, don’t worry. 

 

Changing the attitudes of all the staff and students within your school won’t be an overnight 

process. However, it will be worth the wait. 

 

Remember: this change process starts with you. So, make an effort to mimic the behavior and 

attitudes that you want to see displayed in your school. 

 

Keep working patiently at building a school culture that fosters positive action, and your 

students will be better prepared to learn better and become more successful now and into the 

future. 
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READING 7: 

Building a strong school culture 
 
By Leah Shafer7 

 

With foresight, intentional action, and reflection, principals can shape the shared values of their 

school 

 

Building from an understanding of what makes a good school culture, the next question a 

leader will ask is, How do I get started in this work? With connections and consistent messaging 

in mind, principals have a unique power to shape their school’s culture. Ebony Bridwell-

Mitchell, an expert in education leadership and management, has articulated six areas of focus 

for principals — guidelines that can support you as you try to sustain, or change, the culture in 

your building.  

 

Six Steps to Shaping a School’s Culture 

 

1. Look in the mirror. The leader is the main role model for an organization. Everything a 

leader does — her statements and philosophy, reactions to key events, energy and 

interaction style — influences culture in a powerful way. If you want a collaborative staff, 

ask colleagues for advice early and often. If you want teachers to hold students to high 

expectations, reaffirm your own belief not only in young people but also in your staff. 

2. Select staff wisely. The teachers and administrators you hire will enter your school with 

their own beliefs about education and expectations about what it will be like to work at 

your school. When hiring and mentoring, ask questions that help reveal whether those 

beliefs and expectations align with the ones you want your school community to hold. 

Those beliefs and norms will only grow stronger in a tight-knit community. 

 
7 Accessed January 2021: https://www.gse.harvard.edu/news/uk/18/09/building-strong-school-culture 
 

https://www.gse.harvard.edu/node/551621
https://www.gse.harvard.edu/node/125582
https://www.gse.harvard.edu/node/125582
https://www.gse.harvard.edu/news/uk/18/09/building-strong-school-culture
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3. Teach what you’d like to see. Create formal trainings and space for honest conversation 

about the attitudes, norms, and practices that are core to being a member of your school 

community. Use those trainings and other professional development to model the beliefs 

and behaviors you desire. Offer rewards (praise, written notes, community celebrations) for 

students and staff when they demonstrate those behaviors. 

4. Broadcast your vision. Every formal communication you have with your community should 

reflect and reinforce the culture. In every memo to staff, letter to parents, or address to 

students, make sure to: 

• highlight the future and what your school has the potential to achieve; 

• use data and facts to reduce ambiguity about your vision; 

• appeal to people’s emotions, values, and the deeper needs that motivate them; 

• stay positive, grateful, and idealistic, which is an important counterweight to any 

negative messages students or staff might receive; 

• use collective statements (“we are,” “we will”) to increase a feeling of belonging and 

collective identity. 

5. Make your vision tangible. Mottos, symbolic objects, special traditions, and the design of 

physical space can all help reinforce your cultural vision, especially when the meaning of 

these tangible artifacts is consistently communicated. For example, regular celebrations of 

student and staff success is a reminder of what’s important. It also inspires continued 

commitment to shared values. 

6. Restructure social networks. Culture is spread through connections. So figure out which 

people or groups are isolated from the community and figure out how to encourage greater 

interaction with others who are committed to the school culture. This way, everyone – not 

only you – helps your positive message spread more quickly and clearly. 

 

Questions Every School Leader Can Ask 

 

As a leader, ask yourself: What fundamental beliefs do you want community members to hold 

about the work they do? 
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As a leader, ask yourself: What do you want community members to value as being right or 

wrong,  good or bad, just or unjust about the work they do? 

As a leader, ask yourself: What expectation should everyone have about the appropriate or 

desirable way of operating; what agreed upon rules should guide behavior? 

As a leader, ask yourself: What actions and attitudes do you expect to consistently observe? 

