How to Foster a School Culture That Supports Staff Collaboration
Where staff collaboration becomes culture.
The principal needs to find ways to bring teachers and school staff together. One of the most common and valuable aspects of a positive school culture is when there’s a concerted effort to boost interaction and communication among teachers and between teachers and school administrators. Schools that truly thrive tend to have open, productive conversations and a spirit of teamwork among all staff members.
The shift to shared decision-making and responsibility creates new opportunities and pressures for many schools. The following two strategies will help build a school culture through shared decision-making.
1. First, the school staff and administrators should focus on the significant changes needed in the school.
1. Second, facilitate shared decision-making to identify goals, create plans, and implement and monitor them.
What Is School Culture?
The idea of “culture” found its way into education from the corporate world, bringing a hopeful message that having a clear culture could help schools operate more smoothly and stay more stable. But education researchers who looked into the term soon realized there was more to it than just efficiency. In a well-known 1994 review of the school culture literature written for the ERIC Clearinghouse, researcher Stephen Stolp traced the concept back to anthropologist Clifford Geertz. Geertz described culture as a “historically transmitted pattern of meaning,” which is expressed openly through symbols and rituals, yet also quietly carried in the beliefs that people often take for granted.
Stolp’s review beautifully shows how education scholars have tailored that idea specifically for schools. Terrence Deal and Kent Peterson described school culture as the “deep patterns of values, beliefs, and traditions that have been formed over the course of the school’s history.” Meanwhile, Paul Heckman located it in “the commonly held beliefs of teachers, students, and principals.” Both perspectives go beyond the original corporate framing: school culture isn’t mainly about efficiency, but about the core values that a school relies on to teach and nurture young minds.
Taken together, school culture can be defined as the historically transmitted patterns of meaning — norms, values, beliefs, ceremonies, rituals, traditions, and myths — that members of a school community understand, even if unevenly, and that quietly shape what people think and how they act.

Why School Culture Matters
A healthy and well-defined school culture is closely linked to improved student achievement and motivation, as well as increased teacher productivity and satisfaction. When a school has a strong culture, it fosters a clear mission statement, a shared vision, and schoolwide goals. This sense of clarity naturally helps boost achievement and creates a more positive environment for everyone.
Culture also shapes how teachers feel about their work, not just how students perform. Schools with a strong, coherent culture — where staff shares real ownership of the school’s direction and identity — consistently report higher teacher job satisfaction and stronger productivity than schools where that sense of shared purpose is missing.
The Principal’s Role in Shaping Culture
School culture is reflected in routines, ceremonies, rituals, and traditions. But at its core, it’s guided by something less obvious: a clear vision that defines the values and beliefs to steer policies and practices within the school. Ideally, the principal helps facilitate the development of this vision—but guiding it doesn’t mean ruling over it. A positive school culture thrives when everyone is involved in shaping it—teachers, students, parents, and staff—working together collaboratively, rather than just receiving instructions from the principal’s office.
The most effective cultural change happens when principals model the values and beliefs the institution is meant to embody. Every action a principal takes gets read by the rest of the staff as a signal of what actually matters. A principal who treats people with care and attention tends to grow a culture that reflects that same care; a principal who has no time for others quietly signals that selfish, disengaged behavior is acceptable too.
Successful leaders learn to see their school’s environment holistically, and that’s exactly the kind of wide-angle view the concept of culture offers. It gives leaders a broader frame for understanding the school’s hardest problems and most tangled relationships. The deeper a leader’s understanding of the school’s culture, the better equipped they are to shape the values, beliefs, and attitudes that sustain a stable, nurturing place to learn.
Beyond just modeling behavior, principals aiming to shape school culture positively should work on creating a shared vision that reflects the school’s unique history, values, and beliefs. It’s also important to select staff who resonate with this vision, address conflicts openly instead of sidestepping them, and use storytelling as a powerful way to bring shared values to life. Remember, culture thrives not only in daily practices but also in the traditions and ceremonies that strengthen community and embody what the school truly stands for.
Five Dimensions of School Culture
Stolp’s review also highlights some interesting research by Fyans and Maehr. They identified five key dimensions that shape school culture, which can be a really helpful way to look at your own school environment.
