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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to analyze the impact of a
middle school principal’s leadership on school culture. Working within an
emerging conceptual framework, this study was grounded in four broad
concepts: (a) school culture, (b) principal’s impact, (c) impacts of school culture;
and (d) subcultures within school culture. The study took place at one middle
school located in Southern California that was deemed negative based on
teachers’, students’, and parents’ experiences. The study illuminated that the
principal’s leadership was not the sole responsibility in the transformation of a
negative school culture to a positive school culture. Data collection and analysis
of interviews, observations, and document reviews yields other emerging
themes, such as the role of teachers, parents, students, and subcultures
contributing factors that either stifled or allowed the transformation of a negative
school culture to a positive school culture. The study offers insight and foresight
for practitioners, policymakers, doctoral students, and future researchers to learn
how to transform a negative school culture to a positive school culture.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
The profound effect of a principal’s leadership is directly bound to
teachers, students, and parents who look to school leaders to provide direction
and foundation for school effectiveness (Eilers, & Camacho, 2009). Teachers,
students, and parents look to principals to provide a school culture whose values,
beliefs, and traditions stand for student excellence in academic, behavior, and
safety (Akinola, 2013; Cotton, 2003; Hallinger & Heck, 1996; Hoppey &
MCLeskey, 2013; Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005). It is the school principal’s
responsibility to ensure that a positive school culture is created to endure and
develop a culture of collaboration, risk taking, care, trust, beliefs, and values that
support students, teachers, and parents (Daly, 2009; Fullan, 2009; Odhiambo &
Hii, 2012). Research demonstrates that schools that make an impact on
students’ learning are led by principals who are able to make a significant
contribution to support the students, teachers, and parents in their charge (Barth,
2002; Drysdale, Goode, & Gurr, 2009; King, 2002; Leithwood, Harris, & Hopkins,
2008; Scheerens & Bosker, 1997; Teddlie & Reynolds, 2000).
School culture refers to continued traditions created over time within a
school, and these traditions are built on values and beliefs (Deal, 1985; Deal,
1993). Peterson (2002) shared a similar definition of school culture; however,
Peterson (2002) added the ways in which school personnel handles challenges
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and problems in school settings also shape the school culture. In addition, both
Deal and Peterson (2002) agreed that a school’s culture is similar to an
undercurrent of traditions, values, beliefs, rituals, symbols, and challenges that
directly influence teachers, students, parents, and community stakeholders. For
the purpose of this study, the researcher will draw from both Deal and Peterson’s
(2002) definition of school culture as a unique set of norms, attitudes, beliefs,
behaviors, values, traditions, and myths created over time and deeply imbedded
in a school’s organization. These components that contribute to school culture
will be used throughout this study as a lens to understand how the components
broadly intersect and impact teachers, students, and parents.
It is important to note that this study investigates the impacts of school
culture, and the researcher believes it important to clarify the distinction between
school culture and school climate given their overlapping characteristics.
Although school culture and school climate share characteristics, the concepts
have significant differences (Gruenert, 2008). Kohl, Recchia, and Steffgen (2013)
defined school climate as how one perceives a school environment: does the
school feel friendly or unwelcoming? Other education scholars, such as Voight,
Austin, and Hanson (2013), claimed that school climate is the degree to which
parents, teachers, and parents felt safe on a school campus. Although school
climate is important to acknowledge, it is also essential to point out how the term
is openly used as a catchall phrase to broadly capture a school or organization’s
characteristics (Austin, O’Mally, & Izu, 2011). As a result, and in order to refine
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this study, the investigation will remain focused on the impact of a middle school
principal’s leadership on school culture.
A school principal brings experiences and practices intertwined with
personal philosophies and values concerning the best way to impact a school
culture. There is significant educational research indicating that there is a direct
connection between the principal’s leadership practices and school culture
(Elmore, 2000; Halligan & Heck, 1999; Hill, 2000; Sergiovanni, 1994). For
example, Turan and Bektas (2013) conducted a correlational study examining
the connection between a principal’s leadership practices and school culture. The
researchers surveyed 349 teachers from 15 primary schools. Findings from the
study revealed that teachers believed a principal’s leadership practices, such as
guidance, creating a vision, supporting staff, and questioning practices were
reflected in school culture. Marzano (2003) found that school principal leadership
that had a positive and effective impact on school culture had similar
characteristics: a) a detailed and clear school mission; b) purposeful and
effective instructional leadership practices; c) high expectations; d) a positive and
safe environment; e) protected instructional time; f) monitored student progress,
and g) positive home-school relationship. A school principal’s leadership may
have good intentions regarding the impact on school culture, yet principals may
be unaware that they themselves lack certain traits and skills in leadership to
bring such a positive school culture to reality. According to Marzano, Waters, and
McNulty (2005), a principal who either lacks these certain traits and skills is a
principal who lacks, “situational awareness,” in which the principal is unaware of
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details that may or may not impact a school culture. Unfortunately, if a school
principal is unaware, this could be a problem for teachers, students, and parents,
because it directly impacts a school’s culture. This researcher believes it is
important to investigate and understand school principal leadership and its
impact on school culture as there is an array of scholarly literature articulating the
direct impact of positive and negative school culture on student academic
achievement, self-efficacy, poverty, parent involvement, teacher morale, and
access to higher education (Capper, 1990; Fujimoto, 2013; Hoigaard, Kovac,
Overby, & Haugen, 2015; Jensen, 1999; Macneil, Prater, & Busch, 2009). The
results of this study could provide support to principals and district administrators
who intend to create a school culture that meets the needs of students, teachers,
and parents. Such implications could directly improve student academics, build
the morale of teachers, increase parent involvement, and ensure equity for
marginalized students.
Background of the Problem
School principals often face the duty of developing their personal and
professional skill-sets to foster and create a shared vision with students, parents,
teachers, and school administrators (Darling-Hammond, 1997). A school
principal may significantly impact students’ educational outcomes by working with
teachers on instructional strategies and addressing student behavior, especially
when building a foundational positive school culture that encompasses equity
and equality for students, teachers, and parents (Coelli & Green, 2011).
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An ineffective school principal may negatively impact the school culture
and student outcomes (Marzano, 2003). Marzano (2003) conducted a metaanalysis looking at effective versus ineffective school principals and discovered
that student achievement in effective schools, under effective principals, had
72% of the students pass a high school exam. In comparison, student
achievement in an ineffective school, under ineffective leadership, had 28% of
the students pass the same high school exam. The problem with ineffective
principals is that it can create a negative school culture for students, teachers,
and parents. A negative impact can crossover into a school’s mission and goals,
overall school culture, attitudes of teachers, students, parents, classroom
practices, curriculum and instruction, student opportunities to learn, and student
programs and pathways. Furthermore, a negative school culture can affect the
academics of students from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds (Hodis,
Meyer, McClure, Weir, & Walkey, 2011; Jacobson, Brooks, Giles, Johnson, &
Ylimaki, 2007; Smith, 2005; Vang, 2006). Students, teachers, and parents
deserve better than a school culture distressed by principals who are ineffective
in creating a positive culture. Though students may find school stressful, a
positive school culture, alongside positive student/teacher relationships, may
ease stress and other negative outcomes (Haraway, 2012).
Many other factors detrimentally impact school cultures in many middle
schools. For example, in 2002, California schools, and schools nationwide, faced
a new education reform policy: No Child Left Behind (NCLB). This new type of
standardized testing forced many schools to rethink education, and teachers had
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to rethink their methodology of teaching (Madaus, Russell, & Higgins, 2009). The
California State Test classified students according to their level of performance.
When schools did not meet the mandated California and federal performance
standards, sanctions were slowly placed on low-performing schools. Many of
these low-performing schools were schools with a very high percentage of
students who qualify for the Free or Reduced lunch program, including a high
percentage of families who were living at or below the national poverty line, and a
high percentage of English language learners. These schools were categorized
as low-performing with, low socio-economic status, and ranked low on various
student performance targets in comparison to high performing schools. Also
impacted were student programs, electives, school activities, content classes,
and, eventually, the teachers, students, and parents This disparity caused many
positive school cultures to eventually become negative (Jones, Jones, &
Hargrove, 2003; Madaus, Russell, & Higgins, 2009).
In addition to NCLB impacting school cultures and creating great
challenges for students, teachers, and parents it placed principals in challenging
positions to support their school’s (Peterson & West, 2003). In 2008, California
was hit by a financial recession, and school resources and staffing were affected
by monetary cuts (Bardhan & Walker, 2010). Due to this financial recession,
school districts had to make drastic cuts in programs, curriculum, materials,
school activities, employee pay, and employee numbers at every level (Freelon,
Bertrand, & Rogers, 2012). These unforeseen events affected the morale and
instructional practices of many employees and were thus felt by the students,
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again damaging the school’s culture (Byrd-Blake, Afolayan, Hunt, Fabunmi,
Pryor, & Leander, 2010; Stallions, Murrill, & Earp, 2012).
School leaders were faced with broad challenges beyond their level of skill
and knowledge. Many leaders proved ineffective in not only leading their schools
through challenging times, but addressing students of low socio-economic
backgrounds. In other words, the principals in low socio-economic school
situations were less likely to embrace change and continued to maintain the
status quo because they lacked the vision and leadership skills to improve and
make changes in their school cultures (Bloom & Owens, 2013; Leitner, 1994).
Problem Statement
Research regarding school culture reveals that many school principals
simply ignore or place little value on the importance of creating a positive school
culture (Barth, 2002; Muhammad, 2009; Sedivy-Benton & McGill, 2012; Stolp &
Smith, 1995). Uptown Middle School (UMS), a pseudonym, is a middle school
located in Southern California and has faced many challenges. Its school culture
had been negatively affected by 25 years of cemented processes, traditions, and
beliefs of past leadership, and desperately needs new leadership to address
these challenges. As a result, UMS experienced a negative school culture:
teachers reported low morale among the staff, which led to toxic conversations
and unfair treatment between teachers, students, parents, and administrators.
The students received low quality instruction, which led to major classroom and
campus behavior problems. Year after year, the school was designated as
“Progress Improvement Status” for the NCLB Federal Program. This meant the
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school failed to meet the annual yearly growth in raising standardized test
scores. Lack of intervention programs fell short in supporting the large English
language student population. Special Day Classes (mild-moderate disabilities)
became holding places for disobedient students. Parents lost trust in the school
and many requested their child to be transferred outside the district. The
community deemed the school unsafe due to gang membership and activity, and
the students, in turn, noticed and the palpable frustration felt by teachers. The
problem this study examines is the challenges a Southern California middle
school faced in having a negative school culture and how it transformed into one
with a positive school culture.
Purpose Statement
A new principal came to UMS and was confronted by a negative school
culture and took on the challenge of transforming the negative school culture to a
positive one. Based on 2008–2009 school year documents, a preliminary review
of Parent Teacher Association (PTA) meeting notes, and school board minutes,
the topics of interest focused on challenges the school faced: low teacher
morale, high levels of student misconduct, and significant academic challenges.
The transformation, presumably led primarily by the principal, led to a seemingly
positive school for all students, teachers, and parents. This was confirmed
through student school records, agendas from the school site council, and
teacher notes from professional learning community meetings.
The primary purpose of this case study is to explore the impact of a middle
school principal’s leadership on school culture. The case study also seeks to
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explain the challenges faced with low teacher morale, student behaviors, and
poor academics to induce change for future issues in school cultures.
Research Questions
The research questions guiding this case study include the following:
1. What is the principal’s perceived role in changing a school's culture?
2. What are the challenges associated with transforming school culture?
a. What are the benefits of transforming to a positive school
culture?
3. What are the teachers’, staff, students’, and parents’ understanding of
how a school culture changes?
4. What impact, if any, do sub-cultures (i.e., teachers’ classrooms
dynamics, PTA involvement) have in the larger school culture?
a. What role do these sub-cultures play, if any, in the
transformation of a school culture?
Significance of the Study
The significance of this study is in its potential to make a substantial
contribution to educational leadership literature related to changing a school’s
culture and leadership’s impact in creating such a change. The importance of this
change is to break down social and academic barriers for marginalized,
socioeconomically disadvantaged minority students, in addition to forming
cooperative bridges between teachers, parents, and school administrators. As
discussed more in-depth in Chapter 2, current research (Barth, 2002; Clark,
2003; Fullan, 2001; Hattie,2009; Senge, Cambron-McCabe, Lucas, Smith,
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Dutton, & Kleiner, 2000) offers little information regarding the practical application
of how a school principal can impact and change a school’s culture. Although
there is a growing amount of literature on school culture and its direct impact on
students, teachers, and parents, it is still the school principal who has the
responsibility to nurture and cultivate an environment that supports students,
teachers, and parents (Barth, 2002; Clark, 2003; Hoy & Hannum, 1997). If school
culture directly impacts the school community, this study is important to the
researcher because it will provide knowledge and insight for current and future
school site principals in understanding how and what is needed to change a
middle school culture and why the health of a school culture is so vital to site
principals, students, teachers, and parents. In addition, the researcher worked
from the lens of equality and equity for all students regardless of their social
economics and/or stratification. Changing a school culture will provide a positive
environment for students of all genders, races, languages, and cultures to learn
and grow cognitively, socially, and physically.
Scope of the Study
The scope of the study focuses on how a principal transforms a middle
school culture. The following section will present the assumptions, delimitations,
and limitations associated with this study.
Assumptions of the Study
The study possesses many assumptions. The researcher had been an
assistant principal who worked with the principal and teachers at UMS from
2009–2014. The principal is known by teachers, parents, and students for his
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strong leadership skills and ethical beliefs in supporting all students, teachers,
and parents. The participants of the study are close colleagues of the researcher,
and it is assumed they will provide truthful information, because the researcher
has previously established trust and rapport with the participants during the time
the researcher and participants worked together from 2009–2014.
Study Delimitations
This study will have the following delimitations: first, the study was limited
to one middle school. Second, the researcher interviewed seven teachers, one
retired teacher, three former students, three current students, three parents, one
principal, and one office manager. The researcher set these boundaries in the
selection and number of informants to interview due to time constraints
connected to both the researcher and informants.
Study Limitations
The major limitation of the study was time, because the researcher had
one semester to collect, analyze, and summarize the data. It should be noted
that this study focused on how the school principal changed the school culture,
and that the researcher had a vital part in supporting this transformation. In
addition, the researcher has a positive professional working relationship with
UMS teachers, students, and parents, so the findings and viewpoints of this
study may be biased. This data may or may not be similar to other middle
schools within California, so the data collected should be used with caution when
reflecting and comparing other middle schools within California or throughout the
country. However, artifacts, such as memos, agendas, school surveys, school

