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Introduction

Culture is a broad, complex concept that can mean different things 

to different people. One way we think of a school’s culture is as 

the personality of the building. Organizational culture expert Edgar 

Schein notes that all people are “a conglomerate of the beliefs and 

values of the groups they were members of. . . . [W]hen these beliefs 

and values are basically the same for a bunch of people, the term 

culture becomes a convenient word” to describe that convergence 

(personal communication, Jan. 31, 2019). Culture is who we are, not 

what we have. This is why it is difficult to change.

Another way we think of culture is as information passed from 

one generation to the next explaining how to survive the environ-

ment. When the environment changes, some of this information 

can become obsolete. Yet—perhaps out of pride, ego, or the wish 

to prevent the younger generation from making the same mistakes 

they did—the older folks keep pressing what they learned, even if it 

is no longer relevant or helpful. 

As we dig deeper into the concept of culture, we find that the 

stories told and the language used among a group of people convey 

their collective values and beliefs; they are the conduits and, eventu-

ally, the vehicles of change. In positive school cultures, the stories told 

by administrators, teachers, and support staff revolve around what 

has worked to support student success. In toxic schools—which may © H
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2  |  Committing to the Culture

look similar to positive schools in at least some respects—the stories 

being told are more about survival, what does not work around here, 

and how the lack of support from outside the school has forced 

members of the culture to become stronger (in the wrong ways). 

School leaders who seek to shift their toxic culture to a more pos-

itive culture will be more successful when they address the stories 

being told.

In this book, we aim to provide school leaders with ideas for 

shifting their cultures to be more positive and supportive of those 

who wish to become the best they can be. Keep in mind that tack-

ling school culture means you are going for it. You are not looking 

for behavioral compliance from faculty and staff; you are reaching 

for every ounce of commitment they have to give. If that level of 

commitment is not your goal, then you might consider leaving 

culture alone for now and beginning with shifting attitudes or the 

school climate. There is nothing wrong with focusing on the cli-

mate, at least initially, but keep in mind that eventually, all roads 

lead to the culture.

Why Is the Building-Level 
Culture So Important?
There are many layers of culture in education: the classroom, the 

building, the district, the state, and the nation. In this book, we focus 

on the building layer of culture because it has the greatest effect on 

student achievement and overall school performance.

Why not the other layers? First, the classroom layer is too nar-

row, and class composition usually changes from year to year; it’s © H
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less a culture than a community of learners, without the intense 

ownership that comes when we invest our identity into a group. 

And the district, state, and national layers are too broad. Although 

all the schools in a given district are overseen by a single school 

board that provides policies, financial support, and other resources, 

the board’s influence on school culture is not as strong as you 

might think. Visit any two schools within a school district and 

you’ll see what we mean. They may have the same grade levels, 

serve the same community, receive the same funding, and teach the 

same curriculum, but they will be very different in how they “do” 

education. Similarly, the state and national layers affect funding 

and influence what can or cannot be done in schools, but whatever 

“speed limit” they try to impose, each school will have its own flow 

of traffic.

Which brings us back to the building layer. Here’s a step-by-

step look at how the culture of the school building ultimately affects 

student achievement:

• The school culture determines the types of conversations fac-

ulty members have.

• Faculty conversations determine the level of faculty commitment.

• Faculty commitment leverages faculty efficacy.

• Faculty efficacy affects individual teacher efficacy.

• Individual teacher efficacy affects the quality of instructional 

delivery.

• The quality of instructional delivery affects student efficacy.

• Student efficacy drives student academic performance and 

behavior in the classroom.© H
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4  |  Committing to the Culture

What’s in This Book
Before plunging in, it’s important to be aware of two facts about 

culture. First, we rarely, if ever, start at zero when we set out to build 

or transform school culture. Where there are people hanging around 

one another for a significant period, there is a culture. 

Second, whenever we try to shape a new culture, we take pieces 

of the old one with us. The emerging culture will inevitably be a 

hybrid that blends successes and challenges of the past with visions 

of the future. Before any of us became school employees, we attended 

school. Some of us never quit attending school. And all of us bring 

our experiences and dispositions with us to the next setting. If the 

new culture is too distant from the old one, we may struggle to find 

an identity—our social home. 

The deep commitment required to make significant cultural 

shifts, coupled with our tendency to cling to the past and bring 

pieces of it wherever we go, may help us understand why cultures 

can be so resistant to lasting change. In this book, we unpack these 

and other questions around what inhibits and what fosters sus-

tainable culture change that withstands fads, toxic mindsets, and 

other threats. 

We begin in Chapter 1 by exploring deep questions around the 

nature of culture, including the importance of vision and climate 

and how the tension between the past and the future can keep a 

culture stagnant. In Chapter 2, we examine the factors that con-

tribute to stubborn toxic cultures, how not to change those cultures, 

and whether your school culture needs to change. In Chapter 3, 

we discuss how to create positive culture change through trust, 

collaboration, and commitment rather than fear, competition, and © H
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Introduction  |  5 

compliance. Finally, in Chapter 4, we offer advice on the difficult 

task of ensuring sustained culture change.

Throughout the book, we provide scenarios drawing from our 

own experiences in schools, although names have been changed. 

