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1. What do we mean by “school culture”?

We understand that every group of people who interacts over time for any purpose develops a shared sense of
norms and expectations that influence the way people in the group think and behave toward one another. This is
what we mean by organizational, or school, culture.

2. How is school culture similar or different from the many cultures represented in an international school
community?

Every ongoing group has its own culture. International schools—Ilike other organizations—are hosts to innumer-
able cultures, subcultures, and counter cultures. In international schools, our attention to the cultural heritage
of our students and their families, our host countries, the influence of “American culture”—even religious or
philosophical values upon which some schools are founded—is so pronounced that it can limit our ability to see
and appreciate the organizational culture(s) that compose another important layer in our school community.

For this discussion, it is this “school culture” that we want to tease out and examine. Many international
schools share similar norms and expectations, making them like one another and unlike other organizations. But
we all know that not all international school cultures are identical—a fact sometimes overlooked by transplants
from one school to another. There are little and not so little differences from school to school, within a school
over time, and within sub-units of each school. Whether shared with other schools or unique to a particular
school at a particular moment in time, the norms and expectations that drive behavior are what create the
personality or DNA of a school. Without a shared, focused effort to change them, these norms and expectations
can remain impervious to change over time, regardless of leadership, curricula, or world events.

Members of a school community quickly learn the unspoken “rules of engagement,” which are often different
from the official mantras of a school. Board members, administrators, teachers, parents, and students all figure
out—through observation, trial and error, and other learning methods—how people are really expected to
behave. When they move from one school to another, they re-learn which expectations and behaviors to bring
with them, which to leave, and which to develop.

Of course, schools, like other organizations, have multiple, sometimes conflicting subcultures and counter-
cultures. Strong, competing subcultures are most influential in schools where there is not a single, unifying
school culture. Members quickly learn how they need to adjust their expectations, words, and actions as they
negotiate their way through subcultures. An example of how students intuitively learn to adjust to the subcul-
tures of each classroom is their ability to sense which teachers really want them to challenge assumptions and
which teachers only say they do.



3. How can school culture be observed or measured?

Asking the members of a school community to describe their school culture—especially if we've been immersed
in it for a while—is like asking goldfish to describe the water in their bowl. It's easier to notice others’ cultures
when they are different from our own. This evokes feelings that the way “we” do things is the “right” way, and
is a primary reason why newly arrived leaders are sometimes heard to extol the virtues of how things were done
in their previous schools.

A shared framework and language for understanding and discussing school culture can help us draw from our
own experiences to identify certain patterns and their consequences, and compare these experiences with
research on effective school environments. According to Human Synergistics, their Organizational Culture
Inventory (OCI) measures what is expected of members—or, more technically, “the behavioral norms and
expectations associated with the more abstract aspects of culture such as shared values and beliefs.” The OCI
can be used to measure both the current and ideal school cultures. Gaps between the current and ideal culture
profiles provide the basis for developing plans for strengthening long-term effectiveness.

The OCI measures twelve different culture norms which are organized into three general types of cultures:

e Constructive cultures, in which members are encourage to interact with others and approach tasks in
ways that will help them to meet their higher-order satisfactions needs (includes Achievement, Self-
Actualizing, Humanistic-Encouraging, and Affiliative cultures).

» Passive/Defensive cultures, in which members believe they must interact with people in defensive ways
that will not threaten their own security (includes Approval, Conventional, Dependent, and Avoidance
cultures).

» Aggressive/Defensive cultures, in which members are expected to approach tasks in forceful ways to
protect their status and security (includes Oppositional, Power, Competitive, and Perfectionistic cul-
tures).*

In addition to presenting data for a school, OCI results can be reported for subgroups. For example, members of
a school community could take both a “current” and “ideal” culture inventory and the results can be reported
for the whole school, its board, administrative team, divisions and departments, as long as each subgroup
contains at least three members in order to protect anonymity for respondents.