12
recorders, and observations will offer multiple triangulations of data sources to
achieve a deeper understanding of the study. This will reduce bias to the extent
possible as described in Chapter 3.
Definitions of Key Terms
For the purpose of establishing a clear and common understanding of the
usage of terms, below are definitions and concepts used for this study.
School Culture. A school culture is unique to a school’s set of norms,
attitudes, beliefs, behaviors, values, traditions, and myths that are created over
time within a school and is deeply imbedded in a school’s organization (Barth,
2002; Deal, 1993; Peterson, 2002).
Principal. The principal is the main administrative head of a school who
assigns the duties of supervising and supporting educators with instruction and
curriculum, as well as ensuring student academic success.
Leadership. Leadership builds a relationship between leaders and
followers (Ciulla, 2002). Kort (2008) claimed leadership is one individual (the
leader) persuading one or more individuals (the follower) to work towards a
common goal. In addition, leadership requires that the leader possess the skills
to build capacity and influence others towards a common vision (Dority, 2012).
Distributive Leadership. A leadership model that distributes responsibility
of tasks and activities amongst teams or small groups of personnel (Marion &
Gonzales, 2014; Spillane, 2006).
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Servant Leadership. Servant leadership occurs when leaders’ actions are
similar to a servant to the employees under his/her leadership, focused on
supporting the needs of their employees (Autry, 2000; Greenleaf, 2016).
Positive School Culture. Gaziel’s (2014) findings uncover five elements of
a positive school culture: (a) strong educational leadership; (b) high expectations
of student achievement; (c) emphasis on basic skills; (d) a safe and orderly
climate; (e) and frequent evaluation of pupil progress.
Negative or Toxic School Culture. Schools who face problems with
student classroom behavior, discipline, dropouts, student learning, poor
instruction, low teacher morale, and lack of parental confidence (Nation, 2003).
This also includes schools that developed impractical beliefs, negative rituals,
and caustic way of collaborating and communicating with all stakeholders in a
school setting.
Empowering Teachers. School principals collaborate and support teachers
in building knowledge and responsibilities in planning and sharing in school
governance operations (Blasé & Blasé, 2001).
Organization of the Dissertation
Chapter 1 introduced the background, research questions, problem
statement, and significance of this study, and, more importantly, disclosed the
purpose, significance, and limitations. Chapter 2 offers an analysis and synthesis
of the literature related to school culture, a principal’s potential impact on school
culture, and impacts of school culture and sub-cultures to flesh out any common
characteristics similar to the school principal. Chapter 3 presents an overview of
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the research methodology, which includes a clarification of the elements of
qualitative research and the single case study design. In Chapter 3, the author
explains the research methods used to collect, categorize, and analyze data to
lay the foundation and establish validity in the study. Chapter 4 begins with a
concise explanation of the investigation by discussing the purpose of this case
study, the guiding research questions, and methodology used to conduct the
research. Next, in significant detail, I present all evidence from the data to
answer each of the four research questions and connect common themes, where
applicable, with themes found in the literature review. The chapter ends with a
summary speaking to the most significant findings from the study. Lastly, Chapter
5 is organized in the following ways: a) brief summary of the problem and the
research questions; b) discussion and interpretations of what the findings mean;
c) implications for educational practitioners, researchers, and policymakers; d)
recommendations that will help serve to dismantle the existing oppressive
educational systems and structures; and e) summary of the dissertation.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
There is an array of educational literature concerning the need for stronger
and more effective principals to create and structure a positive school culture
(Adams & Jean-Marie, 2011; Auerbach, 2011; Sashkin & Walberg, 1993). The
purpose of this study is to investigate how one middle school principal
transformed a negative school culture into one that is positive. Importantly, this
study will offer support to middle school principals by demonstrating how to build
leadership and empower teachers, students, and parents in order to transform a
school culture from one that is negative to one that is positive.
At the beginning of this chapter, I will review the philosophical foundation
of this study, which is grounded in John Dewey’s philosophical stance on
Pragmatism, and discuss why I selected this theoretical lens for this study. Next,
I provide an extensive review of the empirical research related to the dissertation
topic. More specifically, this section includes a review of research to build
connections, identify gaps, and draw conclusions on the topic of school culture
and the influences that impact it, especially the leadership and impact of the
school’s principal. This extensive research will draw from K–12 studies as well as
scholarly education research literature.
To explain, I begin by laying the conceptual framework as a foundation to
discuss the history and background of school culture, while elaborating on what
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and who impacts it, and its effect on students, teachers, and parents. Next, I
discuss the literature on the influences of sub-cultures that can exist within the
overarching school culture. For example, there is insightful information regarding
the dissemination of parents’, teachers’, and students’ beliefs, values, and rituals
that subsequently form subcultures and cultivate an undercurrent within the
school’s culture (Burnett, 1970; Kent, 2006). I then discuss the role of the
principal’s impact on a school culture.
Finally, I conclude with a chapter summary culminating the concepts
throughout this investigation as I revert back to studies discussing the impacts of
school culture and the variables that impact it. I also highlight the philosophical
foundation of John Dewey and the conceptual framework used to determine why
the qualitative method approach will best illustrate the principal’s impact on
school culture.
Philosophical Foundation
The research is founded on the philosophical foundation of Pragmatism.
Pragmatism philosophy resonated from three American philosophers: Charles
Sanders Peirce (1839–1914), William James (1842–1910), and philosopher,
psychologist, and educationalist John Dewey (1859–1952). Pragmatism is
strongly rooted in Western philosophical traditions and pragmatists believe
philosophy ought to use the methods and insights of modern science to discover
by doing. In understanding pragmatism, it is important to note two characteristics:
first, pragmatism covers a diverse range of philosophical issues, such as logic,
ethics, politics, and education. Second, pragmatism is an American mentality; it
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reflects traits of a factory attitude, the pioneering spirit for expansion, and the
interactions between human nature and the environment, both natural and social
(Smith,1978). Pragmatists stress the “significance of the experimental method of
modern science as a model for human problem solving and the acquisition of
knowledge” (Biesta & Burbules, 2003, p. 5). Therefore, the pragmatist’s
philosophy follows the insights and methodology of modern science. However,
when pragmatism is applied to educational research, it is centered on the belief
that human beings can acquire knowledge from different learning experiences
and understandings by asking questions of acquisition and knowledge.
Dewey is known as the founder of pragmatism in education and sought
social equity in education (Levinson, 1983; Smith, 1978). Dewey “was always
committed to social equity and democratic principles” (as cited in Reed &
Johnson, 2012, p. 101). Dewey (1938) underscored that schools should support
equal competition amongst individuals, that all students should be treated as
unique individuals, and students should learn, through practice, how to develop
their own unique growth. According to Noddings (2007), “Dewey believed a
school culture transmits its values by providing its young with the kind of
experience that makes their values real and significant for their own lives” (p. 36).
Furthermore, in order for schools to prepare all students to be productive
citizens, students are actively involved in citizenry activities appropriate for their
age within the school culture.
Dewey believed that Pragmatic Inquiry is a common method of learning
that transforms experiences into coherent situations so possible actions are
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made clear (Biesta & Burbules, 2003). Dewey would argue that knowledge is
developed through a growing awareness of social interaction and the
experiences of an active mind. According to Reed and Johnson (2012), “The
active mind seeks to solve real continuous’ problems and yet is open to new
experiences” (p. 102). Therefore, it is important to seek and discover the
problems and solutions through the philosophical lens of pragmatism.
This researcher agrees with Dewey and believes that education allows for
a growing awareness of social interactions and the experiences of an active
mind. This philosophy encourages education to be a stepping-stone for breaking
down social barriers for students across all socioeconomic groups, as well
promoting gender and racial equality. Dewey’s philosophical framework of
pragmatism embraces theories of democracy in education. The processes of
pragmatic inquiry increased this researcher’s awareness of the imperative need
for principals to impact and create school cultures, which will make a significant
impact in preparing all students, teachers, and parents, both academically and
socially for the betterment of society. Finally, pragmatism provides a view that
embraces theories of democracy in education. That is, pragmatism offers a
helpful framework to examine the influence and importance that the school
principal plays in supporting students, teachers, and parents through school
culture.
Review of the Scholarly Empirical Literature
Principals are faced with the challenge of transforming and nurturing a
positive school culture that will provide students, teachers, and parents with more
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than a learning environment. Today, schools can no longer simply be a place for
instruction; schools have evolved to become places that also serve the similar
purposes of a home, providing moral direction and stability for students (Denison
1990; Muhammad, 2009). Principals will be better prepared to instill these beliefs
and values by deepening their understanding of school culture.
Conceptual Framework
It is important for today’s school principals to understand how to transform
a school culture. The existing literature that addresses school culture is limited in
explicitly detailing how to transform a school culture, yet the literature is
necessary and relevant to this study. Therefore, in this section, the conceptual
framework for this study is grounded in four broad concepts: (a) school culture,
(b) principal’s impact, (c) impacts of school culture; and (d) subcultures within
school culture.
Figure 1 provides a visual model of the conceptual framework. Based on
the review of the literature, each module represents a broad concept that impacts
a school culture. The first module represents the principal, who is ultimately
responsible for the school and the school’s culture. The second module
represents school culture, which is the invisible thread that defines and shapes a
school culture (Berth, 2002; Deal, 1993; Peterson, 2002). The third module
represents the sub-culture that exists within the overall school culture. This subculture is composed of teachers, parents, and students’ personal beliefs and
values, separate from the overarching belief and values of the school culture.
Furthermore, it is important to note the interrelated nature of the principal’s
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impact, the school culture and its consequent sub-cultures and impacts, because
each item has an equal effect on each other, as mentioned in the literature
summary. The last module illustrates the various impacts on the school culture,
such as rituals, symbols, values, beliefs, traditions, and practices that influence
the school culture. The reason for this concept’s placement being last of the
conceptual model is because it builds a foundational cornerstone regarding
deeply rooted concepts that have taken shape over many years. Other concepts
from sub-cultures, school culture, and principal either impact or are impacted by
these deeply rooted concepts.
The large outer circle represents the community in which a school resides.
It is important to note that although community is not a focus of this case study,
the researcher recognizes that the importance of community demographics, such
as income, jobs, ethnicity, and education, types of residential areas, crime rates,
and support, offered by both city and private organizations, can impact a school
and its culture. Moreover, each community is unique to the families and
neighbors who develop partnerships with their local schools (Blank, Melaville, &
Shah, 2003). In addition, communities support schools through other means,
such as donations of school supplies and monetary funds to support students,
teachers, and parents, which all have an impact on a school’s culture (Israel,
Beaulieu, & Hartless, 2001).
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework: Principal’s impact on school culture.