As a leader, ask yourself: What will be the tangible evidence of beliefs, assumptions, values, 

norms, and behaviors? 
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Answer the Questions (Reading 6 & 7) 

 

Reflect on the questions from this article. Then, answer them below.  

1. As a leader, ask yourself: What fundamental beliefs do you want community members to 

hold about the work they do? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. As a leader, ask yourself: What do you want community members to value as being right 

or wrong,  good or bad, just or unjust about the work they do? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. As a leader, ask yourself: What expectation should everyone have about the appropriate 

or desirable way of operating; what agreed upon rules should guide behavior? 
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4. As a leader, ask yourself: What actions and attitudes do you expect to consistently 

observe? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. As a leader, ask yourself: What will be the tangible evidence of beliefs, assumptions, 

values, norms, and behaviors? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6. Reflect on the readings so far. What do you think your role is in building positive school 

culture? 
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EXTRA INDEPENDENT READING 
 

READING 8:  

*Please note: This is not required reading. This is extra reading for this interested in 

learning more.  

 
Literacy Leadership Brief: Principals as Literacy Leaders 
 
By International Literacy Association: Literacy Research Panel 2018–20198 
 
Every school is contextually unique. Some schools are deeply engaged in academic reform 

efforts to combat the effects of generational poverty in their neighborhoods. Other school 

systems grapple to prevent teen suicide. Educators across the board endeavor to help 

students cope with and overcome the myriad of obstacles they face on a daily basis. The 

issue is not whether tensions exist in schools, but how we choose to address them. Although 

students who grow up in middle class households typically have parents who advocate for 

their well-being, students who grow up in underserved communities often have fewer 

positive role models and limited exposure to more worldly experiences and perspectives than 

their more economically affluent peers. Educators understand that an academic divide 

endures between groups of students, and schools often perpetuate inequities that result in 

unequal lives. There are effective strategies that any principal, in any setting, might consider 

implementing as a means to overcome the challenges faced by educators who aim to 

improve student learning in their schools and classrooms. These strategies, however, are not 

intended solely for educators who work with underserved students; they are universal, 

proven by research to work for all student populations, and align to the competencies 

described in the International Literacy Association’s Standards for the Preparation of Literacy 

Professionals 2017. 

 

 
8 Accessed January 2021: https://literacyworldwide.org/docs/default-source/where-we-stand/ila-
principals-as-literacy-leaders.pdf 
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If we truly believe every child has a basic human right to read, principals have a moral 

imperative to monitor and ensure equitable practices that nurture students’ self-efficacy and 

lead to comparable academic outcomes. This vision can be accomplished when principals 

enlist the cooperation of others and model and reinforce practices that advance learning and 

literacy. The framework presented here, consisting of challenge, clarity, and feedback and 

their related indicators, is explained such that these structures are useful in multiple 

educational environments, including primary classrooms, secondary science labs, 

professional learning communities, and in the other common spaces where teachers and 

principals work. 

 

Crafting a Learning Culture: Principals as Lead Learners 

Although the term principal may imply that an individual has exclusive decision-making 

power on a school campus, reform and improvement efforts work best when principals 

collaborate with staff to develop collective agreements that are valued, visible, and provide 

direction to all members of the school community. Forums where staff members are asked to 

weigh in about the current and desired state of the school are excellent opportunities for 

principals to model openness to collaborative processes. 

 

Careful attention must be paid to the mechanisms and climate of these meetings, as 

principals’ behavior can prevent or promote ownership toward a collective vision. Although 

some principals may have less training or experience than teaching professionals, principals 

are responsible for setting high literacy expectations and engaging colleagues in reflective 

conversations about instructional practices and student learning. Intentional structures for 

collaborative decision making ensure that all teachers see themselves as responsible for 

helping students to meet literacy goals. By flattening the hierarchical structure that is 

typically inherent in schools, principals signal that they are also learners, creating a deeper 

sense of community and promoting equity within the staff. 
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When principals foster community and equity among staff members, increased commitment 

toward initiatives occurs. Initiatives are more successful when people feel connected and 

contribute toward an identified outcome. Principals who establish learning-centered climates 

model curiosity and vulnerability, signaling to others that they do not have all of the answers 

but are eager to learn. By inviting people to conversations, instead of allowing people to sit in 

the back, principals are rewarded by dynamic teams who learn together and create better 

ideas and efforts than no one individual could produce alone. 

