CHAPTER 6

My Gaining an Insight into the Staff Culture which had Evolved in our New 

School

Introduction
The case study school had survived and come through as a strong new primary school.  In the words of a member of the teaching staff:

[Tape 11:198-199]  It’s not easy to change from a first school to a primary.  There are always going to be hiccups, but it’s gone relatively smoothly.

Now that our first cohort of children had gone to high school and that the school had survived in the present political climate of age weighted pupil numbers, and as the aforementioned teacher had stated “things have gone relatively smoothly”,  I wanted to examine why things had gone smoothly.  After all there had been incessant change at school level and relentless pressure from government reforms, yet the staff of our school continued to work well together implementing marketing activities alongside their responsibilities which comprised their everyday lives as teachers.  I felt that this was due to the staff culture which had evolved in our school. 


This chapter was written as I wanted to unravel the staff culture that had evolved in the light of our incessant marketing particularly as staff had worked so hard in implementing marketing activities despite the fact that they had pressured daily roles as teaching and non teaching staff.  I wanted to engage with the literature comparing other authors’ views and perceptions of culture to my own findings.  

I felt that unravelling this culture would be of benefit to myself as a practitioner headteacher seeking to improve his practice in areas that would give the pupils in the school a higher standard of education.  I was aware that there is not a great deal written about cultural perspectives in educational management (Evers and Lakomski, 1991:123).  I hope that my research findings may go some way to rectifying this position.

Beginning the Study

I was however confused by the term ‘culture’ and looked to the literature for clarification.  The literature, unfortunately did not give me a response I could work with.  In fact it proved problematic as it appeared that writers themselves were far from confident with outlining the concept.  Gibson (1986:66) states ‘culture is one of the most complex and elusive concepts we possess’.  This is reinforced by Sparkes and Bloomer (1993:172) who openly admit that ‘in drawing upon the concept of culture in our analysis we place ourselves on shaky ground’.  Furthermore Hoy and Tarter (1997:5) hold the opinion ‘cultures are not easily described’.


Culture also appeared as being paradoxical, ‘culture is one of the most tangible but most significant elements in creating a quality environment’ (West-Burnham, 1992:84) and to add to my perturbation even further Erickson (1987:11) states ‘culture is a term that presents difficulties …….  when we try to apply it to the school as a whole’.  This view was further endorsed by my reading of Bottery (1992:182) who states ‘one needs to be cautious with the concept of culture, for much of the literature on cultures stems from the business world and may not be applicable to schools’.  An identical scenario to the main thrust of my thesis, the applicability of industrial marketing strategies to education.  Finally it was Fullan and Hargreaves (1992) who gave me a definition I felt I could work with. ‘Culture is the way we do things and relate to each other around here’ (Fullan and Hargreaves 1992:83).

Data Collection

I thought deeply about the questions (Fig. 1) I would ask, to be asked, hoping to find out valuable information on aspects  which would bring about an insight into the culture which had developed over the fast five years and was functioning in our school at the present time.  I aimed to gain information on aspects of school life which would contribute to my understanding of the culture e.g. children, parents, staff relationships, valuing staff, and looked forward to gaining an insight into staff feelings and opinions on these areas.  I aimed to make the questions as ‘open-ended as possible’ (Altrichter et al. 1993:105) so as to hopefully give staff unlimited scope to express their opinions.


I was aware however that certain methods of data collection may not yield the information required.  I was aware that my questions although open-ended in format may, possibly because of the massive constraints on staff time, elicit closed responses.  It was because of this that I rejected the ‘questionnaire given to all staff to be returned at a later date’ approach.  Bearing this in mind, I made the decision to interview staff using an audio cassette recorder as I felt this would enable me to clear up any ambiguities that might arise in the interview immediately but would give me the opportunity to ‘probe’ (Bell, 1993:91) responses where necessary, thus gaining a much richer data response.


My reading had made me aware that ‘The tightly structured interview ensures that the same questions are asked in the same way to all those who are interviewed.  Such an approach may ensure consistency but may inhibit the free-flow of opinions’ (Potter and Powell, 1992:120).  I wanted to make the interviews as relaxed as possible, but without losing an essence of formality.  To this end I adopted what Nias (1980:256) refers to as a ‘semi-structured’ approach.  I aimed at the situation where the most successful interview is one which covers a consistent regime of questions in a way which does not inhibit the natural flow of discussion’ (Potter and Powell, 1992:121). I did not take notes during the interview as I felt that staff go through enough note-taking during statutory teacher appraisals which in my experience some find intimidating.  This approach also served to allow me to concentrate on making my body language friendly (Ibid) as to elicit greater responses from respondents.  I was aware that audio cassette recorders can also be threatening but asked for permission stating that I wanted to analyse data at a later date i.e. school vacation times.

Interview Questions re: Unravelling a School Culture
· The national curriculum has increased workload on teachers in terms of increased coverage, record-keeping, assessment, yet our teachers still run clubs, why?

· When the Director of Education visited our school and saw we were running clubs, he said “it’s a sign of a healthy school when staff are prepared to give that little bit of extra”.  What do you think he meant by healthy?

· As you know we have a senior management team.  Do they interact well and value staff.  If so what factors are responsible for this?