School Culture
School culture has been a focus of interest for more than two decades
(Beare, H., Caldwell, B., & Millikan, R. 1989; Bush, 2010; Muhammad, 2009;
Stolp & Smith, 1995). However, school culture is often misunderstood or ignored
because principals and staff do not understand the complexity (Angelides &
Ainscow, 2000; Barth, 2002; Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005; Muhammad,
2009). School culture is not a physical entity; therefore, it is important to
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excavate, from the invisible behaviors and values, constituents of a school’s
culture that deeply impact schools by transforming peoples’ behaviors and
attitudes (Deal, 1995; Denison 1990; Evans, 1996). Therefore, it is important for
school principals to understand and take the time to place emphasis in
assessing, supporting, and creating a healthy school culture before they can
expect to work with teachers, parents, and students to reap the rewards of
having a positive school culture (Angelides & Ainscow, 2000; Fullan, 2014;
Muhammad, 2009; Zmuda, 2004).
Within the literature, a school culture is perceived as either “positive” or
“negative.” Positive school cultures are desirable and exciting places to work and
learn, while negative school cultures are less desirable and have the opposite
effect (Stolp & Smith, 1995). For example, Isik and Gursel (2013) conducted
qualitative research to analyze the positive characteristics of the school culture in
one primary school. The school had been deemed positive by students, parents,
teachers, and the principal. Data was collected using observations, interviews,
and stories. For example, of the 13 participants sampled, 98 pages of
documented interviews, and 30 pages of observation notes were used to
determine the positive characteristics of the school culture. The data was coded
in a database program and cross-checked by members of the research team.
Findings from the study revealed that good relations and communication
between teachers have a positive effect, regardless of differing teacher
perspectives. However, the findings between administrators and teachers were
different. Teachers and administrators agreed it was important to have a
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common attitude in working together to create solutions to solve problems, thus
making the working relationship positive. Although the authors were able to
identify positive characteristics of a school culture at this particular primary
school, they concluded that school culture has a greater impact over a school
than any principal, teacher, and parent can ever perceive.
The other component of school culture are sub-cultures. The literature on
school culture suggested that each school culture contains sub-sub-cultures of
culture. Burnett (1970) conducted a case study in an elementary school with a
culturally diverse student population and staffed by white middle class educators.
In discussing the study, the author stressed the culture of a school should not be
confused with the culture of a tribe, an ethnic group, a community, or even a
social class (Burnett, 1970). Although, the main focus of the study was observing
teacher-to-student interactions inside one classroom of 28 second grade
students, the researcher discovered that, within the setting of the school culture,
lay a sub-set of cultures. This sub-set of cultures is a complex organization that
contains specific tailored classroom rituals that have been formed between the
teacher and students’ personal beliefs (Burnett, 1970). The classroom rituals
discovered in the study were unique norms and protocol established in the
classroom. Norms and protocols represent the commitments established by each
member to guide the team in working together (DuFour & Mattos, 2013; Louis,
Marks, & Kruse, 1996). For instance, the teacher would address each student by
their last name, and handshakes took the place of the morning hugs as they
entered the classroom. This tailored ritual was not only unique to the culture of
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this classroom, but it was also a distinct sub-culture from the overall school
culture.
Although the culture of the classroom was defined as unique when
compared to the overall school culture, the researchers did not mention the
impact, if any, it had on overall. With this in mind, scholarly literature has
indicated that a school sub-culture can have either a positive or negative effect
on the overall school culture (Burnett, 1970; Kent, 2006). Another key point
explored by Deal and Peterson (2009) was the presenting of sub-cultures during
interviews with high school students regarding academic values, including high
grades and academic success, which were a shared belief and value of the
school. The researchers discovered students had different beliefs and values
towards high grades and academic success based on their teachers’ beliefs and
values. This influenced the overall beliefs and values of the school’s culture.
Similar literature has indicated a number of factors regarding the influence of
sub-cultures outside the classroom (Brady, 2004; Caffyn, 2010; Tsolidis, 2006).
For example, Brady (2004) surveyed 268 Grade 11 students in two public
schools in Canada. The researcher was interested to learn if a secondary school
culture existed under the prevailing school structure and if the secondary school
culture had an impact on the overall school culture. A secondary school culture
refers to group-specific terminology, such as “jocks,” “nerds,” “skaters,” and
“teckers” used by adolescents to describe adolescent social groups within a
school setting (Adler, 1999; Cusick, 1991). The researcher discovered both
schools had a secondary culture within the overall school culture that had an
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impact on the overall school culture. Further, students at both schools perceived
their schools valued jocks over other adolescent social groups, thus making
students who were not part of the jock groups feel disconnected and less valued
as students. These concepts of sub-cultures within a school culture may have an
effect on school culture, either positive or negative, and for the purpose of this
study, it is important to understand their existence, because these subcultures
can have an adverse effect on the overarching school culture.
Stemming from literature that discusses parent and teacher contributions
to the school, the concept of school culture was articulated (Cleveland, Sailes, &
Tyler, 2014). For example, Rickwood (2015) conducted a case study at a middle
school that examined how a particular school was able to create a school culture
that valued students’ physical activity in comparison to many other surrounding
schools did not. Rickwood (2015) discovered that the parents created this distinct
characteristic in this school culture. The parents worked closely with the teachers
and administrators to promote the value of physical activity. This support helped
teachers maximize physical activity opportunities for their students throughout
the school day, and it is now an accepted value of the school’s culture. Again, the
parents are part of the school culture, yet their personal beliefs (sub-culture) had
an effect on the overarching school culture.
The concept of researching school culture can be dated back to Willard
Waller’s 1932 book The Sociology of Teaching and Wilber Brookover’s 1979
book School Social Systems and Student Achievement: Schools Can Make a
Difference. Waller (1932) and Brookover (1979) both noted that individual
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schools have a culture that is uniquely their own. Both illuminated that schools
are complex entities, each having a set of rituals, folkways, values, norms,
expectations, beliefs, and symbols that have been cultivated, nurtured, or
neglected over many years. Fast forward 70 years and all of concepts regarding
school cultures, such as rituals, folkways, values, norms, expectations, beliefs,
and symbols continue to be referenced in current literature (Barth, 2001; Deal &
Peterson, 1990). An example of how values and norms can impact a school
culture was inadvertently discovered in an academic engagement study on
perceived peer group norms and social values within elementary and middle
school students (Galvan, Spatzier, & Juvonen, 2011). The researchers were
interested in why students from elementary schools who were initially engaged in
academics transitioned to disengagement in middle school. The quantitative
study took place at three public schools in Los Angeles, California and included a
sampling of 605 students, 292 girls, and 313 boys from predominantly middle
class families ranging from grade five to grade eight.
The researcher used questionnaires to capture academic engagement
and/or disengagement. Academically engaged students were asked how many
classmates try their best by following the school rules and classroom rules,
specifically homework, classwork, asking questions, and good behavior.
Disengaged students were asked how many classmates did not follow school or
classroom rules, specifically not doing homework, classwork, disrupt the
classroom through unwanted behaviors.
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The researcher discovered that peer norms and social values drastically
affected fifth grade elementary students who were transitioning to six grade
middle school personal due to social perceptions associated with “cool” or
“coolness.” These values and norms of being “cool” or “coolness” represent a
disconnect between the school culture’s norms and value; however, is import to
discuss this study because it highlights how norms and values can impact each
other.
Symbols and traditions are the concepts that guide the principles of a
school culture. Each concept reflects a school’s traditions and rituals. According
to Owens (1999), the symbolic aspects of school activities, such as traditions and
rituals, need to be considered. The values of these traditions and rituals are
literally transmitted from one generation of the organization to another. For
example, Jerald (2006) shared a meta-analysis on a Chicago Public School,
schools culture amidst middle school students. The researcher was interested in
the social support in school, in other words, symbols and traditions affect a
positive effect on the school cultures values and beliefs on academic
achievement. Jerald (2006) discovered that symbols and traditions lack meaning
and support of a positive school culture if misaligned. For example, principals’
talking about their school’s strong values and beliefs in student achievement,
claiming student achievement is a tradition at their school. Yet when students
were interviewed and asked what the traditions their school is known for, many
did not have any idea. Similar to symbols, which could be banners with slogans,
school mission statements, and/or school codes of conduct, many schools in this
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study had symbols that were misaligned to the school culture’s values and
beliefs. As stated earlier in the literature review, symbols are the concepts that
guide the principles of a school culture (Owens, 1999).
School culture can be divided and identified into three categories: content,
homogeneity, and strength (Kilmann, 1986; Maslowksi, 2001). The content of
school culture is founded on any number of basic assumptions, norms, and
values that school staff share. Content is also referred to as typologies of culture
which are the interpretations of types of values and beliefs (Cavanagh & Dellar,
1998; Handy & Aitken, 1986; Pang, 1996; Staessens, 1991). The homogeneity of
culture is based on basic assumptions, norms, values, and artifacts commonly
shared by school staff. Siskin (1991) defined a homogeneous culture as a shared
collection of assumptions, norms, and values that all school staff believe.
Subcultures may emerge within a homogeneous culture, which are themselves
homogeneous. Maslowski, (2001) referred to these subcultures as a cultural
differentiation or segmentation of culture in schools. Cox (1993) defined the
strength of culture as follows:
a combination of the extent to which norms and values are clearly
defined and the extent to which they are rigorously enforced and
therefore, refers to the extent to which the behavior of school staff
is actually influenced or determined by the assumptions, values,
and norms shared in school. (p. 162)
To emphasize, school culture is the invisible thread woven throughout the values,
beliefs, rituals, behaviors, and norms of a school, which tightly encompass the
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students, teachers, and parents, regardless of whether the culture is positive or
negative.
Principal’s Impact
A significant body of research has addressed the role of the principal’s
impact on school culture. In this section, the focus of the research will address
two aspects of the principal’s impact: (a) demands of a principal and (b) principal
supports to a positive school culture.
Demands of a Principal
The demands of a principal to transform a school culture is difficult and
requires one to be accessible, authentic, and able to foster a culture of
transparency to create a positive school culture that can be cultivated within a
school setting (Dye & Garman, 2010; Habegger, 2008). The school leader needs
to be a strong role model in setting goals to create a positive school culture by
building the relationship between the environment and the people (Senge, 1990).
In addition, school principals are the key factor in having a vision and are the
gatekeepers of the type of school culture they expect (DePorter & Reardon,
2013). These demands ought to be expected from all school principals in order to
support positive norms, traditions, and values of their school culture which will
promote high retention of teachers.
Principals are able to create a positive school environment if they turn
their focus to retaining quality teachers because the teachers have an incredible
effect on the health of a school culture. For example, a study was conducted by
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the New Teacher Project (NTP, 2013), which investigated the impact of a
principal in the retention of teachers and the subsequent effect on school culture.
The case study focused on 2,100 schools located in diverse urban locations in
the United States. There were approximately 90,000 teachers involved in this
case study. The researchers discovered a theme of support which resonated
throughout their findings. To clarify, throughout the study, data surfaced on the
importance of principals investing their time in creating a positive school culture
that encouraged and motivated teachers to stay in the teaching profession. The
data disclosed that teachers felt valued when principals provided feedback and
support concerning their instruction in the classroom. Lastly, teachers felt
invested in their own careers when principals provided support in their
professional development in leadership roles. Although the study aimed to
investigate if school culture had an effect on retaining teachers, it did reveal that
the principal had a significant amount of impact in creating a culture of support,
opportunities, creativity, collaboration, and setting high expectations for
professional development.
Furthermore, there is evidence indicating certain dimensions of principal
involvement and awareness may have a more noticeable effect on the impact of
a school culture. For instance, principals create a positive school culture by being
aware of specific teacher behaviors, values, and assumptions (Leithwood, Jantzi,
& Steinbeck, 1999). As principals become aware of their staff needs and wants,
they influence morale by leading through example as they model desired
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behaviors, values, and assumptions (Leithwood, Jantizi, & Steinbeck, 1999;
Rhodes, Nevill, & Allen 2004).
Honchard (2005) investigated teacher morale and its impact, if any, on
student learning and achievement. Honchard (2005) was specifically looking to
understand the effects of teachers with high and/or low characteristics of morale
in the classroom with students. The study took place in North Carolina and
examined teachers at two K–5 elementary schools, four 6–8 middle schools, and
one high school. During the period of observation, the researcher noted two
interesting facts concerning teachers with high and low morale: schools that had
teachers with high morale were supported by their principal, and the principal
was involved with them in the classroom. The researcher noted that the principal
modeled a positive attitude that teachers and students seemed to mimic. It was
noted that the teachers’ facial expressions and body language appeared positive
and happy.
By contrast, the data collected from the schools with low teacher morale
had opposite results. The principals at these schools were not involved in the
classrooms and it was observed that their presence was rarely seen on campus.
As a result of the principal’s lack of involvement, the researcher noted that
teachers at these schools had little to no influence of a person in leadership
modeling a positive attitude. According to the researcher, the teachers were
observed to have low morale and little enthusiasm. Although the researcher
never concluded these findings after the initial observation, it was noted that the
principal has a significant impact in the school culture for teachers and students.
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The demands of a principal to positively impact a school culture will
require a leader who promotes the success of teachers (Cheng, 1993). When
principals celebrate the successes of teachers, it creates a culture in which staff
members feel valued (Shelkett, 2010). This impact from the principal can have a
tremendous effect on a school culture. For instance, Glover (2007) claimed that
the principal has the influence to affect the culture of a school environment by
acknowledging teachers’ opinions with authentic care and embracing the value of
teachers have on school culture.
George and Oldaker (1986) researched why 130 middle schools were
identified as exemplary schools. The researchers conducted a survey looking at
student achievement, faculty morale, and professional development to see if
these were the major components of an exemplary school. Although the data
revealed that these factors were important in creating an exemplary school, the
researchers also learned that the principal had a significant impact in creating an
environment that allowed teachers and students to succeed. The researchers
learned that the principals worked with the teachers in supporting their
instruction, classroom environment, and professional development. Even though
this research was not designed to specifically look at factors that impact school
culture, the research noted that principals did have an impact in supporting the
conditions in which teachers and students could thrive. The research continues
to support the idea that principals do have an impact on school culture.
Principals have the autonomy to build and impact a school’s academic
culture (Heck, 2000). Research supports that a principal’s interactions and