 

Processes that foster collective action are an important first step to improving student 

performance because individuals with different strengths and loyalties are united around a 

shared purpose. Lasting change, however, requires that principals continually evaluate 

instructional quality to ensure teachers are supported with the latest research on literacy 

learning and knowledge of culturally and linguistically relevant curriculum. Data should 

inform ongoing conversations about shared definitions of literacy expectations and student 

performance. These shared definitions become hallmarks of the school culture, deepening 

staff commitment to quality instruction through discussions and shared experiences. 

Principals’ ability to create a collaborative leadership structure is crucial to empower all staff 

to sustain a school culture where learning is visible and valued at all levels. Effective 

principals articulate how student achievement is bolstered, rather than hindered, by the 

cultural and linguistic capital of the school community. As lead learners, principals are 

positioned to affirm this diversity and advocate for relevant curriculum, instruction, and 

assessment practices that lead to increased student outcomes. 

 

Although teachers employ numerous strategies throughout their teaching days, not all that is 

taught is necessarily learned. Because variability in student needs, attributes, and interests 

exists, teachers must be supported to provide strong learning environments for every 

student. The following sections detail the application of three research-proven, high-yield 

influences that are essential components to a high-quality instructional program: challenge, 

clarity, and feedback. These influences are action oriented and universal to all ages and 
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content areas. As lead learners, principals’ engagement must be greater than simply 

monitoring for these elements when conducting learning walks is recommended. This works 

best when principals regularly self reflect on their own leadership practices with teachers and 

“walk the talk.” Teachers, as well as students, appreciate being led by principals who 

understand how to stretch their thinking without causing fear or intimidation.  

 

Challenge 

Keeping an eye on students’ cognitive engagement is crucial to learning such that students 

are appropriately challenged. Learning is supposed to be challenging. When teachers do not 

plan instruction with appropriate rigor and interactive tasks, students may disengage or act 

out. Students neither have the stamina for, nor are they interested in, lessons that are 

lecture oriented or involve a series of initiate-respond-evaluate questions that are posed and 

answered by the teacher. Rather, students respond to instruction that is in the “Goldilocks” 

range: not too difficult and not too easy. Content can be categorized by its complexity, which 

is important so that each day students are provided with a wide range of learning 

experiences in school. Students would feel defeated if teachers provided only difficult tasks 

to students; few have the ability to endure those conditions. Instead, teachers should plan 

activities that allow students to explore new ideas and knowledge while reinforcing 

previously learned concepts.  

 

In addition to challenging activities, providing students with an array of cognitive demands 

builds their fluency, stamina, and 

strategic thinking throughout the school day. When teachers provide students with activities 

that stretch their thinking, students see their own capacities for learning and overcoming 

challenges develop. They activate prior knowledge, use resources to surpass difficulties, and 

solve their own problems. Empowered, these students feel a sense of accomplishment and 

are willing to try new things. However, in other classrooms, many students perceive they are 

failures when they experience a challenge and do not get it right the first time. Following a 

mistake, often there may be an unwillingness to participate based upon a fear of not rising to 
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a set standard. Perfectionists, and other students who usually excel, may choose to 

disengage in order to save themselves from failing. 

 

Fostering resilience, then, is a key responsibility of both teachers and principals. Teaching is 

complicated and requires the support of principals who invest in teacher and student 

learning and well-being through conversations that uncover any necessary material resources 

and emotional supports that are needed to meet ambitious learning goals. Teachers should 

identify and explicitly articulate the incremental steps that will lead to overcoming a 

challenge. When principals enter classrooms, they should see and hear students in small 

groups, working purposefully and collaboratively to solve problems or negotiating the 

meaning of a text. Precise language and carefully crafted supports build resiliency and clearly 

communicate learning expectations to all levels of learners. 

