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♦♦ 1

1

Laying the Groundwork

The beginning of each new school year is an exciting moment in time for 
any educator; it is also a day of nearly unparalleled importance. During the 
first days of a new school year—and even before, as teachers and adminis-
trators plan during the summer and throughout any teacher preplanning 
inservice days—it is imperative that educators set expectations for future 
learning. Each new school year, students arrive on the first day of school 
exhibiting their very best behavior. Even those students with the most chal-
lenging backgrounds and checkered discipline histories will put forth what, 
for them, is their very best effort on the first day of school. Parents, too, typi-
cally approach the new school year with a positive attitude, anxious to meet 
their children’s teachers and eager to see their children succeed. It is of para-
mount importance that, as educators, we do whatever we can to capitalize 
on this once-a-year opportunity while we are still undefeated! We must re-
mind each other of a seemingly trite, yet powerfully prophetic cliché: you 
never get a second chance to make a great first impression.

Educators must lay the groundwork for all that is to follow during the 
course of the next 179 school days, making preparations, building the foun-
dation for learning, and anticipating events and obstacles sure to arise and 
that are better dealt with proactively rather than reactively. Most important-
ly, the principal and other school leaders must examine the existing school 
culture and decide as a group in what ways the current school culture is 
healthy and thriving, working to maintain and strengthen such cultural as-
pects by reminding all within the school community of these positive cul-
tural norms. In addition, educators within the school must critically examine 
those aspects of the school culture in need of refinement, improvement, and 
revisioning in order to achieve a more positive, productive, and learning-
focused school environment.

School Culture: Sharing Our Stories
As I mentioned in the introduction, Roland Barth’s “casual” definition, 

oft-repeated, is simply, “the way we do things around here.” He does, how-
ever, provide a more technical definition of school culture as “…a complex 
pattern of norms, attitudes, beliefs, values, ceremonies, traditions, and myths 
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2♦♦♦ Building♦School♦Culture♦One♦Week♦at♦a♦Time

that are deeply ingrained in the very core of the organization. It is the histori-
cally transmitted pattern of meaning that wields astonishing power in shap-
ing what people think and how they act” (2002, p. 7). The most critical com-
ponent of this definition of school culture is shaping what people think and 
how they act. The reason that school culture is so vitally important to school 
improvement is that it gets at the very essence of improving any organiza-
tion, which is not by changing or improving any specific school program, 
but by improving the performance of those working within the organiza-
tion, shaping their thoughts and influencing their actions. High performing 
school communities accomplish this aim in a variety of ways and through a 
variety of vehicles relating to school culture. To consider the myriad aspects 
of school culture, each of which in some way impacts the performance of 
the people within the school setting, it might help to consider the following 
framework of school culture, created by Gerry Johnson (1992). Everything 
included on Johnson’s model of culture relates to the “paradigm,” which 
he places in the center and refers to as the set core beliefs which result from 
multiple conversations and which maintain the unity of the existing culture 
(Figure 1.1). Every specific aspect of this cultural web surrounding the cen-
tral paradigm is a topic which can and should be addressed by the principal 
and other school leaders throughout the school year.

Figure 1.1. Johnson’s Culture Paradigm

The weekly Friday Focus memo is an ideal vehicle for communicating 
important messages relating to these school culture components. Some of 
these cultural traits are more tangible than others, but each plays a vital role 
in shaping the thoughts and actions of each individual working at the school. 
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Laying♦the♦Groundwork♦♦♦ 3

The beginning of the school year is a good time to focus on issues more emo-
tional in nature, likely falling under the category of “stories and myths” 
as opposed to more technical aspects such as “organization structures” or 
“control systems.” In any case, as we lay the groundwork for future success 
and, perhaps, impending change, it is important that at the outset of the new 
school year we begin clarifying core values and expectations and start estab-
lishing positive relationships such that those working with us will want to 
meet these expectations.