33
involvement with teachers and students may have an indirect impact in improving
the school’s academic culture (Heck, 2000). However, it is the principal’s direct
interaction in managing student discipline, involvement in teacher instruction, and
strategic use of resources to directly support student academics that may have
the most effect on school culture, and the effect of school principals on school’s
academic culture. (Kruger, 2003; Leithwood & Mascall, 2008). The researchers
used a questionnaire to survey 750 high schools across the United States. The
questions investigated student and teacher perceptions of the principal’s effects
on the schools’ academic culture. The data from the survey collected revealed
that a principal’s leadership did not have a direct effect on student academic
achievement. Hallinger and Heck (2000) reviewed literature indicating similar
findings that school leadership and student achievement had no correlation.
However, Urick and Bowers (2010) discovered it was the principals’ personal
beliefs and perceptions of their school’s academic culture that had a direct
impact on the overall school culture and student outcomes in academics. These
findings support the role the school principal may have by indirectly impacting
changing a school culture. However, there are additional studies indicating that a
school principal can have an adverse effect on a school culture.
Principal Supports to a Positive School Culture
With this in mind, there are scholars who would debate that principals
have little effect on the impact of a school’s culture (Cotton, 2003). Fullan (2001)
stated, “a culture of change consists of great rapidity and nonlinearity on the one
hand and equally great potential for creative breakthroughs on the other” (p. 31).
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Yet, literature indicated that new or experienced school leadership that is unable
to maneuver through fast, challenging times in education with creativity can
adversely affect a school culture (Myer, Macmillan, & Northfield, 2009).
For instance, Myer, Macmillan, and Northfield (2009) invested three years
researching the influence of a new or experienced principal would have on
teacher morale. The researchers conducted a case study interviewing
approximately 105 teachers and 12 administrators from a total of 12 middle and
high schools in Nova Scotia, Canada. Of the 12 schools, two principals were new
at the time of the study; the other principals’ tenure was not mentioned. The
researchers asked the teachers questions regarding the type of work that
affected their overall personal and work morale to identify any pattern and trends
regarding the influence of principals on teacher morale. As a result, Myer et al.
(2009) discovered that veteran teachers were not affected by either the new or
experienced principal. It was noted in the study that experienced teachers had a
fixed mindset concerning what and how they believed their morale in education
was motivated. In other words, it did not matter if the principal was supportive,
because it had little to no influence over veteran teachers. As for the new
teachers, the influence of the principals had an impact on their morale. The new
teachers wanted the approval of the principal. Also, the researchers discovered
when the teachers were valued and had developed a pleasant working
relationship with their principals, the teachers claimed to have a higher morale.
However, Myer et al. (2009) discovered an additional finding unrelated to
research: patterns and trends from the responses of the interview questions. One