 

Clarity 

When teachers explicitly tell students what they are supposed to learn and why they are 

learning it, students are more likely to become attached to a learning goal and engage 

meaningfully in class activities and discussions. Clarity is achieved when students are able to 

articulate the knowledge they are acquiring or skills they are practicing during a given period 

of time. Relevance occurs when students are also able to connect content to a larger purpose 

that makes sense in their day-to-day lives or how the learning might be useful in the future. 

Learning is not the same as work. Work implies finishing a task, essentially doing some work 

task that may or may not include conscious attention to established learning standards.  

 

Work feels like you are doing something for someone else, and the focus centers on 

completing the work and pleasing the 

superior. Although completing tasks is necessary, being intentional with the language used 

when providing instruction that might focus students on task completion instead of learning 

targets is important. Without careful consideration to what students should understand by 

the end of the period, teachers may compromise students’ comprehension of desired skills 
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and concepts. In work-centered classrooms, teachers are often concerned with monitoring 

the time on task so that assignments are completed. 

 

In learning-centered classrooms, teachers make learning the priority and view the activity as 

a means to an end, instead of an end in itself. When a focus on learning exists, less rigidity to 

assignments occurs because teachers are dedicated to ensuring that students meet learning 

goals and provide differentiated instruction that meets students where they are. In these 

classrooms, students are afforded more freedom and choice to demonstrate their knowledge 

and proficiency of skills. Instead of judging performance of a task, teachers in learning-

centered classrooms provide descriptive feedback that tells students how they are doing and 

the purpose for learning and that guides students to self-assess their levels of understanding. 

Clearly communicating the expectations of learning to students begins with planning. 

Working in teams, teachers might engage in discussions of a particular grade-level standard 

to jointly determine the big picture of the standard and what is being asked of students. By 

identifying the key nouns and verbs 

of a standard, coupled with an understanding of students’ prior knowledge, teachers deepen 

their understanding of the standard. 

 

Teachers are positioned to formulate an instructional plan that includes focused and guided 

instruction and opportunities for students to participate in collaborative discussions and 

independent reflections over a designated number of class periods. When teachers view 

instruction as connected steps toward a greater end, they are able to craft specific learning 

intentions that provide students with the necessary clarity to successfully reach the big 

picture of the grade-level standard. Learning intentions may be called goals, aims, outcomes, 

or objectives, but they mean the same thing in this context: They specify what students are 

supposed to learn and are often paired with success criteria. Success criteria explain the 

evidence students must demonstrate to show they have achieved the period’s learning 

intention. Teachers share success criteria with students by providing exemplars and 

checklists or by modeling the elements of a quality product. 
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Success criteria may also be described through the use of “I can” statements such that 

students gauge their own progress throughout a lesson. Learning intentions and success 

criteria provide students with information about their learning that is concrete, accessible, 

and actionable. When students are provided with a “where to next” direction in the form of 

success criteria, they are more likely to take ownership of their learning and seek additional 

challenges. Learning walks are one of many opportunities principals can use to look for 

evidence of challenging activities and the requisite explanations and supports that 

accompany them. Principals who are lead learners not only celebrate overcoming challenges 

but also demonstrate that making mistakes is part of the learning process. Effective principals 

understand that maintaining a learning-centered environment is an ongoing pursuit, as is 

clearly communicating expectations. School systems work well when symmetry among 

challenging content, clarity of expectations, and a culture that embraces feedback exists. 

 

Feedback 

A culture of feedback can be designed when principals intentionally frame learning 

opportunities for all members of the school community, including the principal’s own actions. 

Feedback-oriented cultures, then, are not limited to transactions in classrooms; instead, 

public processes are established that invite commentary about all aspects of school life that 

include, but extend beyond, teaching and learning. Lead learner principals take this 

responsibility seriously by sincerely and regularly soliciting input that is shared and acted 

upon. 

