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Introduction

This book has been designed with several purposes in mind. First, it is 
intended as a resource for helping school leaders to review, build and 
sustain a healthy school culture. It is not intended as a prescriptive book 
suggesting that readers start at page one and laboriously wade their way 
through. It is meant as a guide – whatever the stage of a school’s culture 
– to allow reflection and support renewal. Second, the book provides 
a conceptual means in which to envisage culture as ‘ the way we do 
business around here’ thereby providing a strategic way to examine and 
subsequently lead, a school through improvement and development. 
Some of the guidelines we have established in this book suggest that:

A culture already exists in a school and therefore requires constant 
examination and review;

A culture only becomes strong through the identification and 
recognition of its key elements which require continual emphasis and 
reinforcement;

A culture doesn’t exist in a vacuum and therefore is linked to the 
ongoing life of the whole school not just the culture of students or 
the staff.

Therefore, we have compiled this book as a means to help leaders lead the 
vision for cultural improvement and school development. 

The book emerged from work the authors were doing with leaders and 
future leaders in Victoria, Australia and Greeley, Colorado, as studies in 
a module about School Culture in 2003–4. Subsequently, we have trialled 
and grounded many of the ideas with school principals and school leaders 
in Australia, United States and New Zealand and wish to acknowledge 
their contribution in making this book a reality. 

•

•
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We want to sincerely thank some of our respected and valued colleagues 
who gave us their most precious resource – time – to review and offer 
suggestions about how school leaders might use this book. Thanks to 
principals Brian O’Dea (St Albans Heights PS), Kerry Graham (Seaford 
North PS), Martin Winfield (Senior Education Officer, Eastern Region) 
and Judi Hanke (Assistant Regional Director, Eastern Region) for their 
guidance and support in developing this book.

Some of their comments about the book are:

We will certainly use it as professional reading when it is published. I 
assure you that it will take pride of place in my professional library.

I liked the mix of ‘theory’ and practical ideas – a real ‘toolkit’ for assessing 
and developing a school culture. I particularly liked the ‘culture matrix’ 
– it is more comprehensive and relationship-based.

The case studies were useful and provide an excellent basis for discussion 
and debate!

I predict that many of our principals, especially first-time principals and 
those needing ‘direction’ will benefit greatly from this book. It is, however, 
a very useful resource for experienced and successful principals who 
want to use new strategies to engage their people in building the school’s 
culture.

The links of building school culture with school improvement and 
effectiveness and student learning are well made too.

What did you like about the book?

I found the format of the book easy to read which allowed me to pull 
up sections that were relevant both for me and my school. I liked the 
availability of multiple activities that would support culture building 
whether you are starting, building, or sustaining in a school. The pattern 
of the book allowed me to get it in my mind what to analyse and how to 
use it. 

The array of choices in survey instruments allowed me to choose suitable 
activities that fitted my school. I could search through and find one or two 
that I could use with my staff. The multiple choices of surveys can allow 
any school to choose those that would be useful for capturing data on 
culture whatever the style of leadership and staff.
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The constant emphasis on the purpose of culture building as linked to 
improved student learning was a significant theme throughout the book 
and I found that refreshing.

Linking the book to our current work in Teacher Performance Development 
Culture was easy. I think I can use the ideas in supporting the professional 
growth of teachers where the staff can take what they want and use it. The 
ideas related to collegiality, collaboratively working together and teams 
will be useful. I will also use the ideas with young leaders in having them 
read and use them within their teams.

So, in my humble opinion, I think you have produced a great guide for 
old and new leaders. The message I kept getting was that we cannot hope 
to improve our schools and our children’s learning unless we have firmly 
in place a learning culture. Importantly, you have provided valuable and 
user friendly resources to assist leaders achieve this aim.

As authors of a book on culture, our fervent hope is that the ideas in the 
book provide you with insights and purposeful actions in improving your 
schools. Good luck in this vital endeavour.

Gary O’Mahony

Bruce Barnett,

Robin Matthews
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The central purpose of this book is to assist leaders to understand what 
constitutes school culture and learn to understand how they might shape 
school culture to improve student learning. In this chapter, we will review 
some of the fundamental thinking and research surrounding the word 
‘culture’ as a basis for developing a common understanding and value to 
educational practitioners. We begin with defining culture and reviewing 
some of the underlying assumptions about culture and its importance. 
Using this background, we go on to describe some of the prominent 
conceptualisations of what constitutes culture, leading up to our model 
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for examining and exploring culture in school. This model will help shape 
the application of suggested practical activities in the remainder of the 
book.

The first chapter will lay the foundation to an understanding of 
culture and some of its components. The remainder presents practical 
opportunities that guide the thinking and action of leaders in examining 
and using ideas to assess and maintain culture in the ongoing pursuit of 
building school effectiveness and improvement.