· Do support staff feel valued.  If so, what makes this come about?

· Do you feel that staff work well with parents?  Do parents value staff?

· What you have given me so far are some factors that make up the staff culture that exists in our school.  

Could you sum up:  

· What you feel the culture is ? 

· Why it has come about?

· How it operates?

· Does it work? 

Fig. 1

Unravelling the Culture

The Question of Clubs
In the schools in which I have taught and through discussions with headteacher  colleagues clubs happening as extra-curricular activities in schools have never been consistent.  Indeed some schools have no clubs running at all whereas our school since gaining primary status has had nearly 100% of teaching staff running clubs.  Bearing in mind that the 1987 industrial action did much damage to the goodwill of teachers with extra-curricular activities suffering drastically during this period onwards; plus the constant change and increase in workload, that the 1988, 1992 and 1993 Education Acts have brought; plus the incessant onslaught of bad press that the media give to teachers it is hardly surprising that teachers would not want to give their ‘free time’ outside school hours for extra-curricular activities.  The fact that our teachers were giving up their time could I felt be embedded in the culture of the school.  On interviewing staff the reasons for running clubs came out very varied.

It was felt that if running clubs was already  an established part of the culture of the school then it would be expected of staff to the extent that they might feel guilty if they did not adhere to this.

[Tape 15:4]  They probably do it for the school ethos, if it’s already established as a cultural norm of the school.

[Tape 9: 2-7]  I think a lot of it is to do with the fact that there’s an expectation of clubs within any school culture.  It’s something that all schools have done and I suppose, continue to do and as the workload increases there’s the opportunity to offer something to the children but at the same time there’s also an expectation that they should be doing the clubs and a certain of guilt if they didn’t.

Running a club as a means of teaching without National Curriculum pressure and giving children skills external to the National Curriculum in an environment outside the classroom appealed to some staff.

[Tape 11:1-5]  Clubs are a much more relaxed way of teaching.  With the National Curriculum you are so constrained in the classroom and we’re so worried about what we’re covering and what we’re doing that clubs are a nice way  in that we can go back to enjoying teaching,  …… we’re able to enjoy the children’s company and enjoy working with them.

[Tape 6:31-32]  You get to know the children in a different way unlike you would in a normal teaching environment.

[Tape 7:3-9]   The teachers think that education is more than the subject offered by the National Curriculum  …… people are prepared to give extra to make the school a happier place for the children.

Promoting the school in the eyes of parents thus providing a healthy school culture was put forward.

[Tape 14:24-29]  Parents will pick up children after the club and talk to them and find out they’re enjoying it, and they will go home feeling happy about the school not just what their child is learning in the day through National Curriculum and everything.  It’s promoting a lot of other things within the school as well.  It’s for the whole school  culture as it’s just making it a lot more healthy.

It was stated that as senior management had helped staff to make the workload more manageable that staff felt time saved could be spent on clubs.

[Tape 1:38]  We’ve been helped with ways to cut down workload and bring it down to a time limit we can handle.

Staff Supporting Each Other

Hargreaves and Hopkins’ (1992:80) statement ‘what characterises cultures of collaboration are not formal organisation meetings or bureaucratic procedures.  Nor are cultures of collaboration mounted for specific projects and events.  Rather, they consist of pervasive qualities, attitudes, and behaviours that run through staff relationships on a moment-by-moment, day-by-day basis.  Help, support, and openness are at the heart of these relationships.  Beneath these there is a commitment to valuing people as individuals and valuing groups to which people belong’ was a situation which for me would be utopian especially as my reading of the literature (Rosenholtz, 1989:xi, Johnson, 1990) had shown me that good teaching requires a school environment that actively encourages collegiality and collaboration.  I was therefore anxious to find out staff’s views on this.


My findings showed that there was a strong feeling of support from the staff within themselves without senior management.  Barth’s (1990:128) view reflects this ‘other teachers concerns are frequently better understood by one of their fellows than by someone who performs a different job’.


Teachers commented on and gave praise to colleagues’ efforts thus showing that their work is appreciated.

[Tape 11: 24-30]  I don’t feel it’s just from the top it’s from each other as well.  It’s nice to have a whole lot of teachers come in and say this is nice, - this display or you know, to feedback, or when we’ve done assemblies.  I think we tend to support each other that comes from the top but also from each other.  There’s always feedback on the staff-room board and at the morning meetings which I feel are good because you always get feedback about things that have happened and I think we feel generally, well I certainly do and I’m sure other people do, that our work is appreciated and people know we’ve been working hard, it’s really good!


Support was also available from colleagues on a personal, pastoral level.  This was expressed as making a great difference to the job.

[Tape 4: 95-107]  The staff are caring and concerned and discuss with one another if there are any problems and I think that’s an important part of being in a school like this.  We all help one another and if you are really struggling somebody else will come up with something  that will help and you don’t feel so isolated in that situation.  If you have had a grotty day some one will come and jolly you along.

[Tape 11: 014-109]  It makes such a difference to be able to talk to each other, to perhaps socialise to get on with each other, to feel that you’ve got support and that you can go back and have a moan if you need to, and to feel that people aren’t going to criticise that or feel bad about you because then things can be aired and to feel that you can go and talk to people above you and feel that they’re going to be taken seriously the things that are worrying you if you have got problems.