 

Quality of instruction should be of great concern to principals, as they are charged with 

overseeing all programs on their school campuses. Although analyzing summative 

assessment data is one way of evaluating program effectiveness, evaluation works best when 

a system for collecting formative evidence of student learning is in place. Instead of viewing 

feedback as one-sided information that tells students of their progress or performance, 

principals and teachers should use the same information provided to students and regard it 
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as feedback to themselves that indicates the learning that stuck and which concepts need 

additional attention. 

 

Praise does not provide quality feedback. Comments at the self-level such as “good job” and 

“you got it” are evaluative and do not tell students what was done well and what needs to be 

done next. Teachers who use unlabeled praise extensively run the risk of discouraging 

students’ freedom of expression, create dependency on the teacher for affirmation, and train 

students to evaluate their worth on the basis of their ability to please others. Praising 

students is not forbidden; rather, educators should be mindful not to mix praise with 

feedback about performance. Feedback about performance should be descriptive, specific, 

and informative. Feedback that centers on known concepts is meaningless; students’ 

receiving feedback that entices them to move toward the next level in their learning is more 

useful. 

 

When students are engaged in challenging tasks, they are more receptive to feedback 

because that information is needed for them to continue learning. There are three levels of 

performance-based feedback that educators should use with learners of all ages: task, 

process, and self-regulation feedback. Although providing feedback at the task and process 

levels is effective, learning occurs more deeply when feedback is provided at the self-

regulation level. 

 

This occurs when teachers support students by prompting them to think about other ways to 

make sense of the issue at 

hand. A second-grade English learner who is struggling to understand the term erosion might 

be prompted to think about a previous science activity when wind or water caused soil to be 

transported from one location to another. Reflective prompts, including directing students to 

consider their own background knowledge, as well as other forms of scaffolded instruction, 

enable students to discover and evaluate their own ideas in relation to the challenge at hand. 

Students who engage in metacognitive processes learn to regulate themselves and develop 
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personal agency. 

 

Students who act on task, process, and self-regulation feedback learn strategies to track their 

own progress and are able to identify gaps between their current level of understanding and 

what needs to be learned next. Students who operate at this level do not rely on their 

teachers to tell them when a concept has been learned; instead, they seek out feedback from 

peers and teachers. A greater sense of self-efficacy emerges when students have confidence 

in their own capabilities and capacities. They are motivated by the success that they 

experience, which stems from educators’ intentional planning of challenging content, clarity 

of learning expectations, and a culture of feedback. 

 

Principals as Learning Leaders 

Across the United States, too many students lack self-efficacy and are disengaged in their 

classrooms. In particular, students of color as well as those from marginalized populations 

suffer when educators fail to connect with them as individuals and engage them in 

meaningful learning opportunities at school. As such, an academic divide persists in U.S. 

society. Instead of perpetuating cycles of inequality, school principals are positioned to take 

action by flattening the hierarchical structure that is typically inherent in schools. By doing so, 

principals signal that they are also learners and establish a deeper sense of community by 

promoting equity within the staff.  

Schools need collaborative leadership. Principals who establish learning-centered climates do 

so by modeling inquisitiveness and vulnerability. They acknowledge they do not have all of 

the answers and signal to others that their voices and participation are valued. When 

dynamic teams are formed around a shared purpose, initiatives are more likely to be 

successful because people feel connected and contribute toward an identified outcome. 

 

Teachers use many strategies to educate students, and some strategies are more effective 

than others. Paying attention to those that truly matter is important: the high-yield 

influences that advance every student’s learning, not just those who were born into 
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fortunate circumstances. Principals are the lead learners and chief architects of culture and 

instructional programs at their schools. Principals must do more than monitor instruction—

they must walk the talk by modeling challenge, clarity, and feedback at all levels. These 

influences, coupled with a commitment to collaborative leadership, will seal the existing 

academic divide and result in comparable student outcomes. 

 

Moving forward 

• Facilitate regular, ongoing learning-focused conversations with teaching 

professionals. Professional learning communities and book studies are useful formats 

that provide structure to these conversations and serve as tools to familiarize 

teachers with culturally proficient curriculum and instructional practices. 

