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Wallc into any truly excellent schoot 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 CAITY themselves with

poise end confidence. Teachaers talk about their work

with intensity and professionalism. And despite the

F .

studenis st

sense rious husiness at hand, both teachers and

Everyone seems o know who they are and why they are
o

thare, and childrer and staff treat each other with the

respect due to full partners in an imporiant enterprise.

Sociologists recognized the importance of schoo!
culture as early as the 1930s, but it wasn't until the
fate 1970s thai educational researchers began to draw
direct links between the quality of a school's climate

and its educational outcomaes. Harvard researcher Ron

Ee

mends, often regarded as the father of the "effective

n happy and confident rather than stressed.

15

schaols” movement, included “safe, orderly climate

Qcsl-

conducive to learning” on his influential st of ¢

level factors associated with higher student achisvement,
“The school's atmosphere is orderly without being
rigid,” he obhserved, "guiet without being oppressive,

ructional husiness at

and generally conducive to the ins
hand.

el despi‘e.e its importance, mrgamzaiiomﬂ cubture
is possibly the least discussed element in practica

conversations about how to improve student

achievement, Perhaps that 1s because factors such
as strong leadership, close monitoring of student
progress, & commaon and coherent curriculum, and

teacher collaboration alf seam like pieces of the purzle
I f

that educators can directly affact, On the other hand,
aven the synonyms we use to descoribe a schaols
culture-—ierms such as “atrmosghere” and “climate” —

make it sound more like an envirenmental condition

than an educational one. And rmuch like the weather,



should act in it Effective schools, howeaver,

suggest a clear, common “definition of

the situation” for all individuals, sending a
constant stream ol unambiguous signats to
students and teachers about what their roles
and responsibilities are. The school does that
through its organizational culture.

In some high schools, for example, the
organizational culture detines 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 encugh to
compete for students’ attention amid many

ather claims on i

The instructive role of school culture is not

lost on effective teaders. John Capozzi,

e principal of Elment Memaorial Junior
Semar Hign Schoaol near Quesns, New York,
explaing, "I addition 1o [a] close emphasis

1 classroom instruction, we have what we

e}

all our ‘hidden curricuium,” which develops
pﬁérsonal retationships between faculty and

students and deliberately works at developing

character.” By identifying school o

“hideien curriculum,” Capozzi acknowledges
that like the academic curriculum, the
elements of schoo! 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 diptoma, and 88 percent

of its 2008 graduates earned a prestigious

Heagenis

bl

At University Park Campus School in
Worcester, Massachusetts, students begin
learning the "culiure curriculum” even before
the first day of school. Entering seventh
graders are r@quwed to attend a three-week

Auqust Acaderny, "It allows students a chance

to meet their teachers, meet their peers, and

experience school a full three weeks before

the school year staris {and] provides them with

fture as his

a comiort level” says Principal June Eressy,
“But the most important thing is they get 1o
understand the culture of the school. They
get to understand that we are serious about
eclucation and that we are serious about them

o start thinking

"y

about it now to get whare they need to be.

Teachers at University Park’s August Academy
accompl%sh that goal through a combination
of avert messages and subtle lessons that
emphasize not only academics but also the
values and behaviors the school expects of
stucdents. "We work on interdisciplinary units
during that time,” Eressy explains. "] wanted
the kids to be reading a book they could finish
in three weeks, because in my experience a lot
of urban kids don't finish what they start, so !
want them to fearn right fram the get go: You

g

start it, you finish

Uriversity Park establishes a "definition of the
¥

situation” that tells students they are ¢

young people who will work hard and go o

college. The results are impressive.

Although
nts

three quarters of University Parik’s sti

-

N

3

percant statewide, 90 percent of the schools

are low ncome, v:or‘m{;a(ec; with only about

C_

10th graders scored proficient or advanced on

the Massachusetts mathematics assessment

in 2005, b@ating a statewide 29 percent by

a huge margin.™ And all of its students get
accepted to college, with most going on to

Tour-year institutions.”