35
pattern noted was teachers indicating that the principal’s involvement had an
influence over the school’s culture and less on morale. For example, veteran
teachers expressed that the principal had an adverse impact on the school
culture when they began to implement their own agendas and beliefs, regardless
of the teacher’s input or feedback. This adverse effect changed the culture in the
way teachers would collaborate because they began to believe their input was no
longer valued.
The researchers noted each school had its unique school culture: some
were positive and others negative. The schools in which teachers had low morale
also had factors that impacted the school culture, such as a high number of
teacher turnovers. Furthermore, there is evidence indicating that certain
dimensions of principal involvement may have a more noticeable effect on
retaining quality teachers; therefore, supporting a positive school culture.
Impact of School Culture
The literature addressing the impact of school culture is limited and
sporadically briefly mentioned throughout various educational research literature;
yet is necessary and relevant to this study to support the conceptual framework.
In this section, I focus my review of research on the themes related to the impact
of school culture on: (a) student achievement and (b) teacher morale.
Students
School culture is an essential component to student achievement (Deal &
Peterson, 2009; Dumay, 2009; Fullan, 2014; Isik & Gursel; 2013). Researchers,
from a range of disciplines, refer to student achievement as improvement in the
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following areas: academic, social, and the physical ability levels of students
(Darling-Hammond & Plank, 2015; Finnan & Ixvin, 2000; McMillan & Hearn,
2008; Stronge, 2010).
Notably, school culture impacts the essence of a positive or negative
experience for student academic achievement (Bolanle, 2013, Fullan, 1998;
McCollum & Yader, 2011; Sergiovanni, 1994). For example, Isik and Gursel
(2013) conducted a case study interviewing 13 participants and collecting 98
pages of interview data. Although the case study was focused on one school, the
researchers were interested in the characteristics of the school culture and the
opinions of the participants regarding the source of school achievement,
specifically student achievement. The data revealed two themes surrounding the
impact of a school culture on student achievement. The first set of data identified
the characteristics of a positive school culture: the school allows positive
interactions from teachers with opposing views; the teachers and leadership
share the same beliefs in how to problem solve; and school leadership has
effective skills when working with students, teachers, and parents. On the other
hand, the second set of data disclosed that school culture had no effect on
student achievement. Because there was no correlation between positive school
environment and student achievement, the researchers concluded that socioeconomically privileged families contributed to successful student achievement.
The researchers’ findings in the characteristics regarding positive school cultures
matched literature on student achievement, which indicated growth.
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Additional studies discovered a connection between a school’s culture and
its impact in student performance. Elias, White, and Stepney (2014) examined
483 schools throughout the state of New Jersey. Their case study included
interviews, observations, and analysis of the school’s standardized test scores.
Included in the research were what many school researchers identified as
“troubled schools.” The schools identified as “troubled” are characterized by a
history of failure on standardized tests, poor attendance, and high dropout
percentages. These schools were additionally identified as having low socioeconomic status (SES) and having a high percentage of minority students.
Similar to previous research, Elias, White, and Stepney (2014) found
correlation between schools identified with students of low socio-economic status
and underperformance on standardized tests (Morgan, 2012; Orfield & Lee,
2004). However, McGee (2004) argued that the failure of many students in
disadvantaged socio-economic positions is due to the failure of the school
system to create a school culture that ensures the presence of processes and
procedures in place to provide opportunities for students. One opportunity
students in low socio-economic schools are missing is the lack of quality
teachers. The deficit of quality teachers leave students struggling with new and
inexperienced instructors taking job assignments, which experienced teachers do
not want (Darling-Hammond & Sykes, 2003; McGee, 2004). In addition, poor
working conditions and low pay can add to high teacher turnover rate in low
socio-economic schools (Darling-Hammond & Sykes, 2003; Morgan, 2012).
These are also factors that affect school cultures.
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Elias, White, and Stepney (2014) also discovered low SES schools with
students of similar characteristics and demographics exhibit stronger academic
success, higher attendance, and lower dropout percentages. The researchers
learned that these schools were part of the Developing Safe and Civil Schools
Project (DSACS). DSACS’ purpose was to improve a school’s culture. The
publicly funded initiative targeted underperforming schools worked closely with
school personnel, parents, and students to provide a supportive school
environment that valued student competencies in areas other than academic
content. For example, by hiring additional adults to provide increased supervision
on campus, the campus provided students with a sense of safety both inside and
outside the classroom. The adults were trained to make positive social
connections with the students. It was noted from the research that students felt
cared for and valued. These connections and interactions provided the students
with a school culture in which they were able to connect and interact with others.
Elias et al. (2014) analyzed data from the New Jersey state language test
from the 2009–2010 school year for 144 middle schools in grades six through
eight. They specifically looked at minority students who received free or reduced
lunch in two types of schools. The first set of schools was under the DSACS
initiative, and the second set of schools was not. The researchers discovered
that there was a significant increase in test results from students in schools
where DSACS was implemented compared to schools that did not have DSACS
implemented. In conclusion, the findings made similar connections with other
evidence on school culture and its explanation for student achievement for ethnic
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minority students, in which schools held strong values and beliefs in student
success (Elias et al., 2014; Thapa, Cohen, Guffey, & Higgins D’ Alessandro,
2013).
Teachers
There is strong evidence that teacher morale can indirectly affect a school
culture’s values and beliefs. “Efforts to raise teacher morale are certainly needed
and important” (Noddings, 2014, p.15). When teachers feel valued and respected
in the schools where they work, it empowers teacher morale (Elwood, 2004). At
the same time, teacher’s morale can be negatively impacted by a school’s
culture, which places less value on the teachers themselves (Brodinsky, 1984).
Notably, school culture can impact teacher morale in the workplace, which
affects job satisfaction and well-being (Aelterman, Engels, Van Petegem, &
Verhaeghe, 2007; Shann, 1998; Smylie, 1999). For example, Peterson and Deal
(2009) discovered that a school culture affects how teachers feel, think, and act.
They discussed how each of these areas contributed to different levels of teacher
morale. School culture shapes peoples’ minds in regard to how they learn and
think which, in turn, affects teachers’ beliefs and cognitions regarding what a
school culture ought to be. This creates a reciprocal effect because these same
beliefs, behaviors, and cognitions of the teachers impact and influence the school
culture (Bruner, 1996; Rosenholtz, 1991). Students are strongly influenced by
their teachers’ morale which, in turn, impact student academic performance and
attendance (Bush, 2010).
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There is a breadth of educational discourse that focuses on a school’s
culture and its impact on teacher morale (Barth, 2002; Fullan, 2014). Clark and
Clark (2003) discovered that school cultures that are healthy and positive can
make a difference in supporting the improvement of all stakeholders, specifically
educators. They refer to this as a healthy school culture (Clark & Clark, 2003).
However, a negative school culture can have an adverse effect on teacher
morale when teachers are in need of support. A case study conducted by Duffy
and Mooney (2014) determined the impact of a negative school experience (such
as teachers witnessing traumatic violence on campus) affecting teachers’
relationships with students and their students’ learning, thus impacting the overall
school culture. Many teachers are unable to recover from such trauma and begin
to disconnect from their role as an educator, quickly losing morale. In addition,
findings from the study revealed, in these instances, the school culture lacked the
support to help with tragic events.
In contrast, the researchers also discovered teachers who had similar
traumatic experiences were able to recover and continued to engage in their
daily roles as an educator, moving past the traumatic experience. The
researchers collected data through open-ended question interviews of two
participants. Both participants experienced similar traumatic events in two
different districts. The researchers were interested in why one teacher became
so disconnected that the teacher resigned from the teaching profession, while the
other teacher continued instructing. The data from the interview revealed two
sets of information. The teacher who resigned mentioned the lack of support by
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school administrators and human resources department. She claimed the school
felt unsafe prior to the incident, continued to feel unsafe afterwards, and believed
no additional procedures were instituted to prevent such an incident from
happening again. On the other hand, the teacher who continued to stay had the
opposite experience. This teacher claimed school administrators, staff, and
students supported him. He reported that the support was not a surprise because
the school administrators, staff, and students had always been supportive, and it
is part of the school culture. Although, the researcher’s initial purpose was to
learn the effects of a traumatic event on teachers’ morale, he discovered that
school culture can have either a negative or positive effect on teachers in the
post-trauma experience (Burke, 2010).
Therefore, it is necessary to review scholarly literature regarding the
impact of a school culture on teacher morale. There is no single factor to
determine why teachers leave (Bartell, 2005; Farber, 2010). However, there is a
large body of evidence pointing to schools lacking a positive school culture that
provides support in the development and mentoring of teachers (DarlingHammond, 2003; Farber, 2010; Weston, 2013). For instance, Benton and McGill
(2012) were interested in factors that influenced teachers’ intentions to leave or
remain in the field of education. The researchers gathered data from the National
Center for Education Statistics (NCES) (2007) surveying educators across the
United States through random sampling of approximately 53,000 teachers and
12,000 principals throughout 4,500 school districts. They surveyed teachers
working in schools from high to low socio-economic areas, spanning from K–12.
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The questions covered topics regarding salary, tenure, workplace conditions,
school administration, professional development, and school culture. The
findings in this study revealed that salary was a strong influence for teachers to
remain in the profession, yet become less of an influence when the lack of
support for professional growth, mentoring programs, and a supportive school
culture to work became of factor in their decision to stay.
Additional studies indicated that school culture had a significant impact on
teacher morale. For example, previous findings in this literature review indicated
that specific factors, such as working in a school where the culture does not
value teacher support and mentoring, lead to low teacher morale and become
the catalyst for teacher attrition. In contrast, research indicates that school