• Embrace a collaborate leadership approach with staff to develop shared agreements 

and definitions of literacy expectations and student performance goals. Sharing 

decision-making power fosters ownership and a collective responsibility to act. 

• Articulate clear and consistent expectations that align to shared agreements. 

• Draw on qualitative information gathered from a variety of sources, in addition to 

numerical performance data, to evaluate instructional quality and make necessary 

adjustments. 

• Celebrate learning! Create a positive school culture that values learning at all levels. 

Effective principals shine the light on high-yield influences by providing descriptive 

and timely affirmations that further student outcomes. As with students, adults also 

need their share of challenge, clarity, and feedback from principals. 
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Answer the Questions (Refer to Reading 8) 

 
1. What is a ‘moral imperative’ for Principals, according to the author of the article?  

 

 

 

 

 

2. How can Principals help to create a culture of feedback?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. How can Principals establish learning-centered climates? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Do you think the information in this article is only relevant for Principals? Why or why 

not? 

 

 

 

 

 



 59 

 

READING 10: 

What Is School Climate? 

 

High-quality school climate is advantageous for all students and may be particularly beneficial 

for at-risk students.  

 

By Alexandra Loukas9 

 

School environments vary greatly. Whereas some schools feel friendly, inviting, and 

supportive, others feel exclusionary, unwelcoming, and even unsafe. The feelings and 

attitudes that are elicited by a school’s environment are referred to as school climate. 

Although it is difficult to provide a concise definition for school climate, most researchers 

agree that it is a multidimensional construct that includes physical, social, and academic 

dimensions. 

 

The physical dimension includes: 

• Appearance of the school building and its classrooms; 

• School size and ratio of students to teachers in the classroom; 

• Order and organization of classrooms in the school; 

• Availability of resources; and 

• Safety and comfort. 

The social dimension includes: 

• Quality of interpersonal relationships between and among students, teachers, and 

staff; 

• Equitable and fair treatment of students by teachers and staff; 

• Degree of competition and social comparison between students; and 

 
9 Accessed January 2021: 

https://www.naesp.org/sites/default/files/resources/2/Leadership_Compass/2007/LC2007v5n1a4.pdf 
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• Degree to which students, teachers, and staff contribute to decision-making at the 

school. 

The academic dimension includes: 

• Quality of instruction; 

• Teacher expectations for student achievement; and 

• Monitoring student progress and promptly reporting results to students and parents. 

 

Rating School Climate 

How students, teachers, and staff feel about their school climate underlies individual 

attitudes, behaviors, and group norms. Schools that feel safe, for instance, foster high-quality 

relationships among students and teachers while decreasing the probability of violence. 

However, it is important to note that the climate of a school is not necessarily experienced in 

the same way by all of its members. Rather, there is variability in individual perceptions of a 

school’s climate, and researchers propose that it is the subjective perception of the 

environment that influences individual student outcomes. Thus, if a student feels that a 

teacher does not care about her, this perception will impact the student’s behavior in the 

classroom. Moreover, individual characteristics may impact these perceptions so that 

students who are aggressive may perceive their school climate more negatively than those 

who are not. 

 

Because of the importance of individual perceptions, schools often assess how students feel 

about their school. A number of assessment instruments are available for examining student 

perceptions of school climate, including the Elementary and Middle School Climate Survey 

(Haynes, Emmons, & Comer, 1993), the Quality of School Life Scale (Epstein & McPartland, 

1976), and the Elementary School Environment Scale (Sinclair, 1970). Schools may use these 

instruments as-is, but may also modify them to create their own. No instrument assesses 

every aspect of school climate. Nonetheless, findings from such surveys provide a glimpse 

into how students feel about certain dimensions of the school’s climate and allow school 

personnel to take the initial steps to improving their quality. 
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Impact on Student Behavioral and Emotional Problems 