Stifl, although many effective schools couple
an ambitious academic ethas with warm,

e

tignships, Er

caring, and supportive 1

@
=

warns that schools too often focus on
nurturing afone. "There are too many schools
that have succeeded in building warm and
caring and nurturing places for kids but have
faited 1o translate that into a culture of high
gxpactations,” she uyo "That doesn’t do
the kids any good.”" Research hears out
her assartion. A large study of middle school
clirmate invalving 30,000 students in Chicageo

Public Schoals faund that social support has a




positive effect on academic achievement but
only whan coupled with a climate of strong

“academic press.”!

A schools culture sends sianals not only to
students bul also to staft, Teachers and school
leaders afso must work to build positive norms
related to their own work. According to Robert
Marzano, this part of a school's culiure has
ta do with professionalism and collegiality-
whether teachers believe and act as if they

can achieve positive autcomes for students
and whether they support each ather, working
collaboratively to achieve common goals.' In a
stucdy of social refations in Chicago elementary
schools in the 1990s, Anthony Bryk and
Barbara Schneider found that one powerful
facter aflecting school improvernent was
whether staff in the school trusted each other™
Marzano advises schools 1o take a proactive
aprroach to establishing a professional
cuiture—defining norms and expectations
clearly, creating governance procedures that
give teachers an active role in decision making,
and ensuring thatl teachers can engage
meaningful professional development focused

on improving classroom instruction in the

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 halpful, Rather, r@ﬁaimr‘xai
rrust is forged in daily social exchanges. Trust

here the

grows over time th
E xpecmi ars held for mthf‘rc are validated in
action.”"’ Creating and maintaining a strang
cufture—ior students and teachars 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 a
"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?” ™

nct students

laking It “Positive™:
Vision and Values

As Fimont and University Park illustrata, at

the heart of every positive culture 15 a positive

.
vision for students and staff. But vision can be
a very vague and fuzzy concept, lesding to
vague and fuzzy definitions of the sjtuation.
What is vision really, and what are s pieces

and parts?

One uselul definition of vision comes from
James Collins and Jerry Porras, who conducted
a research study of “visionary companias” that
had sustained successtul outcomes over jong
periods of time. They say that an organization's
defined "core

visian first consists of a well-

ideciogy.” That ideclogy mcludes a “core

purpose” a3 well as a set of fundamentsl

vatues and beliefs, the “essential and enduring

tenets” of an organization”

Do effective schools differ mesasurably from

other schools in the fundamental values and

belie heir statl members? Two

shared by tf

vears ago, the May Group set out 1o answer
that guestion. The organizstion asked several
thousand teachers across 134 ra ’w'u’wly

“culture

selected schools to pa icipate in

sart,” a group exercise n which participants
WOk m\g(,ﬂ er to arrange statements of belief

and values in order of oriority.
i ¥

The study found that staff membars in both

high-performing and low-parforming™ schools

ranked “measuring and manitoring results”

at the top of their lists. But high-perferming

schools also prioritized a2 hunger for

o

Improverner raising capability—helping

peaple learn,” focusing on the value

"

added,” "promoting excellence—pushing the

boundaries of achievernent,” and “making

sacrifices to put pupils first,” In contrast,

low-pertorming schools valued stetements

such as “warmth—humaour-— rear ~feot

"

an the ground,” “recognising personal

circumstances—making a ances-—

oleration—it's the effort that counts,’



and “creating a pleasant and collegial warking

LS

arvironment.

The second component in an arganization’s

f &
vision, according to Colling and Parras, consists
of an “envisioned future"—a clear picture

of what the argamzation expects to fook

fiee and what it wants 1o have accomplished
five, 10, or aven 15 years from the presant.
In many effective schools, the envisioned
future encompasses gracduates as well as the
organization itself. Where does the school
staff expect students to ke five, 10, or 15
years after they graduate? The answer to that
auestion will shape how teachers work and the

messages they send to students.

aking It "Strong™:
All about Alignment

A school's culture—paositive or negative—
stermns from its vision and its established values.
But whet

depends on the actions, traditions, symhols
) .

her the culture is strong or weak

ceremories, and rituais that are close

fy aligned
with that vision. In thair study of visionary
companies, Colling and Porras found that
“Many executives thrash about with mission
stataments and vision staternents [, that
evoke the response True, but who cares? [..]
Building a visianary company reduires

1% vision and 99% alignment. "

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
rmight talk about values and beliefs, but no
follow-up actions, traditions, ceremonies, or
rituals reinforce those messages. Similarly,

s teacher might be told that improving
professional practice is a value but find that

the school budget provides few resources

tor orofessional development or be asked
o 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 waorl
toward comman goals difficult. Even if the
climata is pleasant and orderly, it s likely that
reachers quistly disagrae on what their primary

responsibiities are and what the main purpose

of the institution 1s, making improverment
planning and instructional colizboration
nonproductive. Students receive little guidance
and are left to come up with their own answers
to the question, "What am | here for?”
Although most follaw the rules, academic

effort is cansidered voluntary.