Staff priorities within the existing culture were stated forthrightly.

[Tape 9: 334-340]  The culture that exists at Newlyn is a relaxed, caring, considerate staff who are professional first and foremost and friendly second.  I think that they see their role as the utmost importance i.e. children come first, and after that adults come second.  I think that that’s most important that they’re here to do a job and they do it professionally and that does shine through by the opportunities they have to be able to express what they feel to be valid or not valid.


All of the above was totally inspiring to me.  I have worked in schools where staff have worked in isolation and I believe that in many schools this still exists.  I am saddened by the fact that famous pioneering work e.g. Lortie (1975) confirms this as a reality but am not surprised, as Rudduck (1991) states ‘education is among the last vocations where it is still legitimate to work by yourself that is secure against invaders’ (p.31).  I would support the view that individual class teachers would know the interests of their children best but put forward the view that this in itself does very little, as Rosenholtz (1989) states ‘Most teachers and principals become so professionally estranged in their workplace isolation that they neglect each other.  They do not often compliment, support and acknowledge each other’s positive efforts.  Indeed, strong norms of self reliance may even evoke adverse reaction to a teacher’s successful; performance’ (p.107).  I would sooner see ‘praises and thanks, suggestions of new ideas, sharing of problems’ (Hargreaves, 1994:193) in a school.

Senior Management’s Place in the Culture of the School

Our Senior Management Team consists of Head, Deputy, two key stage co-ordinators.  Their place in the culture of the school was outlined clearly by staff, drawing on their past and present experiences.

[Tape 12: 151-158]  The problem with senior management sometimes and I see that as a potential problem, is that it’s them and us and it’s definitely not like that.  It’s like a real two way thing and I feel that’s important as you’ve got to keep lines of communication open.

Senior management were seen as being approachable and willing to listen, without staff feeling criticised themselves.

[Tape 10: 134-136]  There’s always someone there to listen.  You know you’re not criticised, you know that if you’ve got something to say you can go along and discuss it, you can go along and talk about it.

[Tape 9: 362-366]  The availability of senior management to be open to suggestions and not to be defensive and to feel that people are not criticising.

Senior management’s approachability was providing a secure environment for staff as part of the staff culture.

[Tape 3: 76-82]   It’s nice that we can approach management as well with an open mind rather than feeling that if you had a problem you weren’t able to approach a member of management.  I experienced that in my first job and I found it very difficult to approach the head.

[Tape 11:103]   I feel that I can go to you or M. (Deputy) if I have a problem, that’s the main thing.


Senior management were seen as role models and it was perceived that other staff members would follow their examples.

[Tape 7: 133-137]   I actually do feel it has to come from the top of the school.  It’s about how the Head and Deputy get along and how the senior management team get along and set an example for the rest of the school.  It’s fortunate that the staff get along, but the climate is largely dictated by the senior management team.

[Tape 2: 035-138]   It has to come from the top, the more senior teachers have to make positive effort to recognise what people in their team are doing, and what people in the rest of the school are doing.  Once these people are doing that it’s more likely that other teachers will take this on board as well.


There was an overall feeling that the staff culture was brought about by senior management, but because staff received recognition they were happy to support senior management when constructive criticism was made.

[Tape 5: 86-89]   Senior management is at the middle if you didn’t have the smooth running they bring about and the time they put in everything else would go by the wayside.

[Tape 6: 121-131]   It definitely comes from senior managers and the Head.  I think that if the Head doesn’t keep calm and recognise the ups and downs of the staff then there’s a breakdown in the system.  I think it’s all through communication from the Head to the staff.  I think that if the communication is there on a daily basis the staff know where they stand and you know, they know that they’ve got to pull their weight at all times because it’s being recognised that they are working really hard.


Senior management were perceived by staff as a guiding light who incorporated the views of inexperienced younger members of staff in the running of the school.

[Tape 13: 87-95]   Without senior management there wouldn’t be any culture people would be going individual ways.  From yourself and M.(Deputy) the lead is coming through so there’s a decision from senior management and this is the way we would like to go but there’s also a lot of input from the teachers as well.

[Tape 16: 188-195]   You throw things open for people to talk about and discuss first.  It’s not like a decision being made at the top and being passed down i.e. it will be done this way, it doesn’t happen that way.  All the teachers in the school have got the chance to come forward with ideas.  It’s really obvious actually that lots of the young staff really do come forward with ideas that are taken seriously and out into practice which is super.


From this it appeared that ‘human leadership’ was in strong evidence.  ‘Human leadership involves the harnessing of available human resources in ways which include building and maintaining morale, encouraging growth and creativity, providing support for staff and encouraging participatory approaches to decision making’ (Caldwell and Spinks, 1988:176),  Furthermore ‘willingness to welcome and engage in the free exchange and appropriation of ideas and practices’ was present and the fact that this is a practice ‘which many people advocate as vital for the achievement of a happy, healthy and successful organisation particularly in education’ (Paisey,1981:120) gave me a strong indication that our school was moving in the right direction.  Watkins’ (1989:23) assertion that ‘If we are to treat people as anything other than mere ciphers or automatons blindly following a superior who has been designated or who has been taught to be a leader, then we must incorporate a view of human agency whereby people are seen to conduct their lives not as ‘cultural dopes’ but as knowledgeable human beings’ was a scenario that most definitely did not require action in the case study school, but made me realise strongly how fortunate I was to have the opposite scenario, a scenario which was ‘characterised by an integrated approach to organisational structure where ideas from multiple sources are combined into meaningful wholes’. (Wallace and Wildy, 1995:15).