A great deal of research shows that student perceptions of school climate affect academic 

motivation and achievement. Increasingly, research is showing that perceptions of school 

climate also influence student behavioral and emotional problems. Behavioral problems are 

characterized by acting-out behaviors such as fighting, lying, and cheating. Unlike behavioral 

problems, which tend to be external and observable, emotional problems are more difficult 

to identify because of their internal nature, but include anxiety, sadness, loneliness, 

hopelessness, and worthlessness. In addition to being directly predictive of their outcomes, 

student perceptions of the school’s climate may offset or counteract the negative impact of 

risk factors that elevate the probability of behavioral and emotional problems. For instance, 

research has shown that student perceptions of a high-quality school climate offset the 

negative effects of a difficult temperament, self-criticism, and low levels of self-efficacy. Such 

findings indicate that although a perceived high-quality school climate is advantageous for all 

students, it may be particularly beneficial for students at-risk for negative outcomes. 

 

How Does School Climate Affect Student Outcomes? 

Knowing that students’ perceptions of school climate are related to their behavioral and 

emotional problems is important, but understanding the processes or mechanisms that 

underlie this relationship is critical to developing effective interventions to improve school 

climate. One of the mechanisms that may explain how school climate affects individual 

outcomes is school connectedness. School connectedness is defined as student perceptions 

of belonging and closeness with others at the school. Some researchers consider school 

connectedness a component of school climate, but others suggest that it is a factor that 

intervenes between school climate and student outcomes to explain their relationship. 

 

According to the latter perspective, high-quality school climates cultivate a connection to the 

school and in this way protect youths from negative outcomes. That is, quality of school 

climate impacts student feelings of connectedness to the school and, in turn, the level of 
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connectedness is directly predictive of how students behave and feel. Empirical research 

supports this perspective and shows that school connectedness explains or accounts for the 

school climate effects. Given that student perceptions of the school climate may counteract 

certain risk factors, understanding how students feel about their school is an important first 

step in decreasing the probability of negative student outcomes. However, given the 

numerous components that comprise school climate and the prohibitive nature of assessing 

the perceptions of each one, research indicates that interventions focused on increasing 

students’ sense of connectedness or belonging to the school may be an effective means of 

decreasing behavioral and emotional problems. 

 

How can school personnel increase students’ sense of belonging? Various ideas have been 

proposed, including: 

• Increasing school safety and improving interpersonal relationships by adopting 

violence-prevention and conflict-resolution programs; 

• Increasing student, teacher, and staff acceptance of diversity; 

• Treating students with care, fairness, and consistency; 

• Promoting student decision-making skills, individual and civic responsibility, and 

commitment to the larger school community; and 

• Decreasing the emphasis on student competition. 

 

Improving students’ perceptions of school connectedness will not occur overnight and likely 

will require an extended period of time. But concerted effort can result in improved student 

behavioral and emotional functioning and, in turn, increased academic motivation and 

achievement. 
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READING 11:
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Article by Linda Darling-Hammond and Jennifer DePaoli 
Accessed January 2021: https://nasbe.nyc3.digitaloceanspaces.com/2020/05/Darling-Hammond-DePaoli_May-
2020-Standard.pdf 
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Answer the Questions (Refer to Readings 10 & 11) 

 
1. What are the physical dimensions of school climate? 

 

 

 

 

 

2. What are the social dimensions of school climate? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. What are the academic dimensions of school climate? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Why does school climate matter? Why is this something SMTs should care about? 
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Independent Reflection 
 

1. Go back and read your description of a positive school culture and climate from the 

beginning of the training on page 7 of this Handout.  

2. As you read, think about what you have learnt about classroom culture and climate today.  

3. Write a vision based on what you have learned. What is your vision for your school culture 

and climate based on what you have learnt? 

4. If you have time, call your partner on WhatsApp and read them your description. 

5. Then, turn your Vision Statement to your trainer.  
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Write a vision statement 
 

Turn this into a vision statement for your ideal school culture and climate. Remember, a 

vision statement should include tangible goals you can work towards. 
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THANK YOU FOR YOUR HARD WORK! 


	Independent Readings and Tea