cultures that provide positive support to teachers by supporting mentoring
programs aid in building teacher morale (Gardner, 2010). For instance,
Shillingstad, McGlamery, Davis, and Gilles (2015) conducted a qualitative study
using a common set of interview questions that were focused, open-ended, and
semi-structured. The researchers investigated the influences that played a role in
teachers becoming mentors to support other teachers. The three participants in
the study were teachers considered to be leaders who have been teaching more
than 20 years and were selected for the contributions made in supporting future
teacher leaders. Findings from the research revealed two sets of information: 1)
The impact of a school culture supported teachers in sharing ideas and
collaborating which inspired teachers to become mentors and 2) Fullan (1999,
2001) stated that the amount of time and the degree of energy required to
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institute school reform at the secondary level is at least twice that of elementary
schools. While time is an important factor in every school, secondary teachers
and principals do not have the luxury of being able to discuss, at length, their
respective roles and their expectations of each other. Equally important is having
teacher mentors to build these supports and create a school culture that values
professional development between teachers.
Aside from the importance of teachers being supported in instruction,
classroom, and building teacher leaders, the literature speaks to creating school
cultures that support professional development. For example, professional
development can support a school culture in improving teaching strategies,
curriculum development, and the sharing of ideas and practices from colleagues
(Fullan, 2007; Fullan, 2012). However, if school principals fail to explore,
understand, and articulate the teachers’ beliefs in and values of professional
development, teachers will develop their own concepts that may not necessary
align with the overarching school culture beliefs and values of professional
development (Fullan, 2007; Fullan, 2012).
Subculture
The literature addressing the influence of a sub-culture is sporadically
mentioned throughout various education research literature; however, it is
necessary and relevant to this study. In this section, I focus my review of
research on the themes related to the factors that influence a school culture’s
parent involvement.
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Parents
There are many subcultures that impact the transformation of a school
culture (Elmore, 2000). For example, there is research indicating that parent
involvement has an impact on the student academics within a school’s culture
(Fullan, 1999; 2001). The term “parent involvement” is best explained by the
National Education Goals Panel as “parents’ partnership between schools actors
that promotes the social, emotional, and academic growth of children” (as cited in
Marshall, Shah, & Donato, 2012, p. 132). Additional research supports the theory
that parent involvement influences students to value the importance of academic
success (Ordoñez-Jasis & Jasis, 2012). The importance of academic success
helps build a school culture that values the success of student achievement.
For example, Houtenville and Conway (2008) conducted a case study on
the influence of parent involvement on school cultures. The researchers were
interested in exactly what type of involvement did parents have in schools. They
discovered the schools with parent involvement had programming set up for
parents, such as checking student homework and protocols for working with
teachers to support student academics. These schools had invested in creating a
school culture welcoming parents on campus. Overall, the researchers learned
that schools whose administrators encouraged parents to be involved became an
influence in impacting a school culture.
Additional studies have determined that parents and school partnerships
influence a school culture when a mutual trust had been established (Aviles,
2011, Prichard Committee for Academic Excellence, 2012). Shah (2009)
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discovered that schools that lacked parent involvement were also schools in
which parents lacked trust in the schools’ teachers and administration. Prichard
Committee for Academic Excellence (2012) best described this partnership of
trust as schools having a welcoming and supporting culture that embraces parent
participation in student learning, helped create a positive school culture.
Another theme found in the research literature concerning parent
involvement and its influence on school culture is indirectly mentioned in the
study by Thornberb (2012). His study looked at students who exhibited behaviors
that impeded academic and social success, as well as the impact, if any, of
building a collaboration and partnership between school staff and parents and its
effect on overall student academics. In each of the schools the researcher
studied, there was a significant difference in the school culture. The students,
whose academics were positively impacted because of parents and school staff
working together to support the students, happened at schools that had protocols
in place detailing how parents and staff should communicate and collaborate. In
contrast, students whose academics were not impacted by parent/school
cooperation happened in schools where the school culture did not have systems
in place, such as protocols for parents and teachers to collaborate.
A study conducted by Oakes (2003) supported the concept of how
parental involvement can create certain components for a positive school.
Although the researcher was interested in the impact of parental involvement in
preparing students for college, the study discovered school culture has a
significant impact on college preparation. For example, Oakes (2003) learned
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that schools that were supportive in creating a positive school culture included
having parents involved with their students. These parents involved themselves
by learning how to support their child in academics. Oakes discussed the
importance of all adults working together to encourage students to set high
expectations in academic achievement and student behavior, which is a crucial
component to influencing a positive school culture.
Additional research on the influence of parent involvement was conducted
by Ordoñez-Jaisis and Jaisis (2012). The researchers studied immigrant families
in heavily Hispanic-populated areas in California to determine the level of
parental involvement to empower schools. They focused on the amount of the
parent’s involvement, if any, and if it had a positive impact in shaping the school
system in the form of support for the education of their student. Interestingly, the
researchers discovered a unique component to schools with heavy parent
involvement: parent involvement had a positive influence on student academic
achievement. The researchers also discovered it is the school’s culture that must
have a welcoming environment. The environment mentioned in the study was
one that embraced and accepted parents’ involvement in collaboration. They
noted that the teachers, support staff, and principals created a school culture that
welcomed the sharing of ideas for the betterment of all students on campus.
Although the study did not directly focus on school culture, there were many
unarticulated concepts of sub-culture woven within the study.
The review of literature in this section noted various fragmentation of subcultures that had an indirect impact on the overall school culture. However, these
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equally important subcultures should be taken into serious consideration by
school principals and district administrators because the teachers, students, and
parents who create these sub-cultures can either have an adverse or supportive
effect on the school culture (Den Hartog & Dickson, 2004; Elmore, 2000).
Summary
The literature review in Chapter 2 offered a summary of practices and
perceptions of the impact of school cultures. This includes the importance of how
the principal’s leadership can impact the school cultures’ rituals, beliefs, values,
and symbols. Moreover, the research further revealed the underlying thread of
subcultures, such as teachers, parents, and students each having their own set
of rituals, beliefs, and values that may or may not impact the overarching school
culture.
This study is guided and informed by John Dewey’s philosophy of
Pragmatism, where new knowledge is created through the interactions between
humans solving problems from different learning experiences and understanding
by asking questions (Biesta & Burbules, 2003). Therefore, my research will
attempt to create new literature on how principals and district administrators can
transform school cultures. To capture this phenomenon, the qualitative method
approach will allow the voices of students, teachers, and parents to share their
personal experiences. Observation will allow the researcher to collect data on
individuals in their natural setting, and analyze school documents to better
understand what is needed for a principal to transform a school culture.
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Finally, the literature provided clarity in what school culture is and what could
impact it; however, there were many gaps in the study, including a very broad
focus on the concepts of school culture in isolation. In other words, there was
limited literature that provided a discourse between each broad concept of the
principal, subculture, school culture, and impacts, such as rituals, beliefs, and
values needed to transform a school culture. Interestingly, after reviewing the
scholarly literature on school culture, there was sparse published research
revealing specifically how principals transform a negative school culture to a
positive school culture. For this reason, the isolation of broad concepts that
impact a school culture warrants further examination on the impact of
transforming a negative school culture to positive.
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CHAPTER 3
METHOD OF INQUIRY
Further research is needed to identify how each broad concept,
highlighted in the conceptual framework of this study, (i.e., principal, school
culture, sub-cultures, and impacts of school culture) applied to a principal’s
impact in transforming a negative school culture to a positive school culture. The
study identified that students, teachers, and parents have experienced the
negative impact of a school culture. Such negative impacts ranged from students
feeling disconnected with the school and believing teachers did not value
academics. Teachers expressed working in school cultures filled with toxic
conversations regarding the principal, parents, students, and other colleagues.
Parents stated they felt unwelcome at the very schools their children attend. On
the other hand, the study identified what impacts a positive school culture has on
students, teacher, and parents as well as the negative impacts. Moreover, a
qualitative research is needed for this study to examine the how and why a
principal can impact the transformation of a negative school culture to a positive
school culture.
First, I discussed why qualitative research is needed to capture the voices
through interviews of participants to determine if there are any relations to these
concepts. The use of observation allowed the researcher to record these
participants’ interactions and behaviors in a natural setting, such as classrooms,
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staff meetings, parent meetings, and student interactions. Secondly, I discussed
why the research design is a case study and how it lent itself to capture detailed
description and investigate the phenomenon at UMS. Third, I covered the
research methods used for this study, carefully describing the setting, sample,
data collection methods and methods to check for validity. Lastly, I discussed my
role as the researcher in this study, and then conclude with a chapter summary.
Equally important to the research methodology was the researcher’s
background and lens in which this case study will be built on. This researcher’s
personal philosophical view is that education is the stepping stone that breaks
down barriers of inequality in race and gender. John Dewey’s philosophical
stance on Pragmatism is applicable to educational research because Dewey
believed learning was through exploring and doing. Dewey’s stance centers on
the belief that human beings can acquire knowledge from different learning