We hope these vignettes give some sense of how our ideas and 

approaches work in practice and demonstrate that every school has 

stumbling blocks along with successes on the journey to culture 

change. We’re all in this together. Now let’s get started!
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Gaining a Deeper 
Understanding 

of Culture

In this chapter, we explore deep questions around the nature of 

culture, including what culture reflects and how our own mindsets 

affect our perception of it; how factors such as vision and climate 

shape a culture; the influence of various roles in the culture “movie”; 

and how the tension between the past and the future can keep a 

culture stagnant. 

Culture as a Reflection of the Leader
We believe that it takes five years to change a culture, for better or 

worse. After five years, the culture is more a reflection of the leader 

than anything else. Figure 1.1 summarizes the priorities of both 

effective and ineffective principals over a five-year period—and the 

cultures that result.

Our encapsulation of what ineffective principals do year after 

year may seem harsh, but we have seen it happen. It does not take 

much effort to build a toxic culture. Research tells us that if a leader 

does nothing, or does the same ineffective things year after year, the © H
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10  |  Committing to the Culture

school’s culture will drift toward negativity (Deal & Peterson, 2010). 

And some ineffective principals may put a lot of energy toward what 

they think is good management when they are actually building a 

wall, with them on the outside. We envision this wall much like the 

fourth wall in theater, which separates the actor and the audience. 

Some prefer to have the wall quite thick to create distance between 

them and those watching, whereas others break down the wall so 

Effective Principal Ineffective Principal

Year 1

 • Wandering
 • Listening
 • Asking relevant questions
 • Challenging irrelevant egos
 • Relating

 • Wandering
 • Mandating
 • Avoiding
 • Reacting

Year 2

 • Listening
 • Asking relevant questions
 • Relating
 • Empowering
 • Dreaming

 • Wandering
 • Mandating
 • Avoiding
 • Reacting

Year 3

 • Listening
 • Cultivating
 • Dividing
 • Observing

 • Wandering
 • Mandating
 • Avoiding
 • Reacting

Year 4

 • Recruiting
 • Supporting
 • Branding

 • Wandering
 • Mandating
 • Avoiding
 • Reacting

Year 5

 • Solidifying
 • Celebrating
 • Listening

 • Wandering
 • Mandating
 • Avoiding
 • Reacting

Outcome A positive school culture that 
attracts effective educators

A toxic school culture that recruits 
and rewards ineffective educators

FIGURE 1.1
Effective Principals Versus Ineffective Principals
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that they can connect with the audience. When school leaders are 

experiencing stress, they may create such a boundary in an effort 

to hide their vulnerability. Paradoxically, however, this wall is not 

protective. If a school leader has walled herself off from staff during 

stressful times, she may find that she no longer has the trust of the 

faculty and staff and, in dire cases, may be seen as the enemy.

Let’s go through the years summarized in Figure 1.1:

• Year one: The concept of “leadership by wandering around,” 

introduced in the 1990s, means simply leaving one’s office and 

wandering around the school, engaging with staff through 

such interactions as spontaneous classroom visits and short 

conversations with the goal of strengthening relationships, 

professional practice, and culture. Although we are not dis-

counting this approach, what principals do while they’re wan-

dering counts for a lot. Note how the priorities of effective 

and ineffective leaders diverge after that initial “wandering.” 

Some principals wander for years on end with no purpose, 

creating a mere illusion of leadership. 

• Year two: It’s not by chance that after year one, effective lead-

ers shift their focus from wandering to more targeted actions, 

including listening, recruiting, and supporting. They become 

more purposeful in determining the strategic people as well as 

the strategic issues. At this point, the honeymoon is over, and 

any resistance will get real. Ineffective leaders will continue to 

wander in year two, avoiding conflict while making a show of 

being connected.

• Year three: By this time, an effective principal knows which 

teachers represent the future of the school and which do not. 

A key priority here is dividing. Think of the dividing pro-

cess as placing all irrelevant opinions and egos on an island 
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12  |  Committing to the Culture

where they can do little damage. This is a social division: the 

leader separates those who want to improve from those who 

are stuck in the past, thereby preventing the latter from neg-

atively influencing the good things happening at the school. 

• Year four: This year is critical, because many school leaders 

may get complacent, thinking everything is in place after three 

years of effort. But for the new culture to stick, it will need at 

least two years (years four and five) of continued effort. This 

is where some leaders may run out of commitment, change 

jobs, retire, or get promoted. Year four is often the time when 

a new culture loses its grip. The ineffective leader will assume 

year four is a done deal (that is, if he or she gets to year four). 

Effective leaders continue their push by recruiting and sup-

porting effective, positive staff members.

• Year f ive: Although you don’t need to wait until year five to 

celebrate, this is a good time to solidify what you’ve put in 

place. We encourage all leaders to celebrate any progress being 

made—including the small, easy wins—as they evolve into a 

better school. Celebrating progress in a purposeful and mean-

ingful way in year five strengthens the culture and makes it 

resilient to negativity. 

Culture: Something We Have 
or Something We Are? 
Some people believe school culture is something they have rather 

than something they are (Geertz, 1973). This distinction may ini-

tially seem purely semantic, but when we dig deeper, we see that 

it indicates a significant difference in mindset. When you imagine © H
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