The First Friday
I believe it is important to share stories that illustrate how the work we 

are charged with as educators impacts those with whom we work. In sharing 
such stories, I draw on my own experience and highlight the experiences of 
specific teachers at the school who have even more moving stories about their 
personal and professional accomplishments. For the first Friday Focus of this 
school year, I sought to communicate simple, though powerful, stories and 
quotations that reflect the importance of our work as educators. As is usually 
the case in the weekly Friday Focus, I make reference, in a light-hearted way, 
to two veteran and excellent teachers. I also share the story of Mike Sloop, 
an eighth grade science teacher who had been named our school’s Teacher of 
the Year the preceding school year and went on to be selected as Teacher of 
the Year for the entire school system, comprised of over thirty schools.

In referencing this particular teacher, I write about my belief that his 
story is one of passion, persistence, and performance—three topics that we 
had talked about as a school community at length in recent years and topics 
I knew we would want to revisit and reinforce again throughout the current 
school year. By this point in time, our school had become celebrated as a 
school staffed with “passionate” teachers, gaining recognition throughout 
the district and across the state. “Teaching with passion” had become an oft-
repeated phrase at our school, and every teacher knew that my closing to ev-
ery e-mail I sent out—TWP—stood for “Teach with Passion.” In addition, as 
readers of the first Friday Focus book will likely recall, I always tried to incor-
porate this phrase into the final sentence of the weekly Friday Focus, relating 
it in some way to the week’s topic. “Persistence” is another word I wanted to 
emphasize as we began another year of teaching and learning together. Ours 
was a high-performing school, yet a significant percentage of our students 
were faced with a wide range of language, economic, family, and learning 
challenges. We prided ourselves on doing whatever it took to see that these 
students succeeded and reminded each other often that persistence was a 
virtue: We would not give up on our students or each other; regardless of 
the obstacles we would soon be faced with, urgency compelled us to move 
forward without accepting failure or excuses. In addition to “passion” and 
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4♦♦♦ Building♦School♦Culture♦One♦Week♦at♦a♦Time

“persistence,” I wanted to emphasize the word “performance.” At the end 
of the day, we are all held accountable—increasingly and rightly so—in the 
world of education today. The teacher of the year whom I highlight below is 
a popular, enthusiastic, humorous, engaging fellow with an admirable zest 
for life who is well liked by his colleagues and students alike. More impor-
tantly, however, he is highly respected by all who know him. Part of this 
respect is based on the results he achieves each and every year with his stu-
dents. His performance as a teacher whose students consistently managed to 
outperform predicted levels of achievement was widely known and hailed 
throughout our region. Passion. Persistence. Performance. Three P words 
that were already deeply ingrained in the very core of our school culture, yet 
words we needed to be reminded of as we began another year together. As is 
typically the case at the beginning of the school year, staff morale was high 
and we were excited about the days ahead. Yet, before long, typical frustra-
tions would begin to arise and a collective focus on passion, persistence, and 
performance would help see us through the inevitable obstacles certain to 
present themselves—sooner, rather than later.

The teachers at our school had worked hard preparing for the first day 
of school. My goal in this Friday Focus was simply to thank them for their ef-
forts, share a brief personal story, share a story about one of our most respect-
ed teachers, and remind them of the importance of our lofty, but incredibly 
difficult, task as educators. I should mention that the personal story I share 
in the Friday Focus below is one I first heard at a church I attended. Some 
may not be comfortable sharing such personal insights and it may even be 
inappropriate to do so, depending upon the school and school community 
in which one serves. At this point in my tenure at this particular school, it 
seemed an apt and comfortable way to illustrate the point I was trying to 
make. Of course, there are a multitude of stories each of us has accumulated 
to share with our colleagues. Educators reading this book must choose those 
which best fit the current school culture or which are most likely to cultivate 
the type of school culture they hope to create. What follows is the first Friday 
Focus sent out during a school year, to be followed by thirty-six additional 
such writings. To establish consistency, we sent the Friday Focus out via e-
mail (and/or posted on the school wiki) every Friday morning at the same 
time. Teachers began to anticipate these weekly writings and inevitably re-
sponded to them in some way later in the day or the following week.
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Laying♦the♦Groundwork♦♦♦ 5