experiences and understandings by asking questions of acquisition and
knowledge. In addition to asking questions to acquire knowledge, pragmatists
also acquire knowledge through action and interaction with people; therefore,
valuing human experiences. Dewey believed that schools ought to be a place
where children are given an opportunity to learn and discover by doing, thus
preparing schoolchildren for citizenry. Therefore, pragmatism builds the
foundation for inquiry in seeking the experiences of the teachers, students, and
principals to better understand what a positive school culture can yield, and
create equity and the necessary means for students to break through these
barriers, and move into society and make important contributions. The research
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on school culture revealed that school principals have an impact in transforming
a negative school culture into a positive school culture. The purpose of this case
study was to explore the process of how a middle school principal transformed a
negative school culture into a positive school culture. This study specifically
focused on a Southern California middle school that experienced a shift in school
culture.
As stated earlier, Chapter 3 presents the methodology for this case study,
including a discussion of philosophical research foundations. Second, this
chapter provides a description of the research design, followed by the specific
research methods used in this study. This description includes information about
the setting, data collection, instrumentation and procedure, and data analysis
including validity/trustworthiness and the role of the researcher. The chapter
concludes with a summary.
Qualitative Research
Using a qualitative methodology is appropriate for the purpose of this
particular research for the following reasons. First, a qualitative study captured a
description of the phenomenon taking place (Creswell, 2013). For this study, the
phenomenon of a school culture is being studied at UMS. Second, this approach
is aligned with the researcher’s philosophical belief in interacting via interviews
and bringing to the forefront those voices that are often times silenced or
marginalized. For this reason, the qualitative method allows additional tools for
collecting data from those participants by using personal reflective journals,
historical documents, memos, and observations of students, parents,
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administrators, and teachers. Third and finally, this research is grounded in the
philosophical lens of John Dewey’s pragmatism. Dewey believed that, in order for
problems to be solved and to acquire the knowledge to solve these problems,
people need to engage in conversations. Similarly, qualitative methods allow for
conversations to take place through one-on-one interviews. Dewey would also
argue that people learn through observations. Through observations the
researcher will collect data and learn from the interactions between teachers,
students and parents in their natural setting that take place in the classrooms,
teacher, and parent meetings.
All of these components will be used to capture the unique phenomenon
at UMS. Creswell (2013) stated that qualitative research allows for real life
experiences to be interpreted and analyzed by seeking to construct a view of the
real world. Rubin and Rubin (2012) characterized qualitative research as a
method of uncovering topics by posing questions to individuals or groups of
people in their own social setting. To accomplish this, the researcher needed to
carefully listen and then ask more questions as information is obtained.
Other attributes that have been identified in qualitative research were
described by Merriam (1998) who determined that there are five common
components of qualitative research: (a) conceptually understanding the
phenomenon taking place from the participants’ perspectives; (b) efforts put in
the fieldwork is important in order to investigate the phenomenon; (c) the main
tool for data collection and analysis will be the researcher; (d) the researcher
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forms themes, concepts, and even theories from the analysis of the data; and (e)
the conclusion of the results is heavily detailed with descriptions.
Qualitative research permitted the researcher to become an active
participant as an observer in the natural setting. Rubin and Rubin (2012)
emphasized that being a participant allows the researcher to record what is seen
and heard in a natural setting. This information can later be analyzed to help
make connections with other data collected through interviews and/or
documents.
Many researchers (Creswell, 2013; Hatch, 2002; Rubin & Rubin, 2012;
Yin, 2003) discussed the use of the case study for qualitative research.
Researchers who applied this method are normally interested in understanding
phenomena within natural settings. Creswell (2012) stated that a case study is an
in-depth description of the setting and participants and ought to include, but is not
limited to the following: a detailed purpose of the study with a variety of reasons
for undertaking the study, proper collection of data, analysis of the data to create
themes, and constructing a conclusion of the findings. Case study research
typically describes the actions taking place in a given setting and to whom those
actions are affecting. Additionally, case studies provided the researcher with
support in describing how actions impact the participants (Maxwell, 2013).
The research question typically dictates whether or not to use a case
study methodology approach. For instance, Maxwell (2013) offered ideas for
determining methodology and suggested that a case study methodology ought to
be applied when research questions focus around “how” and “why” types of
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questions. These types of questions make the study explanatory (Yin, 1994).
Therefore, the research questions should be the heart of the research design and
influence on every part of the study.
Research Design
The design of this research is a case study, which involved actual people
in their school setting. Moreover, this included a detailed description and
investigation of a phenomenon within its real-life setting (Yin, 1999). The intent of
this particular study was to better understand the phenomenon of school culture.
Additionally, it is imperative that proper collection of data, formulation of themes,
and concrete conclusions are formed by the researcher (Creswell, 2013). By
doing so, a case study will be an effective tool to answer the research questions
related to the principal’s impact on school culture. A “case study research
involves the study of a case within real-life, contemporary context in a setting”
(Creswell, 2013, p. 97). It also “provides the best possible format in describing
the actual events at a particular place and time” (Creswell 2013, p. 199).
Furthermore, case studies can be seen as being “effective in delving deeper into
the understanding through a close inspection” (Rossman & Rallis, 2003, p. 104).
The entire process involves the complete gathering of evidence from different
sources and individuals and then being able to claim a specific theme or
viewpoint (Creswell, 2013).
Research Methods
This section presents the specific research methods applied in the case
study. Specifically, this section covers the setting, sample, data collection, data
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management, data analysis, data interpretation, and methods for validity steps
taken to ensure validity, and the researcher’s role.
Setting
The data collected for this section was retrieved from Uptown City School
District’s School Accountability Report Card (SARC) in 2015 school year. The
context for this research was UMS, located in the Northwestern part area of
Orange County, California. UMS has an attendance area covering five square
miles, and is designated as a Title 1 school—meaning over 50% of the student
body receives free or reduced lunch, and 65% of the students are labeled
socioeconomically disadvantaged. UMS serves grades six through eight, with a
total school population of approximately 880 students. The ethnic subgroups are
as follows: 78.3% Hispanic/Latino, 17.6% White/non-Hispanic, 1.5% Asian, 1.2%
African American, and 1.4% Other. Current data revealed that 75% of the
students qualify for the National School Lunch Program and 67% live below the
federal poverty line. The site on which UMS resides has been a place for
education since 1886.
This was an ideal school to investigate the transformation of a school
culture, because it is conveniently located near the researcher’s worksite.
Moreover, the student demographics reflected what that the researcher is most
interested in supporting: students who are or have been classified as
socioeconomically disadvantaged English Language Learners (ELL). More
importantly, by studying this student population, it will provide other school
principals in California, or other states, with information and support who provide
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leadership in a similar demographic information to create a more productive
school culture for every student. Students in this demographic have the right to a
quality education in a school culture that is conducive to meeting their needs
academically and socially.
The school and its culture were labeled as problematic for over a decade.
For example, the evidence of these problems can be found in database records
that included the number of student suspensions/expulsions and teacher
turnover due to low morale. Other evidence the school’s problematic status can
be found in school climate surveys where parents indicated concern over student
safety due to the presence of gangs. Other parents reported that the teachers
were rude and unprofessional. Additional evidence can be documented from the
voices of past and current teachers, substitute teachers, parents, school support
staff and students.
The school’s culture was perceived as being rife with gang activity. This
perception is documented as a re-occurring talking point in 2008–2009 School
Site Council Agendas. This perception was perpetuated by parents who did not
want their child to attend UMS because of the school’s high percentage of
minorities. The parents tried to make an assumption by claiming the Hispanic
students coming to the school from the surrounding lower socioeconomics area
were affiliated with gangs. Documentation of their concerns is found in district
records of school board meetings from 2009–2013. Again, parents voiced that
the school was unsafe.
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Teachers claimed the culture of the school was filled with rude and
disrespectful students. It was also noted the quality of instruction became less
rigorous due to classroom behavioral issues. Moreover, there was low teacher
morale, and from the students’ perspectives, the teachers were condescending
and lazy. Daily physical altercations between students were a common
occurrence. The school did not offer programs or support to meet students’
needs at various academic levels. Low California State Test scores placed the
school in Program Improvement from 2003 to 2013 (Retrieved from
www.cde.ca.gov).
Sample
For the purpose of this case study, the researcher interviewed individuals
who had interactions and experiences at UMS prior to, and currently with, the
new principal. The researcher was interested in the degree, if any, of impact of a
middle school principal’s leadership on school culture. The researcher was
granted access to interview these individuals by the UMS principal, which was
followed by the acceptance of each (invited?) individual to participate in the
study. Therefore, the researcher interviewed seven teachers (one retired
teacher), three former students, three current students, three parents, and one
office manager (See Table 1). The selection of 19 individuals was completed via
purposeful sampling. Miles, Huberman, and Saldana (2014) explained that
purposeful sampling allows the researcher to identify key informants who can
provide rich experiences and knowledge related to the phenomenon being
examined. Therefore, each participant in this study was selected because each
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person was able to share their personal experiences, accounts, and events
regarding the transformation of the school culture from their perspective at UMS.
Their designated roles helped to shape the school culture and the process of
changing the culture. Table 1 provides a profile of the characteristics of the
participants and steps to ensure ethical protection.
Table 1
Participant Demographics