Where Does the Head Fit into the Culture?

 Holly and Southworth (1989:64) state ‘If the Head is orchestrator of all, the other leaders and members then maybe the school will work in greater harmony’. Bolman and Deal (1991:450) talk of the ‘necessity for heads having the ability to see organisations as organic forms’.  Starrat (1993:148) sees it important that ‘the leader sees or her primary task as influencing the way people in the institution see themselves and see what they have to do’.


All of the above were evident in my analysis of the data.  More staff felt that the culture of the school came from the Head intertwined with senior management but some felt it came exclusively from the Head.  Expectations of the Head were high to say the least.

[Tape 6: 240-247]   It’s from the Head and I think it’s the only place a culture can come about because it’s the Head that keeps the staff together as a whole and keeps that balance between the staff which is so important and not just between the staff but staff and parents, staff and governors, parents and governors, and you know throughout.


The Head’s style of management was perceived as being at his own discretion, although the data was showing clearly the way in which I chose to manage,

[Tape 15: 146-157]   On a personal level  I think it comes down a lot to the Head, the Head would set the nature of the school.  The Head is the person who drives the initiatives regardless of what they may be, and he can drive them in different manners.  He can drive them very relaxed or drive them very hard.


The Head’s ability to intercept, address and neutralise possible conflicts which may unbalance the supportive staff culture of the school was noted and appreciated.

[Tape 3: 179-181]   A couple of weeks back you said in a meeting people start getting tired and getting on each other’s nerves.  I was glad you brought that up and said that …… it got sorted out which was good.


I was felt that the Head had values which were being passed down to staff, shaping the school.

[Tape 5: 135:136]   It’s you nurturing the staff, you have your values and standards and they’re going to go on to staff and we’re going to think about that all together.


It was strongly put that the Head shouldn’t take for granted the efforts of the staff.  He must make a positive effort to keep in tune with staff efforts and give recognition to these.

[Tape 2: 028-32]  You do have to work at it, I don’t think you can take that for granted.  You have to make a positive intention I think you have to say that you will make sure you know what’s going on.  I don’t think you can expect that to happen on its own.


From analysing my findings and drawing on the literature it would appear that I fall into ‘Type A’ categorisation of Hall et al’s (1986) study of ‘staff perceptions’ of their headteachers in that I am ‘easily available, have an easy manner with staff who are not reluctant to approach him or her, are visible and present around the school, and know how staff and pupils are thinking and behaving’ (Hall et al, 1986:186).

The Caring Approach

I am aware as many Heads are of the stresses of teaching.  Also I have young children myself and this I feel plays a part in my understanding of some staff lives on an emotional basis.  This however would be contradicted by  Blumberg and Greenfield (1986) who state ‘the managerial role carries with it a mythology that managers are supposed to be rational at all times, be able to separate their feelings from their thoughts  …… they are professionals and must behave in a professional manner.  It is not clear of course, what that means precisely but,  for sure, it excludes the free expression of emotions’ (Blumberg and Greenfield 1986:159).  I agree with the above in that it ‘it is a myth’, my audio tape analysis presented some interesting views.  I was heartened that these were for the benefit of staff and ultimately for the children’s learning.

[Tape 2: 224-228]   I don’t think situations where if a teacher was very stressed, under a lot of stress either at school or at home I don’t think this would go unnoticed for long here.  I think this would be dealt with sympathetically and quickly.  I don’t think situations would be allowed to get to the point where teachers were really not coping with nobody stepping in at that point.


The Head’s attitude was shown to be of prime importance, not only when staff were ill but also if they felt pressurised by problems.

[Tape 16: 137-146]   It has come from the top, you have people skills which really deal with, what’s the word I’m looking for really bringing staff together, always being available to talk through.  You know your staff all really well, you’re interested in them and you know, you are a very caring person when it comes down to somebody who’s off, you know, you always make sure they are well before they come back.  You give them the support they need.  None of the teachers feel like they should be dragging themselves in.

[Tape 8: 56-57]   If staff have got a problem outside school you let them sort it out, it’s quite open, they can come to you whatever their problems are as the door is always open.


The fact that there was flexibility and support actually helped the school in terms of its involvement with the community.

[Tape 2: 214; 223]   The supportive nature of people towards people who have, not personal problems, but commitments;  children being ill or open evenings; sports days or Christmas concerts.  Everybody is very flexible and certainly from the top there is flexibility towards that.  This is very important and I think this makes people feel more positive about doing things for the school and coming in on Saturdays, if you know you’re going to get some sort of reciprocal arrangement back.