To illustrate how universally applicable HSI's organizational culture framework is, here are a few expected
behaviors from each cluster of culture styles:

In constructive cultures, for example, people are expected to:
* Pursue a standard of excellence
* Emphasize quality over quantity
* |nvolve others in decisions affecting them
» Treat people as more important than things

In passive-defensive cultures, sample expected behaviors are:
* Be a “nice guy”
* Never make a mistake
* Do whatis expected
e Push decisions upward

*Descriptions of the cultural types are from Cooke, R.A. and Lafferty, J.C., Organizational Culture Inventory, Plymouth, MI: Human Synergistics.
Copyright © 1987; used by permission



In aggressive-defensive cultures, expected behaviors include:
» Stay detached and perfectly objective
* Personally run everything
e Bea “winner”
* Keep on top of everything*

We have all experienced these different organizational cultures, whether in our own school or other organiza-
tional settings, and understand intuitively that all cultures are not created equal: some create positive results
while others produce negative ones.

4. What does school culture impact? How do we know?

Organizational culture has traditionally been assessed by qualitative methods. However, quantitative ap-
proaches such as culture surveys offer important advantages for cross-sectional organizational research, data-
based culture change programs, and longitudinal studies that measure culture changes over time. Because it
measures culture as norms and expected behaviors, the OCl is more closely linked to behavior than measures
that define culture as values and beliefs.

The culture of a school permeates everything about that school, which is why we refer to it as a school’'s DNA.
A school’s culture influences momentary hallway interactions. It influences how teachers share information and
responsibility. Itinfluences how the board evaluates the head'’s performance.

There has been a lot of attention in recent years to the influence that quality teaching and curriculum have on
student learning, yet there has been little reported on the role of a school’s culture on all three. A school’s
culture shapes the way members “frame” fundamental issues like teacher recruitment, retention, and develop-
ment; rewards systems; and whose role it is to develop curriculum. Great teaching and strong curricula do not
exist in a vacuum; they are built and sustained in a constructive culture where shared mental models are the
foundation of positive change. |f we want to improve teaching and learning, we need to understand the culture
which shapes our thoughts, discussions, and decisions about teaching and learning.

Attempts to improve the quality of teaching or curriculum without first attending to school culture are likely to be
at best disappointing. For example, we know of one organization where the leaders had decided they needed to
reach out more to their customers, and launched a comprehensive, costly campaign to do so. Their customers
did, in fact, hear from the organization more frequ—nbut, because the organization’s culture was defensive (and
therefore staff members who felt “forced” to “reach out” to their customers “had an attitude”), the result was
exactly the opposite of what was intended: the more customers heard from the organization, the lower opinion
they had of it.

HSI's Organizational Culture Inventory is a highly reliable and statistically valid research instrument. The types
of culture it measures have been shown to have a direct bearing on the activities of members and the function-
ing of the organization. They have also been shown to be related to important outcomes such as member satis-
faction, motivation, teamwork, the quality of products/services, and other criteria of organizational effectiveness.

In a constructive culture, for example, individuals are highly motivated to perform. They are clear about whatis
expected of them and have the authority and resources to succeed. They report low levels of stress and high
degrees of job satisfaction. They plan to stay. Cooperation and trust among group members is high. People
share information and effectively solve problems together. They coordinate their efforts, and support creativity
among all group members. They recognize and respect individual differences and play the strengths of all
members. The organization is reliable, yet adapts appropriately as circumstances change. Efficiency meets
effectiveness to focus on providing the very best service to every customer.



The results of defensive cultures are quite different at the individual, group, and organizational levels. As mem-
bers worry too much about the group, the rules, or the bosses in passive-defensive cultures, they generate sub-
par results at all three levels—from lower motivation and satisfaction at the personal level to inefficiency and
poorer quality of service at the organizational level. Similarly, in aggressive-defensive cultures where the focus
is inappropriately on tasks, the results are negative for individuals, groups, and the whole organization.