In confrast, effective schools make sure that

even the smallest aspects of dally ife align -~ X
with the care ideology and envisioned future.

No symbol or ceramony is too minor to be

coopted into serving the larger vision. For

example, fifth graders who enter Washington,

> school this fall will

D.Cs, Key Acadarny midd
ba asked to identity themsalves as members

of the "Class of 2018"—thea year their teachers

grpect them to graduate from college. Visitors
..},

to the schoaol are encouvraged to ask students

what class they are in, and students invariably

providle ir intended college graduation
date. Teachers talk frequently abaout what
college they attended and their diplomas hang
an the walls of the school. Identification cards
auiside teachers' classrooms list their alma

maters along with their names.

To be sure, marny midddle schools encourage
students to begin thinking about college.

But Key Academy envelops students in a
ubiquitous and infectious set of symhols,
ceremonies, and traditions that foster

ambition and effort focusad on the unifying /

visior-—preparing every single student to

go o college. Not surprisingly, the school's
mostly fow-income African-American students

consistently garner the highest middle school

s U

. ‘
assessment results in the Cﬁ‘j, and ma ny o7

its graduates win admission {and sometimes

i
B

substantial scholarships) to competitive public

and private high schools.




Staff members in effective schools also see
concrete signs that reinforce the schools
professed culture. I the school values rafsing
student achisvement, then the most proficient
teachers are assigned to the hardest-to-reach
students. [{ family invalvement is valued, all
slatf learn how to engage in partnerships

with parents, The core ideology s monitored,

reinforced, and supported.

Hobby of the Hay Group fists five kinds of
“reinforcing behaviers” as foilows that send
strong signals about vision and values:
e Rituals: celebrations and cerernonies,

s of passage, and shared quirks and

MEnnerisims.

sierarchiss,

e Herg Making: role models,

- rewards, and mentors

pubsli

o Storvretling: shared humar, common

anecdotes, foundation myths, and both oral

and written histary,

s Symbolic Hisplay: decoration, artwork,

trophias, and architecture,

s Rules: etiguette, formal rules, taboos, an rict

cit permissions.

At Dayton's Blufl Elementary School in
Minnesata, for example, teachers past the
state academic standards and student writing
that meats them on bulletin boards. Many
schools do something similar, but Davton's
Bluff teachers take one axtra step-—translating
the standards from educater language into
"l 1am:;<..m(_}e” in order 1o ensure that the
kh

not Jusﬂ' 0o

boards send signals to students and

chers ar parents in the schoal.

This, the standards that raads, "By the end

3

of the year, we expect fourih-grade stude
to be abls to produce a narative account

that engageas the reader by establishing

St Paul,

a2 context, creating a pomnt of view, and
otherwise developing reader interest” bears
the translation, “The beginning makes the
reader want to keep reading your memaoir”
in schools that simply post the standards as

t

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

targeting students.

they are a symbolic display

When alignment is tight and the culture is
strong, new students and stafl members nick
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--somaothing move

than just rules or procedures ” Teachers are

guick to get the message 100, "Within the

first hour of a new assignment, teachars begin

1o sift through the deep silt of expactations

norms, and rituals to learn what i1 means (o

become an ac:r.eptcw;! rmemper of the schoel 7

Conclusion

As educators come under greaster presw re

o achieve much better and more eguitable
stuclent outcomes, they will need to leverage
avery loof available to them, including V/
organizational culture. wa colrse, No one

suggests that changing culture is simple,

easy, or quick. As Michael f"u‘éim puts i,

“Reculturing is a contact %po rt nvolves

<5

hard, laborintensive work, "™ But it i3 a sport

that must be playad more aggressively if our

schools are to achieve the kinds of results wa

now expect of them. The first step 15 to

educatars recognize that having a strong,

positive culture means much mere than just

safety and order.
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