The above would appear to be a characteristic of what Fullan and Hargreaves (1992) term as ‘Collaborative Culture’ in ‘highly collaborative schools’ (Fullan and Hargreaves, 1992:67)  Nias et al. (1989) would support this further as their research showed similar findings to my own.  Allowances were made at work for domestic circumstances such as a husband’s or son’s redundancy ……  In the collaborative schools there was a pervasive atmosphere of consideration for others’ (Nias et al, 1989:55).  Similarly, ‘more emphasis on empathy and feelings and the ability to see ‘the big picture’ are important prerequisites of ‘managing the organisations’ culture’ (Leigh, 1994:16).

Ancillary Support

I have always held the value that ancillary staff have valuable skills to offer (Loftus, 1995b:4) and should not be perceived as ‘hired help’ (Loftus 1991:44).  I have always striven to make ancillary staff i.e. nursery nurses, caretaker, welfare assistants and administrator feel valued.  I looked to the audio tapes to give me an insight as to whether this view was shared by others, and was apparent in our staff culture.


The equality ancillary staff  shared with teacher colleagues was readily apparent.

[Tape 15: 136-143]  Without a doubt, the caretaker, the nursery nurses, the support staff on a personal level are treated exactly the same as the teaching staff, which promotes a level playing field for all staff …. and whether it be the deliver of a lesson, cleaning up or preparing we’re all equally valued.


The fact that it was felt that ancillary staff were consulted instead of being told to do things; imparted expertise that enabled the school to move forward; felt comfortable in putting across their views was enlightening.

[Tape 17: 227-234]   They are grouped the same as teaching staff,  I don’t really find there’s any,  you know, division between them.  Even though they are a different kind of staff they’re just as valued and important to the running of the school which they are.  Even down to that their advice is asked.  With the security T. (caretaker) was asked for lots of advice, he wasn’t just told what was happening he was invited to be involved in that.

[Tape 14: 171-174]  I do feel they have a say in the running of the school.  When we have our staff meetings the welfare, the nursery nurses, the caretaker always feel as if they are able to put across their view and it is always listened to and it is valued as much as anybody else.


Staff themselves were aware of the partnership that exists and endorsed the benefits that this brought for our school as a whole.

[Tape 11: 74-77]  I think it’s excellent that the nursery nurses stay to events like parents’ evenings and that they’re involved in record keeping, they talk with the staff and I think that’s really good …..  Support staff are able to contribute to all our social things and able to contribute to staff meetings.

On transcribing the above it gave me strong feedback that as Donnely’s (1992) view that, ‘where the management of a school has created a receptive climate, where the staff are involved, in the planning and decision making and where everyone, teaching and non-teaching staff alike, has access to quality training programmes, then colleagues’ enthusiasm and inspiration transmits itself to others and becomes a significant motivating factor’ (p.92), was happening in our school and that the value expressed above was being lived in my practice.  Similarly, Sergiovanni (1987:122) refers to the above as ‘leadership density’ where ‘leadership is broadly exercised’ amongst a broad range of teachers, senior or not plus ancillary staff.  When this ‘leadership density’ is put into practice all members of staff are given openings whereby they can participate in the decision making process relating to their school.  This was evident by the fact that all ancillary staff had been strongly involved in the marketing of the school, through their suggestions of and implementation of activities.

Setting a Scene for a Culture to Develop

My analysis of data presented me with ‘scenarios’ I had not even considered.  A staff meal in the middle of a training day had been arranged so as to welcome new staff and yet this was seen by staff as a strong pre-requisite for the development of staff culture.


Even the staff member who put forward the observation was confused as to whether this was possible as part of our staff culture or not.

[Tape 11: 151-176]  It’s to do with the way things are organised, it’s really strange, I know it sounds strange but even things like having that meal at the beginning of the year, …..  in a nice relaxing atmosphere.  People feel happy and relaxed, they start chatting to each other and supporting each other and going to each other for ideas.


My data revealed (again I hadn’t considered this) that social functions outside school could help strengthen and indeed build our staff culture.

[Tape3: 083-084]  We have staff functions out of school which help unload any heavy stress you may have.

Timetabling which helps Promote Culture

I had, throughout my time as a headteacher introduced certain initiatives to the overall school timetable.  These had been introduced to aid the smooth running of the school and improve communication. I had certainly never envisaged that they would contribute to a staff culture.  I was wrong!


Each day we have a ten minute briefing meeting.  It was felt that daily morning briefing meetings enabled the staff to start the day off well giving a forum for open communication which  had brought about an open culture.

[Tape 11: 171-181]  Morning staff meeting is relaxed but it’s not too formal.  It’s formal enough to know things need to be talked about …..  It’s got just the right balance in that it’s formal enough to get the information out but informal enough for people to have a little laugh if they want to, that makes a difference, it sets every day off nicely as we all get together at that time.

[Tape 9: 23-30]  The morning meetings enable staff to have an open forum where they can express and indeed communicate openly.  That’s been very well handled and from your point of view there’s been a much more open culture and I think you’ve done a lot to push that along.


Weekly Special Educational Needs meetings which were introduced to further pupils’ education were perceived as being part of a supportive school culture in the interests of staff.