Friday Focus!
Friday, August 15

You are not merely here to make a living. You are here to enable the 
world to live more amply, with greater vision, and with a finer spirit of 
hope and achievement. You are here to enrich the world. You impover-
ish yourself if you forget this errand.

 — Woodrow Wilson

This week, as we prepared for our kids to arrive on Monday, several 
of you mentioned that you enjoyed the video presentation displaying 
motivational quotations relating to our noble profession of teaching and 
accompanied by musical selections that Bruce created and shared with 
everyone on Tuesday. Of the forty-eight quotes included, I think the one 
above most aptly sets the scene for the journey upon which we will 
all embark next week. No teacher at our school entered this idealistic 
career path to become wealthy, or because of the plush working condi-
tions, or because of the generous monetary bonuses, or even because 
they just wanted the chance to hang with cool teachers like Joanie and 
Jody! Instead, each of us heeded this calling because: (1) we wanted 
to make a difference and (2) we felt that we had the capability to do so. 
As President Wilson suggests above, we are here to enrich the world, 
if not our stock portfolios. We enrich the world each day that we work to 
fulfill our school mission: teaching, inspiring, and motivating all learners 
at our school.

One way we teach, inspire, and motivate our kids and each other is 
through storytelling. During the past few years together, many of us 
have had the opportunity to exchange heartwarming stories of how 
something we did at our school has had a positive and lasting impact 
upon one of our students. Often, we were not even aware at the time 
that we had touched this young man or woman. Like Mike mentioned in 
his inspiring video presentation at our opening convocation, it is com-
monplace for our kids to accept our extra efforts without so much as a 
thank you. Yet years later, that apparent ingrate returns to thank us in 
what turns out to be a much more meaningful way, which lets us know 
that we have, indeed, made a difference. Again this year, every teacher 
at our school will lead with his or her personal vision. For many of us, 
that is simply doing good work that people will remember. It may not 
seem as if anyone will remember, but undoubtedly many will.

In introducing Mike to all teachers new to our school system last week, I 
stated something to the effect that, “Mike will now share just a bit of his 
own story, which is a story of passion, persistence, and performance.” 
Through our passion and persistence, we directly affect our students’ 
(and each other’s) performance. I am reminded of a story that a pastor 
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6♦♦♦ Building♦School♦Culture♦One♦Week♦at♦a♦Time

included in the weekly bulletin one week at the church I attended while 
living on St. Simons Island. It was titled “Pushing Against the Rock.” 
Without going into all the biblical references, it was simply about a man 
who was commanded to continuously push against a large rock, which 
he did for many years with no immediately discernible results. After 
many years of apparent failure, the frustrated man questioned what he 
was doing wrong and why he had failed. The answer given to him was 
that he had not failed at all; his calling was to be obedient and faithful 
and he had exhibited trust in following through on this calling. In the end, 
he had developed a strong back, arms, and legs through his daily efforts 
and the rock was moved for him as a reward for his faithful efforts.

Like the man in this story, many of you have mentioned that you consid-
er teaching your “calling,” not merely your job. Like the man in the story, 
many of you will not see the rewards of your daily toil on an immediate 
or frequent basis. Yet, in the end, you will grow stronger through fulfilling 
Woodrow Wilson’s charge to enrich the world. Just as importantly, so 
will your students—whether you or they notice it this year or many years 
hence. Thank you for your passion, persistence, and performance. I am 
awed to be able to bask in the glow of folks who Teach with Passion 
each day. Have a fabulous first week of school and a…

Happy Weekend!

Jeff
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