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School culture consists of the norms a school has devel-

oped over time that cause it to function or react as it 
does.  The culture is based on shared attitudes, values, 
beliefs, expectations, relationships and traditions.  Cul-
ture influences all aspects of the school.  It can affect 
the way teachers relate to each other, students, par-
ents, administrators and the community.  It determines 
how problems are solved, the ways new ideas are im-
plemented and how people will work together.   
 

According to Deal and Peterson (1998), school cultures 
exist along a continuum from positive to toxic.  A school 
with a positive culture is described as a place where:  
§ Staff have a shared sense of purpose, where they 

pour their hearts into teaching;  

§ Underlying norms are of collegiality, improvement 
and hard work;  

§ Rituals and traditions celebrate student accomplish-
ment, teacher innovation and parent commitment;  

§ An informal network of story tellers and heroes pro-
vides a social web of information, support and his-
tory;  

§ Success, joy and humor abound  
 

By contrast, in a school with a toxic school culture:  
§ Students are viewed as a problem rather than as val-

ued clients;  

§ Negative subcultures are hostile to change;  

§ School members believe they are doing the best they 
can and fail to search out new ideas;  

§ Shared stories and historical perspectives on the 
school are negative, discouraging and demoralizing;  

§ School members complain, criticize and distrust new 
ideas, approaches or suggestions for improvement;  

§ Ideas, materials or solutions to classroom problems 
are rarely shared;  

§ There are few ceremonies or traditions to celebrate 
what is good and hopeful about the school  

 

In their 1998 article, Saphier and King assert, òIf certain 
norms of school culture are strong, improvements in 
instruction will be significant, continuous and wide -
spread; if these norms are weak, improvements will be, 
at best, infrequent, random, and slow.ó   
 

To transform culture, school leaders need first to read 
the culture of their building and to identify current 
norms and values.  They can then assess the culture to 
determine which elements support the schoolõs purpose 
and mission. School members are then ready to shape 
the culture  by reinforcing positive aspects and working 
to transform the negative.  
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Peterson believes reading the culture involves identi-
fying the norms and beliefs in the school.  School 
members need to ask themselves: What rituals, tradi-
tions and ceremonies do we hold in our school?  Who 
are our heroes?  What stories can we tell?  What sym-
bols, slogans and images represent our school?  How 
do we recognize student achievement?  How do we 
recognize staff growth?  
 

Staff can then evaluate school culture by identifying 
the norms and beliefs they want to reinforce or 
change:  Do the 
daily actions of 
teachers and 
principals sup-
port underlying 
core values?  Do 
the history and 
stories that are 
told support core 
values?  What 
rituals and cere-
monies reinforce 
key values? 
 

Finally staff can begin the process of shaping the cul-
ture.  This can be done by fostering a climate of com-
mitment to staff and student learning; building posi-
tive relationships through collaborative activities; 

recognizing and supporting quality professional devel-
opment opportunities; and replacing negative stories 
with concrete, positive results.  
 

As educators, we must recognize and value the impor-
tance of building a positive school culture to improve 
student learning.  òSchool improvement emerges from 
the confluence of four elements: the strengthening of 
teachersõ skills, the systematic renovation of curricu-
lum, the improvement of the organization, and the 
involvement of parents and citizens in responsible 
school-community partnerships.  Underlying all four 
strands, however, is a school culture that either ener-
gizes or undermines them.  Essentially, the culture of 
the school is the foundation for school improve-
ment.ó  (Saphier and King) 
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Creating a Positive 
School Culture  

 
 

Next to a highly effective 
teacher, the second most 
powerful factor in increased 
student achievement is an 
effective school culture that 
encourages, supports, and 
expects teachers to work 
together to improve their 
practice, as well as student 
learning.    

                  (R. Marzano, 2003) 
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quarter assembly.  If a student earns ten stickers each 
of the four quarters, he or she is celebrated at the 
end of the year with cheers from the school and a big 
trophy!  Roosevelt principal, Kathy Keaveny, is 
pleased with the results of the 3 Rõs.  òI'm very proud 
of our students and staff in the way they follow the 
Roosevelt Rules." 

 
Morning Ritual at Randallwood  
At Randallwood School, a 5th and 6th grade building in 
Warrensville Heights, the principal and staff believe in 
the power of community to support success for their 
students.  Each morning, the entire school ñ staff and 
students ñ gathers in the gym to start the day as a 

community of learners.  Stu-
dents gather in the gym with 
their homeroom classes and 
talk with one another until the 
signal for announcements is 
given.  When quiet fills the 
gym, everyone hears morning 
announcements together.  
 

After general announcements, 
the principal or a teacher 
speaks directly to all students, 
sharing important information 
for the day, birthdays and spe-
cial events.  In addition, there 
is often a vocabulary, math or 
character -building focus for 
the entire building.  Everyone 
leaves the meeting with a 
shared learning experience.   
 

Students have the opportunity 
to address the entire school as 

Schools Find 
Reasons  
To Celebrate!  