[Tape 1: 92-107]  At each level there is support, for each other, things like our Special Needs Meeting of a Thursday we can talk and share our problems.  People appreciate your problems and can offer advice and support.  That shows that they value you and care about you.  They’re prepared to take on board what’s happening to you and vice versa.  It’s really important and makes a lot of difference.


On analysing the above it showed that ‘informal meetings and flexible open channels of communication are preferred, rather than formal organisation, structures and procedures’ (Marsh, 1994:41).


This appeared to be providing a strong start to the teaching day for staff.

Does the Layout of our School Building Promote our Culture?

This again was an area I had not considered.  Our school is built in a circular format with all classrooms having doors which lead into neighbouring classrooms, the main hall and the playground.


It was noted that this physical layout enhanced a supportive staff culture.

[Tape 2: 014-026]  Staff get positive feedback from other members of staff quite a lot and that’s helped by how the classrooms are laid out so that you are often walking through other people’s classrooms so you can see what’s going on and say that’s a really good display.  Also the Head can see what’s going on.

[Tape 4: 28-34]  People come round and comment on things that are going on in other people’s classrooms.  I think that gives you a boost if you see something that’s particularly nice in someone’s classroom I think you’re going to say ‘oh that looks really lovely’.


The size of the school was also seen as an asset in supporting the above.

[Tape 4: 37-38]  Because it’s a relatively small school we’re all in one site and that makes it easier.

The impact of our school culture on our pupils

When interviewing staff I had not asked directly as to whether the culture existing in our school would directly affect our pupils or not.  My data analysis showed clearly however that this was an area that staff were clearly aware of and furthermore portrayed vividly the consequences that could result for the children’s learning if the culture present was not upheld by all individual staff.


The fact that better learning for pupils could result was in evidence.

[Tape 2: 39-42]  I think it also goes right down to the children as well.  I think once the teachers are being positive about each other then that goes down to being positive in what the children do.

[Tape 10: 144]  It results in better classroom practice and better education for the children.


The personal side of staff relationships in terms of how they felt when teaching was seen to affect teaching performance to the detriment of pupils.

[Tape 7: 138-140]  If people aren’t happy when they’re teaching then they can’t offer children as much as they would otherwise.


Staff appeared to be aware that how they related to each other would be noticed by pupils external to their educating them within the classroom.


[Tape 16: 161-164]  Obviously when they see adults working well together and enjoying each other’s company and not bickering at each other this rubs off  as they do look towards their teachers as role models and you know copy their behaviour.

[Tape 4: 191-195]  It’s very important to see everyone pulling in the same direction.  I think, well, that children pick up on anything that isn’t going very well, I think that they’re very aware of the way people work together and they know if you’re unhappy.  Well, parents probably do as well but I know children are incredibly perceptive.


There was a realisation that children are at the centre of the school and that the culture should work towards meeting their needs.

[Tape 6: 98-106]  The staff assist each other which makes it a happy environment for the children which is what you want at the end of the day as the child’s needs are the most important thing, and quite frankly if the child’s needs are not being met then the school is not being successful.

It appeared that the above was in place.

[Tape  2: 177]  One of the nicest things about the culture of this school is the positive attitude towards the children.

Parental Relationships

Johnson (1990:36) recommends that schools ‘must engage parents more meaningfully in the education of their children and co-ordinate public services on behalf of children and their families’.  Telford (1996:46) in her analysis of the factors that make a successful school culture states that leaders in the schools ‘initiated strategies to facilitate a welcoming and supportive atmosphere for parents’.  Over the five years of my enquiry, more and more strategies have evolved so as to make parents feel welcome and to keep them well informed.  To this end our school has a strong open door policy for our parents and a good workable parental involvement policy.  I believed that the relationship between parents and staff was sound.  Staff response however was varied.

Staff believed in their role of working with parents in partnership and that this paid dividends.

[Tape 4: 9-17]  I think that’s very much part of our role here.  We encourage the parents and the school to work together to get the best for the children.  If we don’t show that we are part of that team I think we’re failing them in some way.  I this it’s very important that we’re seen to be helping in any way we can.

[Tape 7-93]  Parents feel that they can come and talk to staff so there’s a good liaison between home and school.


It was felt that the culture was one of making parents welcome and making them secure in that their child’s needs would be given recognition.

[Tape 6: 111-124]  The school doesn’t just cater for one kind of child it caters for individual needs of every culture and every background that they come from and therefore it takes on board all social backgrounds that the children come from, from around the community area.  In that way, every parent who crosses the threshold of Newlyn Primary School automatically feels at ease because they feel that the teacher is taking on board their individual child.

The media and the bad press for teachers plus the political climate wherein ‘parents rights’ are promoted made staff at times feel undervalued.

[Tape 11: 69-73]  Not all of them but I think generally yes, but I think that the problem now is that every time they go home and turn on the television and hear how awful teachers are and they just jump on the bandwagon and like to cause a problem if they can.  They’ve heard all about parent power and want to exercise it.  I think generally yes but the ones who don’t are the ones who stick in your mind and that unfortunately makes you feel undervalued, but I feel generally yes.