If it feels as if we're getting too theoretical and not practical enough, let's summarize by asking: Which school
would you choose for your own child: one where people trust and respect one another, are warm and open,
share ideas and information, and resolve differences constructively? Or one where people are expected to point
out flaws, do things perfectly, and ask everybody what they think before acting?

Often, leaders believe they can address the negative outcomes of their organizational culture by working only at
the outcome level. This is like trying to clean up pollution downstream from where it is being created. Only by
going upstream to where culture is being created can we make lasting changes that produce the positive out-
comes we desire. Sadly, we've yet to document a motivational speech that inspired all members of its (usually
captive) audience to forever feel enthusiastically driven to excel. Motivation is a RESULT of culture, and low
motivation (or turnover, or any other result) can be effectively changed only by creating a more constructive
culture.

5. How is school culture shaped?

School culture is influenced by its external environment—how simple or complex, placid or turbulent are eco-
nomic, technological, social, legal, and competitive conditions?

We have made a distinction between the ethnic cultures in a school community and the culture of the school
itself. However, we recognize that the ethnic cultures in a school community do influence the school’s culture
through norms and expectations that permeate the school’s walls—and its lockers, lunchrooms, gymnasiums,
and parking lots.

Human Synergistics’ research has shown that cultural norms and expectations result from, and are reinforced
by many factors within the school itself—factors that can be changed, at least to some extent, by those in
leadership positions. These include leadership philosophies, assumptions, and styles; mission, goals, and
strategies; organizational structural variables like size; appraisal and reward systems; and decision-making/
influence structures.

6. How can school culture be changed?

School cultures do change all the time—sometimes intentionally and sometimes unintentionally; sometimes
quickly and dramatically and other times slowly and incrementally. Sometimes the changes are toward a more
constructive culture and other times they are not. Furthermore, we see shifts within a school community of its
subcultures: an effective board may have a few new, less constructive members elected to it and the “tipping
point” shifts, causing unproductive behaviors to dominate. Atthe same time and in the same school, an authori-
tarian middle school administrator might retire and be replaced by a leader who creates a more open and
collaborative environment.

Especially without a shared ideal culture that a school community wants to intentionally create and sustain, its
subcultures will be formed and reformed as a panoply of personalities, events, and variables shift over time.
This creates an environment in which members feel disempowered and resigned to reactively adjust and read-
justin order to survive.



A school’s culture can be changed intentionally through the focused attention and effort of its members. School
leaders need to support and participate in the initiative, but it is not their sole responsibility. Every member of the
school community contributes to its culture and should be authentically engaged in the change initiative.

Both Human Synergistics’ OCI and their companion inventory, the Organizational Effectiveness Inventory (OEI),
provide data that school leaders can use to diagnose their cultures and plan change programs, to identify their
“ideal” culture for maximizing their effectiveness, and/or to monitor the impact of organizational development
efforts. More specialized applications have included programs on cultural (ethnic) diversity within organiza-
tions, individual career counseling, and staff-management or governance-administrative relations.

Organizational leaders often benefit from having a skilled organizational change consultant help them decide
whether to administer studies like the OCl and OEI. They can be helpful in assuring legitimacy and fairness,
interpreting the results, designing strategies and setting measures of success.

7. How can these changes and their results be measured or observed?

People in all fields and on all continents in which we’ve worked report remarkably similar traits of the “best” and
“worst” social systems they have personally experienced. When we are part of a constructive culture, we know
it. And when we’'ve been a part of an initiative that improved our culture, we not only know it, we have lots of
stories, examples, and evidence to share.

The OCI, which has been used by more than 2,000,000 individuals to measure organizational culture, provides a
quantitative way to report organizational change. Attached are the pre- and post-OCI results for an international
school staff that set out to improve its culture. Between 2004 and 2005, the staff identified and practiced con-
structive behaviors that it wanted to build, worked in teams to promote cooperation and communication, and
examined and aligned almost everything it had been taking for granted—for example, procedures for ordering
classroom materials, meetings, extracurricular assignments, grading, and celebrations.