The meaning of organisational culture

In defining the relationship between an organisation and its culture, two 
distinct paradigms emerge. The first characterises culture as something an 
organisation has. A second alternative view suggests that organisations and 
cultures are inseparable. Organisations do not have a culture; rather they 
are a culture − a living organism − where all of the parts are connected 
and dependent upon each other. It should be remembered then, that all 
parts of the organisation are altered and affected by any culture change 
initiatives (Kilmann, Saxton & Serpa, 1985).

Whatever the view, the fact is that culture does influence and belong 
to individuals within an organisation. It is the social energy in an 
organisational culture of a school that drives − or fails to drive − the 
school as it tries to achieve its goals. For a leader to ignore the impact of 
culture will definitely lead to peril and subsequent failure. 

Culture and climate: Are they the same?

Figure 1:  Culture and climate 

Culture – The way we do things around here

Climate – They way we feel now about 
the way we do things around here
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It needs to be clearly stated that some confusion exists in applying  
the terms culture and climate. For many, the terms have been used 
synonymously and some clarification is required. Climate emphasises the 
feelings and present tone of the school − the feelings, relationships and  
existing morale. Culture, however, is bigger than that and often defined as 
the ‘web of significance in which we are all suspended’ (Geertz, 1973) or 
put more simply ‘the way we do things around here’ (Bower, 1966).

School climate

Although the concept of school climate has been studied extensively, 
there is a general lack of agreement as to the exact definition. Terms such 
as ‘atmosphere’, ‘feelings’ or simply ‘school climate’ are used with some 
imprecision. Still others use the term ‘the psychological context’ in which 
organisational behaviour is embedded (Hoy and Miskel, 1987). Similarly, 
Nevankwo (1979) referred to climate as ‘the we-feeling, group sub-culture 
or the interactive life of the school’.

Tagiuri (1968) defined climate as the current total environmental 
quality within an organisation. Accordingly, his view of environment 
includes its ecology (the physical and material components), its milieu 
(the social dimension of people), its social system (the patterned 
relationships in the organisation) and its culture (the belief systems, 
values, cognitive structures and meanings). In a similar vein, Hoy and 
Miskel have described organisational climate as the current set of internal 
characteristics and tone that distinguishes one school from another and 
influences the behaviour of people (1987). As such, people experiencing a 
particular climate share certain values, social beliefs and social norms.

Climate has been perceived as consisting of two dimensions – an 
academic climate and a social climate. Sackney (1998) suggests that each 
of these in turn comprise a number of attributes which, when taken 
together, will be influential in developing a positive school climate. Figure 
2 represents Sackney’s conceptualisation of some of the attributes that 
impact on a school’s current climate. Many schools often collect annual 
data on these aspects and use this in an attempt to improve effectiveness 
in the school’s social or academic climate.
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Figure 2: The dimensions of climate (Sackney, 1998)

For the purposes of this book, we shall consider school climate to be a 
relative quality of the internal environment of the school at a given time, 
that: 

is experienced daily by the school’s members (students, teachers, 
administrators, administrative staff and support staff) 

influences the school members’ behaviour 

can be described in terms of the values, norms and beliefs of a 
particular set of attributes of the school. 

Culture is conceived as the overarching, ongoing way that climate is 
constructed and operates in a school environment. 

School culture

When people speak of a culture in a school, they are typically referring 
to the underground river of feelings, norms and values that influence 
how people go about their daily work. This taken-for-granted set of 
expectations affect how people think, feel and act (Deal and Peterson, 
1999). Some argue that one  can get a feeling for the culture of any school 
in the first five minutes while merely standing in the school entrance and 
watching what goes on around you. The ambience and appearance of 
displays in the foyer, the way guests are welcomed, how teachers are treated 
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by office staff and how teachers interact with children are clear indicators 
of the culture being enacted within the school. First impressions are not 
always the correct or best impressions of a school. 

The concept of culture has grown out of a long research tradition 
(Schein, 1985). Deal and Peterson (2002) insist that organisations have 
clearly distinguishable identities manifested in school organisational 
members’ patterns of behaviour, thoughts and norms. Seeking to 
understand those varied patterns, how they came to be and how they 
affect performance in schools is critical for any leader, new or old, 
involved in the life of any school. This book focuses on how leaders can 
learn to read and understand the culture of a school and how culture can 
be shaped through careful reflection and conscious efforts in order to 
develop effective leadership in the constant daily interactions within the 
school (Schein, 1985).

According to Deal and Peterson (2002), culture comprises the sum of 
the more complex, difficult to identify, intangible, deeper elements such 
as norms and values, as well as the more visible features such as rituals, 
traditions and ceremonies. 

Levels of culture

An understanding of the levels of culture is necessary when determining 
how to read, change and maintain a healthy culture. Daft (1999) conceives 
a culture as existing at three levels. 

Figure 3: Levels of corporate culture (Daft, 1999)
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