This view of parents not understanding how hard staff actually work plus the fact that if personality clashes arose, teachers were looked at in terms of personal attributes rather than their ability to teach effectively, made staff unhappy.  The culture of the schools in terms of staff working together appeared to overcome this.

[Tape 14: 138-152]  In any school I don’t think parents appreciate how much work goes in.  I mean you know it’s the age old thing for every ten people that say you’re doing a good job and there’s one person who says you’re not, you tend to listen to that one person, that then tends to escalate and you tend not to listen to people who say you are doing a great job.  But, I think in any school there will always be parents who aren’t happy with either a particular teacher or a subject that you’ve been teaching or a school trip or anything, but I think that you know in general parents see the staff as we see the staff all working well together.  Unfortunately some parents have personality problems with some of the staff and they tend to let that compromise their actual view of the teacher in that they view the person rather than the teacher of their own child.

Belonging to a Culture

As I analysed the data it was becoming apparent that staff were expressing a sense of belonging to a staff culture.

[Tape 17: 194-198]  Although I think you can get on yourself and teach brilliantly and have a great class and everything, you’re not involved with the whole school.  It’s only when you’re involved with other teachers and their classes and you have good relationships with everyone that you can really feel you’re part of the school.


The feeling of ‘oneness’ and responding to each other’s initiatives showed unity.

[Tape 7: 21-35]  Everybody has a say in decisions, the fact that teams plan together helps everyone in the teams to feel valued and everyone has a say in staff meetings, decisions aren’t taken just by the management team, everybody feels that they have a part to play …. People respond to initiatives from different members of staff, and support each other and therefore everybody feels they have a voice and therefore they feel valued and their efforts are appreciated.


The fact that people were ‘having’ to be ‘considerate’ and aware of colleagues’ ‘limitations’ showed a caring staff culture.

[Tape 12: 32-41]  We’re appreciated, our feelings are understood and we’re not taken for granted … with senior management there’s no them and us situation people have to be considerate to other people and to know their limitations.


The belief that staff could always count on senior management/team co-ordinators’ backing denoted the feeling of belonging in a secure culture.

[Tape 17: 14-32]  It’s very equal and that staff, that’s senior management right through to newly qualified teachers are in my experience as equally as valued as each other in the school and personally I would never have felt shy about coming forward with an idea or something as I would have felt it would have been listened to and not put down because I wasn’t senior management or I wasn’t an experienced teacher.  I also feel that the staff work very much as a team and that senior management and the team co-ordinators would back you one hundred per cent with any problems you have.


My overall analysis of the data had shown that in most cases the culture of the school was one in which staff felt, on a personal level involved, and one from which the pupils benefited. 

[Tape 13: 102-105]  There’s a purpose at the end of it, it looks to me like we’re not working as individuals we’re working for the kids’ benefit and I can see that coming through.


It was reassuring to hear the above views.  I had always felt that our school was effective.  The literature that I investigated went some way to supporting my view ‘Perhaps the most important and enduring lesson from all research on effective schools is that the better schools are more tightly linked - structurally, symbolically and culturally than the less effective ones.  They operate more as an organic whole and less as a loose collection of disparate subsystems’ (Murphy, 1982:168).

What now would be the way forward?  What would be needed to sustain this staff culture?

It was shown to be important the recognition element must be continued as through human nature there was always the possibility that this may be forgotten.  “Give feedback on success” (Trelhowan, 1986:7).  Building on this view Deal (1990) reminds us that if individuals feel alienated from their institutions then valuable human insight which could improve that institution could be lost.

[Tape 17: 215-221]  If the support and encouragement can continue, it can be quite easy to start off like that, you know for the first few years whatever to start off like that, but it could also be very easy to let that drop once you’ve got those relationships and they’re good.  I think it could be easy to ease off on that and that might cause some problems.  I think just to encourage and keep up that support and encouragement not just for the children but for the staff and you everyone involved in the running of the school so that they continue to feel valued.


Staff professionalism in terms of their relationship to the children was a  major factor.

[Tape 3: 185-186]  We can only get better and better.   Things can only go up so long as we’ll keep thinking about it, so long as we don’t forget what we are and what we’re here for.

[Tape 9: 51-56]  People are friendly with each other but people have their priorities right.  I think that all too often in schools there’s a mix up between friendliness and roles.  People think first and foremost if you are friends everything falls into place, it doesn’t work like that.  That is one of the most successful parts of it at the moment, that people understand the fact that they have a role to play in the school and that it’s not about friendliness with people but it’s about being a professional.  So I think that’s a very successful basis on which to build upon.


The team structure in place in the school was working well.

[Tape 11: 140-145]  The nice thing is the staff are working as a whole staff … there’s none of this split as far as you’re early years and you’re key stage 2.  I don’t think we feel that at all which is nice.


It was felt the approach whereby staff opinion was continually and consistently sought must continue but even this approach has a price.

[Tape 9: 368-381]  The Head is able to serve the staff and I think because they serve the staff what happens there, is that the staff want to give more back to the actual where they work.  By serving I mean,  little things like putting out decisions which staff want to make collectively rather than decisions being made for them.  It’s a longer process, it takes more risks you don’t know what people are going to say or, come up with.  Ultimately that has to be the way forward.  The problem with that is it takes longer to make decisions, more decisions have to be made and more decisions create more stress in the long term.  It’s such a difficult balance to find.