Academic challenge — how much the school pushes students toward rigorous, meaningful work rather than settling for compliance.
Comparative achievement — how the school measures itself: against its own past performance, against similar schools, or not at all.
Recognition for achievement — whether success, once it happens, actually gets noticed and celebrated.
School community — how strongly staff, students, and families feel like members of one shared institution rather than separate constituencies.
Perception of school goals — whether people across the building can actually articulate what the school is trying to accomplish, and whether they agree on it.
Leaders aiming to shift their school’s culture positively should begin by truly understanding the existing atmosphere since cultural change can shake up the relationships that hold a school together — which is why it’s so important to approach reform with open dialogue, sincere care for those involved, and a thoughtful, cautious approach.
Reading the School
In a school with a positive culture, there’s often a lively informal network — like a friendly grapevine — that gently shares what’s really going on in the building. This network usually reflects values that encourage teachers’ professional growth, foster a strong sense of responsibility for student learning, and create a warm, caring environment. This kind of culture directly influences staff development: it impacts whether teachers feel inspired to improve their instruction, shows in their enthusiasm for workshops, and guides the activities they choose to participate in.
In a positive culture, staff, students, principals, and administrators all see themselves as learners. Staff feel responsible for building their own skills and knowledge and for helping students learn. They enjoy telling and re-telling stories about new ideas that worked. Collaboration and sharing aren’t just tolerated; they’re expected—professional learning is something the culture genuinely values, not just a box to check.
To truly understand the school, principals should take the time to “read the school’—this means engaging in conversations with staff members who serve as the school’s storytellers, helping to reveal the building’s true history. From there, staff and administrators need to ask themselves two heartfelt questions: Which parts of this culture are positive and worth celebrating? And which aspects might be harmful and could benefit from change?
Once those questions are answered, a principal can share concrete ways staff developers and administrators can nurture what’s already working:
1. Celebrate successes openly, in staff meetings and in ceremonies built for that purpose.
1. Tell stories of accomplishment and collaboration whenever there’s a natural opening to do so.
1. Use clear, shared language — built during professional development — to reinforce a real commitment to staff and student learning.
When administrators and staff work hand-in-hand to create a truly thriving learning environment, challenges like student misbehavior and faculty concerns often diminish naturally. This leaves behind a nurturing school culture that benefits everyone—staff and students alike. Principals can harness this positive momentum intentionally: foster a lively, collaborative spirit, then guide it with a clear plan for specific goals, and diligently see it through to success.
Eight Signs of a Positive Culture
A positive school culture tends to show up in the same handful of ways, wherever you find it:
1. Everyone treats learning as genuinely important — not just as something schools are supposed to say.
1. Strong leadership actively guides the instructional program, rather than leaving it to drift.
1. The curriculum is built around clear, shared goals and objectives.
1. Expectations for instructional quality stay consistently high.
1. Incentives and recognition are used deliberately to build real motivation.
1. Parents are actively invited in, not just notified after decisions are made.
1. Teachers and administrators keep working to improve instructional effectiveness rather than settling once things are “good enough.”
1. The physical and emotional conditions for learning are genuinely pleasant, not just tolerable.
Building a Staff Development Team
Keeping a school’s culture strong over the years is really a team effort. It usually involves the principal, staff developers, a central office representative, and some dedicated teachers. Together, this team gathers information on how students are doing, works closely with all teachers to choose a single main goal for the school, figures out how to put proven strategies into action to support that goal, and keeps an eye on progress to see how well everyone is doing.
Building this team and involving staff widely in school improvement do more than create a plan—they foster a spirit of collaboration and collegiality that becomes a natural part of how the school functions. The team turns into a welcoming space where teachers come together to make meaningful decisions: meeting often to learn new skills, share insights, and find ways to support each other’s growth. This setup truly empowers teachers to lead improvement efforts, always keeping student success as the main goal.
Where This Leaves Us
Culture isn’t just another initiative competing for a principal’s attention; it’s the natural outcome of staff collaboration that’s been nurtured over time. When a staff development team meets simply because it’s required, it’s just a task. But when teachers come to expect those shared meetings as part of their regular work, that’s when it becomes part of the school’s culture. This journey from mere compliance to genuine expectation is truly the heart of what this article is all about.