As a result of their year-long initiative, the teachers in this school reported that their work—and personal—lives
had changed profoundly. In spite of hard work, rough spots, and sethacks, they felt it well worth the effort—
especially for the benefits they saw their students enjoying. Everyone who visits the school can feel the
“magic.” We see teachers working together to help an individual student who seems not to have made friends
in any of his classes. The teacher’s workroom is filled with laughter, sharing, and debate about what's best for
students. Parents report that they hear from their children’s teachers more often—and not just when there’s a
problem. They say they feel more included, more like partners. And students say they feel that people at school
know them, care about them, and want them to succeed. The teachers in this school believe that they have
improved student performance as a result of their more constructive culture, and are searching for ways to
demonstrate that quantitatively.

8. What happens when the school culture and individual styles clash?

When a school does not set out to have a shared culture, subcultures reign. Some of these may be constructive;
others not. When the members of a school community commit to creating and sustaining a constructive culture,
there will be members who don't share that goal. The school whose OCI profiles are included here is a good
example. As the staff worked together to build a more constructive culture, some members simply refused to
“buy in.” Their defensive behaviors actually got worse as they tested the will of the group—and the courage of
their administrators. With help, the leaders and rest of the staff employed strategies to give these individuals
every opportunity to become more constructive, and no opportunities to take the rest of the staff in a negative
direction. At this school, there were a few almost miraculous turn-arounds on the part of teachers once they
finally understood what was expected of them and received consistent messages that unconstructive behavior



was unacceptable. Several others who were unwilling or unable to abandon their defensive personal styles left
the school, recognizing that it was no longer a good fit for them.

Like group cultures, every individual member of the group has a personal style that reflects varying degrees of
constructive and defensive behavior. Some individuals lead with defensive behaviors. As a school community
becomes more constructive, every member of a school must be given the opportunity to adopt a more construc-
tive personal style. They should be provided all the support and coaching needed to succeed. If they cannot
demonstrate that they can behave constructively in a reasonable period of time, their behavior needs to be
addressed. It's extremely demoralizing, for instance, for teachers who are working together constructively to be
undermined by a colleague and feel that their administrative leaders are allowing this behavior.

Let us note that, even with our collective experience in education, we could never predict who will “get it” and
who will not. Every member of a staff, no matter how difficult or defensive their behaviors have been in the past,
deserves the opportunity to change their behavior once they understand what is expected of them, and that
there will clearly be positive consequences for constructive behavior and negative consequences for defensive
behavior. Itisironic that a constructive culture cannot be left up to every individual to decide for him or herself.

From time to time, we have witnessed a board that becomes defensive and is no longer willing to support a
constructive head. This creates a tough situation in which the head either has to try to help the board become
more constructive, weather the storm, or move on. Once heads embrace constructive personal styles, they are
rarely able to tolerate for very long an unconstructive school culture that they can't improve.

9. Why is school culture especially important for international schools in the 21st century?

Culture is at the forefront of our consciousness in international education. We have the opportunity and chal-
lenge to model for our students, their families, and our host communities what it truly means to be mindful of
culture.

We are working with Third Culture young people whose parents are hard-wired into their own cultures. As
Gandhi taught, “We must become the change we seek in the world.” Everything we say and do should demon-
strate that we respectindividual and group differences. We cannot demonstrate our sensitivity to the cultural
dimensions of our school community while ignoring the school culture in which those conversations and en-
deavors take place.

Our school culture will shape how we see ourselves, how we tell our story to others, and how consistent they
perceive us to be with what we say about ourselves. It will influence who we want to hire, how we attract them,
how we treat them once they join us, and what they say about us after they leave. There is even evidence that
the culture of an organization affects the physical health of its members.