Research in Action  

Celebration is a key element of a 

positive school culture.  Not only 
does celebration reinforce the 
values of the school, but it pro-
motes community by identifying 
and showcasing the efforts and 
accomplishments of students, 
teachers and parents alike.  Below 
are just a few examples of the 
ceremonies, rituals or traditions 
that support a positive culture in 
IERõs partner schools.   

 
Roosevelt Rules  
The ò3 Rõsó is a school-wide plan that has led Roo-
sevelt Elementary School in Euclid toward building 
school culture.  The Roosevelt staff realizes that, 
in order to have a positive climate, each student 
needs to be Ready, Responsible, and  Respectful.  
Teachers spend the first six weeks of school 
teaching, modeling and practicing the 3 Rõs.  To 
reinforce their importance, staff members stay 
alert, looking to òcatchó students being ready, 
responsible and respectful.  When caught, a stu-
dents is  awarded a sticker; students earning ten 
stickers or more are recognized at an end -of-the-

Celebrations ú Ceremonies, Rituals and Traditions  
 

Ceremonies  are complex and organized activities that cele-
brate successes, communicate cultural values, and recognize 
special contributions of staff and students.  
§ The staff at one urban school holds a special art night during 

which a piece of art work by each student is matted and dis-
played.  Parents and community members are invited and spe-
cial awards are given for their cooperation and help. The col-
laborative work of teachers is described in the carefully de-
signed brochure for the evening.  

 
Rituals are routines infused with deeper values.  
§ In one large school, staff meet for coffee and donuts once a 

week to share stories and recharge batteries with colleagues 
whom they see only occasionally.   

 
Traditions  are significant annual events that have a special his-
tory and meaning.  
§ One school sponsors an annual, collaboratively developed, 

professional development conference for local teachers.  
  
                   Kent Peterson, 1994 

Upsonüs new mural is unveiled at its Black History Month celebration.  It reads, 
þDream Big, Work Hard and maybe you can be the President one day.ÿ  
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well; they are offered the opportunity to speak to 
the school community or to ask a question.  All stu-
dents have access to the principal and to the entire 
staff during this time.  Students feel that the school 
meeting is a great way to start the day;  they see 
the meeting as a way to show respect for the school 
community.  One sixth grade student spoke about 
this feeling of community when she said, 
òEverybody can see everybody.  You can see friends 
that you might not see all day.  We also meet new 
friends.   It helps us get along.   Everybody is a fam-
ily.ó  
 

Sometimes this forum provides the opportunity to 
have tough conversations.   According to Mrs. Dean-
Moore, principal of Randallwood, òThe school meet-
ing gives us a chance to look every single kid in the 
eye.  It allows us to start the day together on a posi-
tive note, to get everyone on the same page and to 
reaffirm our expectations.ó 

 
Upson . . . Yes We Can! 
Each February, Upson Elementary School in Euclid 
hosts a potluck dinner celebration in honor of Black 
History Month.  This year, the Upson school commu-
nity highlighted its accomplishments as members 
basked in the glory of the historic presidential inau-
guration of Barack Obama. Families strolled through 
the halls of history as they looked at bulletin boards 
displaying studentsõ work and classroom doors de-
picting the lives of famous African -Americans from 
yesterday and today.  Families then viewed an art 
slide show before moving into the gym where they 
were served dinner, and entertained with a per-

formance by the Upson Select Choir.  Finally, Upson 
artists unveiled the new mural which reads, òDream 
big, work hard and maybe you can be presi-
dent."  The mural also includes quotes from Duke 
Ellington and Martin Luther King, Jr.  The potluck 
dinner was a true celebration for Upson students, 
staff and families.  

 

Parents  Groups Celebrate and Reflect  
The Parent book groups in the Euclid elementary 
and middle schools know how to celebrate.  Monthly 
meetings are always a celebration of the book they 
enjoyed that month, and are accompanied by good 
discussion and ñ of course ñ snacks!  It has also be-
come an annual tradition for parents from the vari-
ous groups to participate in an IER Network event 

that features an author of one of the books 
they read during the year.  This year that 
author was Sarah Willis, author of A Good 
Distance.   
 

At the end of the school year, parents take 
time to celebrate and to reflect on all of the 
books read that year and to share how they 
made a personal connection to a certain book 
or books.  This is also a time for group mem-
bers to share what their time together has 
meant to them as a parent, person or friend.   
 
Celebrating Reading and Writing  
At Westwood  
Teachers at Westwood Elementary in War-
rensville Heights are wrapping up the year 
with celebrations that recognize student 
learning.  Mrs. Simmonsõ fourth graders have 
been immersed in a writing workshop for the 

A student in Mrs. Womacküs class prepares a text for the  
reading celebration.   (Continued on page 4)  

 
Why Celebrate?  

 

§ The recipients of the recognition feel 
noted and appreciated  

§ Celebration reinforces shared val-
ues and signals what is important  

§ Celebration provides living exam-
ples of the values of the school in  
action, and encourages others to act 
in accordance with those values  

§ Celebration fuels momentum  

§ Celebration is fun!  

    R. DuFour, 1998 