Does the Staff Culture Work and can it Survive?

The above is a question which I felt could only be answered primarily by staff.  Ironically I had not asked the ‘can it survive’ part as an interview question and yet staff drew attention to it mainly at the close of their interviews.


Whole school support for the staff culture appeared to be a requirement.  If this filtered out then it was felt that the culture may well collapse.

[Tape 13: 19-100]  It does work.  But it will only work if it’s got the support of everyone.  If everyone is valued and their opinions are valued by senior management it will work.  If you’ve got splinter groups splintering away saying we don’t agree with this and going their own way then I don’t think it will work.

Similarly it was felt that,

[Tape 15: 173-182]  It works, but it works completely dependent on the personalities there.  If the staff were to change and we have some members who weren’t supportive of the culture then the culture would very soon find itself lacking.  There needs to be some safeguards, some working principles on how we do things, that people regardless of whether they’re supportive or not supportive would know what’s happening.  People here are all very very supportive of the culture we have but it does very much rely on goodwill.


This could be reinforced by the view, 

[Tape 15: 167-171]  There’s so many things going on.  Even in such a small school we never seem to be clearing the decks for them to happen.  They always seem to be on top of us.  We do things in a very hurried manner.  I think it’s our culture, basically we’ve got some tolerant people here and we’ve got some adaptive people here and it tends to work right now.


But then again,

[Tape 9: 39-43]  It’s taken longer to make decisions about certain things and sometimes his can be confusing for people as people like a structure but at the same time it gives people the opportunity to have freedom of expression.

[Tape 9: 383-390]  I feel the culture works in its present state.  It’s a very very delicate balancing act as to how it goes forward because at the moment it’s a very flat structure within the school so you have one or two people who make decisions then everybody else is on equal par.  I think that this in many respects works very well because there isn’t competition within the staff to have a hierarchy in place.


The above section shows that whilst ‘strong schools have strong cultures’ (Deal and Kennedy, 1983:14) there is always the possibility that over time new staff will join a school and a culture will develop which ‘undermines innovation’ (Reid et al. 1987:264).  The knock on effect of this is that ‘internal squabbling’ and ‘mixed signals’ (Deal and Kennedy 1983:14-15) will serve to damage the reputation of the school and lose it parental support.  From a marketing perspective this is something as a headteacher I would desperately try to avoid.

Conclusion

Some studies have been conducted into school culture (Nias et al, 1989; Rosenholtz, 1989; Telford, 1996) with a number of commentaries produced (Sergiovanni and Corbally; Fullan and Hargreaves; Sarason, 1982; Beare et al, 1989; Westoby, 1988; Bolam et al ,1993; Holly and Southworth, 1989).  All the above highlight the importance of the headteacher in shaping the culture.  Nias et al (1989:102) for instance building on the work of Schein (1985) argue that headteachers are indeed the founders of their school’s cultures.


Other authors (Jenkins, 1991; Leithwood and Jantzi, 1990) point out that the head because of her/his position is able to manipulate the culture. This could lead to the situation where heads ‘work inside forms of collegiality which they can control, regulate or tame’ Fullan and Hargreaves (1992:78).  This then becomes ‘contrived collegiality’ (Hargreaves, 1994:196-7).


All of the above data however has been collated by ‘outsiders’ going into school to do research or by others making an analysis of this work plus their own assumptions.


I feel my own study is unique as it is put forward from a value laden, practitioner approach.  I have ‘lived’ within the culture instead of coming from the outside to research it.  Through my findings in this ‘living’ role I am able to challenge authors’ assumptions such as Ball (1993:71) who holds the opinion that ‘in the new cultural climate of UK schools, there is a clear division or ‘gap’ developing between school managers, oriented primarily to matters of financial planning, income generation and marketing, and classroom practitioners, oriented primarily to the demands of the National Curriculum and national testing’.


Furthermore, I feel that my work provides evidence that although I am the main ‘change agent’ (Lomax, 1989:188) in my project, that the collaboration I have striven for in that staff would be partners in my research (Winter, 1989:56, Lomax, 1991:103-4) shows that my value of staff participating in the running of their school has in fact been lived in my practice (Whitehead, 1985:101).  I certainly appear to have staff support in this as in the words of a staff member.

[Tape 1: 135-144]  Staff relationships are the crux of it a that is what the school is.  The school is a building but the staff are what makes the school …. all staff are interested in how the school is run and how it operates and we’re all interested in making it a successful school.


Caldwell and Spinks’ (1988:54) sentiments are particularly encouraging to me in relation to the above: ‘Collaborative School Management also provides a framework wherein the higher-order functions of leadership can be exercised, namely, working with and through others to build the enduring school culture which is critically important if excellence in schooling is to be attained’.  They also believe that ‘cultural leadership involves the building of ‘a unique, strong school culture’ (Ibid).


I feel that the above is present in our school and is evident in the eyes of staff.  In short,

[Tape 6: 229-241]  I think that every school needs a culture and every school needs its own identity  … our culture depends heavily upon communication which promotes quality education for the individual child.

PAGE  
193