When an international school faces an unprecedented challenge, its culture dictates how it responds. The
board of the Taipei American School, for example, had committed to practicing and promoting constructive
behaviors in the year before the school community faced the SARS epidemic. Partially because of the expected
constructive behaviors they had adopted, they were able to do more than just react to the crisis. School leaders
became the trusted voice in the broader community about what was happening and what to do about it. They
were quickly able to put into place innovative options that allowed their seniors to complete their coursework
and graduate in time to keep their commitments to the colleges and universities that had accepted them.



10. What interest do we as a community of international educators have in examining, understanding, building
and sharing knowledge about school culture?

There are a lot of questions we could explore together in the coming years that might yield information that
could help us lead our schools to be even more joyful, effective learning communities. It's up to us to decide in
this conversation and future ones how attentive we want to be, individually and collectively, to school culture.
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Teaching and Learning Happen Best in a Constructive Environment

A statement developed by an international school admin team who had been working on building a school-
wide constructive culture

The Administrative Team recognizes that teaching and learning occurs best in a constructive environment. In a
constructive environment, benefits accrue to teachers, and students. Teachers are encouraged to take the risks
involved in continuous improvement, to engage in deep dialogue that leads to knowledge creation and changes
in practice, and to understand the complexity of change innovation without fearing it. Students benefit directly
from the improved learning environment created by their teachers. Further, they are encouraged to take risks
involved in maximizing their own learning, and to adopt the constructive behaviors and attitudes modeled by
their teachers and administrators.

Relationships among the teachers are collaborative and affirmative. According to Roland Barth (2001), “The
relationship among the adults in the schoolhouse has more impact on the quality and the character of the
school—and on the accomplishment of youngsters—than any other factor.” Understanding this, our Administra-
tive Team actively promotes interactions amongst teachers based in professionalism and integrity.

Relationships between students and teachers are strong and positive. The Admin Team understands that posi-
tive relationships with adults form the critical pathways for learning; i.e. education “happens” through relation-
ships (Jackson & Davis, 2000:121). Through dialogues to establish a common ground, and through sharing to
develop close, trusting relationships, students’ capacity for learning is strengthened and expanded. When
successful adults are asked what aspect of their education most influenced their later accomplishments, they
often cite a special relationship with a teacher (Jackson & Davis, 2000:121).

Our constructive environment allows the maximum potential for growth and development for both students and
teachers alike. Our needs for security and for affiliation and belonging to a valued group are met and we feel
supported rather than restricted. We are heard and valued, trusting and joyful. We move to and through conflict
with honesty and dignity. Our default assumptions are those of helpfulness and hopefulness. We are able to
focus on the tasks involved in teaching and learning as our first priority. We are efficient and unified in our
common purpose.

Essentially, we understand that when individuals in schools operate in constructive, collaborative ways, re-
sources for both teachers and students are maximized. Hence, learning increases as an inevitable conse-
quence.

Barth, R. (2002) “The Culture Builder.” Educational Leadership, 59(8), 6-11, quoted in Robbins, P. and Alvy, H. The New Principal’s Fieldbook: Strategies
for Success. Alexandria. VA: ASCD.

Jackson, A. W. & Davis G. A. (2000) Turning Points 2000: Educating Adolescents in the 21st Century. NY: Carnegie Corporation.






SK ORIENTATIQ
/TA N\

SK ORIENTAT]
T ON—__

"School A" OCI 2004

Ideal N=238
\SFACTION NE|
-y 0s

>
=]
as)
=
o
s
=

b
]
ael
=
2
>
=

\Nouvmamo 31603“/

T NowNao 0

Organizational Culture Inventory

R.A. Cooke & J.C. Lafferty

Plymouth, MI: Human Synergistics
Copyright © 1987; used by permission.



SK ORIENTAT)
" oN—__

SK ORIENTATIO,
/TA N\

"School A" OCI 2005

Ideal N =38

Current N =143

__SHISFACTION NEEDg

TYAOHddY

T NowyNgo TR

\NOUVLNHIHO a—

Organizational Culture Inventory

R.A. Cooke & J.C. Lafferty

Plymouth, MI: Human Synergistics
Copyright © 1987; used by permission.