Individual

Teacher 38

Teacher 25

Teacher 16

Years at
UMS

16

12

2

Years
Teaching

2002-2016

2004-2016

2013-2016

Characteristics
of Participant

Ethical
Protection

Grade 6
teacher; has
been the grade
6 team leader
for several
years. Was
hired by prior
principal

Teacher is
identified as
Ms. Bellflower.
This teacher
requested all
transcripts or
recordings be
held only by
the researcher

Grade 7
math/math
intervention
teacher. Head
chair of grade
7 math. Was
hired by prior
principal

Teacher will
be identified
as Mr. Aster.
This teacher
has requested
all transcripts
or recordings
be held only
by the
researcher

Grade 7/8
math and
science
teacher. This
teacher was a
substitute for
Uptown for

Teacher will
be identified
as Mr. John.
This teacher
has requested
all transcripts
or recordings
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Individual

Teacher 32

Teacher 13

Teacher 39

Teacher 17

Years at
UMS

17

3

Years
Teaching

1999-2016

2012-2016

5

2010-2016

6

2010-2016

Characteristics
of Participant

Ethical
Protection

five-years prior
to being hired
full time

be held only
by the
researcher

Grade 8
teacher. This
teacher is the
Union Rep.
Has
experienced
both past and
current
leadership

Teacher will
be identified
as Ms. Rose.
This teacher
has requested
all transcripts
or recordings
be held only
by the
researcher

Grade 7/8
teacher.
Was hired by
current
principal

Teacher will
be identified
as Ms.
Bluebell. This
teacher has
allowed tape
recording.
Requested
recording be
held only by
the researcher

Grade 6
teacher.
This teacher
has expressed
opposite
beliefs about
the current
principal and
has never
experienced
the leadership
prior to new
principal

Teacher will
be identified
as Ms.
Begonia. This
teacher has
requested no
tape
recording.
Notes only,
and requested
a copy of the
notes

Grade 7
teacher.

Teacher will
be identified
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Individual

Retired
Teacher

Former
Student

Former
Student

Years at
UMS

23

2003-2006

2004-2007

Years
Teaching

1975-1998

0

0

Former
Student

2004-2007

0

Current
Student

2013-2016

0

Characteristics
of Participant

Ethical
Protection

Science, math,
technology
teacher
(STEM)

as Ms.
Carnation. No
tape
recording.
Notes only

Experienced
and worked at
UMS. Student
demographic
went from all
Anglo to high
percentage
minority
students

Teacher will
be identified
as Ms. Past.
No tape
recording.
Notes only

Informant prior
student,
Currently
employed with
UMS

Informant will
be identified
as Gabby,
gave
permission to
tape
recording, and
notes

Informant prior
student; Has
experienced
both prior and
new principal

Informant will
be identified
as Maria,
gave
permission to
use tape
recording and
notes

Informant prior
student,
currently
employed with
Uptown
Middle School

Informant will
be identified
as Scott, gave
permission to
use tape
recording and
notes

Informant is a
current student

Informant will
be identified
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Individual

Years at
UMS

Years
Teaching

Characteristics
of Participant

Ethical
Protection
as Rudy;
parent
permission
Assent Form
no use of
name and no
tape recording
notes only

Current
Student

Current
Student

Parent

Parent

2013-2016

2013-2016

2004-2009

2000-2014

Informant is a
current student

Informant will
be identified
as Isabella;
Parent
permission,
Assent Form;
no use of
name; notes
only

0

Informant is a
current student

Informant will
be identified
as Bing;
Parent
permission,
Assent Form;
no use of
name; notes
only

0

Informant had
children attend
UMS prior to
and
concurrently
with the new
principal

Informant will
be identified
as Ms. Malta;
gave
permission to
use taperecording and
notes

Informant had
children attend
UMS prior to
and
concurrently

Informant will
be identified
as Max; no
tape
recording, and

0

0
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Individual

Years at
UMS

Years
Teaching

Characteristics
of Participant
with the new
principal

Parent

2013-2016

Principal

Office
Manager

8

20

0

2008-2016

1995-2016

Ethical
Protection
notes

Informant had
children attend
Uptown with
current
principal

Informant will
be identified
as Ms. Myra;
permission to
use tape
recording and
notes

Participant
worked 2 years
as the
assistant
principal and 6
years as
principal

Participant will
be identified
as Mr. Smith;
permission to
tape record;
notes must be
discarded
after
completion

Informant
worked 15
years for the
prior principal
and currently
works at the
school

Informant will
be identified
as Ms. Mac;
no tape
recordings
and notes

Data Collection Methods
The researcher obtained permission to interview seven teachers, one
retired teacher, three former students, three current students, three parents, one
office manager, and the principal of UMS. The primary method of data collection
for this case study was obtained through in-depth qualitative interviews.
Examples of interview questions include, “What is your understanding of a school
culture?” and “How did Dr. Smith’s leadership change the school culture (or
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not)?” The researcher created protocol questions specifically targeted for the
different groups of participants: parents, students, teachers, and the principal
(See Appendices A-D). UMS’ culture, student demographics, teachers, and
parents allow participants to share their experiences through the use of one-onone interviews (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). Furthermore, the researcher allowed time
and included additional interview questions that explored various themes. This
allowed the researcher to expand on any additional themes that became
apparent during the process, (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). It is important to point out
that a second interview was requested for those participants who agreed to one,
because the sample size is small and the researcher wanted to increase the
accuracy of each interview and reduce any threats to the validity of the study.
Rubin and Rubin (2012) defined an interview as a situation when
“researchers talk to those who have knowledge of or experience with the problem
of interest, explore in detail the experience, motives, and opinions” (p. 3). Other
benefits to the interview process included opportunities to discover personal and
sensitive insight of the participants in their personal settings. An in-depth
qualitative interview format fits well with a case study because this process
allowed the researcher to bring his background and knowledge balanced with
receptivity and flexibility to each of the participant’s perceptions. This allowed
both researcher and participant to interpret and construct meaning of the
phenomenon taking place.
The researcher used an open-ended conversation model to begin the
interview, and then followed with a list of protocol questions (See Table 2). Table
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2 provides a sample of codes resonating from the literature review and
theoretical framework used in this research. Attached to each code are
descriptions and examples. The researcher conducted a practice interview; the
process lasted approximately 50–55 minutes, and the researcher anticipated the
same amount of time for each participant. The purpose of the practice interview
was to test the questions and note any unforeseen topic that resonated with
participants (Rubin & Rubin, 2012).
The first column in Table 2 contains sample codes used to identify phases
and words collected for data analysis. The second column includes a description
of the codes being used. The third column contains examples where the related
codes might be used. The final column includes sample questions used from the
protocol. Although pragmatism and positive school culture theory were used as a
framework to guide this investigation, the researcher was mindful of any other
theories that may resonate from this study.
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Table 2
Theoretical Framework Operationalized

Code

Description

Example

Protocol
Questions

SCUL

Refers to the
beliefs, values,
traditions of a
school, and
unwritten rules
that shape and
influences a
school daily
operations

How a school
functions; the
safety of students
and teachers; the
relationship and
interaction by
openness, trust,
and respect; the
school values and
promotes student
achievement

What is your
understanding of
a school culture?

PISCUL

Influence on
teacher morale,
student
achievement,
instruction.
His/her influence
on the values,
beliefs and
traditions

His/her
leadership; they
share their vision
and ideas; they
support and care
for teachers in the
classroom; they
discipline students

How do you think
a principal
impacts a school
culture?

PISCUL.
Leadership

Leadership skills
and experience or
lack of to change
a school culture,
teachers, parents,
belief students
supported the
culture change or
not

The leadership
was positive and
supportive; the
leadership
empowered
teachers, parents,
and students to
support a school
culture change.

How did Dr.
Smith’s leadership
change the school
culture (or not)?

USCULC

Teachers’
conversations
about student
behavior have
changed; parents’
conversations
about teacher and
student behavior

The school
campus feels
positive; the
students are
respectful; the
teachers are
respectful; the
parents enjoy

Explain how UMS
culture has
changed?
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Code

Description
has remained
static; topics
discussed at staff
or parent
meetings

SCUL. Student
Value

PSCUL

SCUL. Teacher
Value

Example

Protocol
Questions

being on campus

Students
academics
improve; some
teachers offer
additional hours
for tutoring;
positive
implementation of
practices

Student are
disrespected;
teachers provide
academic support
after school

Do you believe
students are
valued here at
UMS?

Description of
past students’,
teachers’, and
parents’
behaviors; the
norms, traditions,
and feel of the
school

A lot of gang
fights; low or high
teacher morale;
negative
conversations
about students

Describe the
school culture
prior to Dr. Smith
becoming
principal?

Description how
teachers, students
and parents are
treated

Celebrations
focus on
accomplishments;
recognition of
students,
teachers, and
parents happens
quarterly

Do you feel
valued as an
educator here at
UMS?

Documents. Documents of school climate surveys were reviewed from
the 2008–2009, 2009–2010, 2010–2011, 2011–2012, and 2012–2013 school
years to analyze the school culture prior to and during Dr. Smith’s leadership at
UMS. These reports had information on student suspensions, expulsions, and
attendance. Other information reviewed from these artifacts was parents’ and
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students’ perception of the school taken from interviews, levels of academics,
safety, and involvement. Aside from school climate surveys, memos and
agendas were collected from 2008 to 2013 Parent Teacher Association (PTA),
School Site Council (SSC), English Language Advisory Committee (ELAC), and
Parent Institute for Quality Education (PIQE) meetings. Table 3 provides
information of the data sources.
Lastly, data from interviews were collected from students, parents,
teachers, and administration experiences regarding the past and present
direction of the school’s leadership. The information gathered provided the
researcher with personal accounts from multiple informants who spoke with
reference points from the past and present. This data helped shape the
researcher’s study to determine if the impact of a principal transformed a school’s
culture.
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Table 3
Data Source
Teacher Interviews

Total Collected

Total Pages

Principal

1

22

Parent

3

57

Teachers

7

140

Retired teacher

1

2

Former students

3

28

Current students

3

32

Office manager

1

10

Principal

1

2

Former students

2

2

Teachers

3

1

Interviews

Second Interviews

Documents
School Board Meeting
Minutes

7

Memos from parents to
principal

5

School Site Council
agendas

14

School Site Council
meeting minutes

5

English Language
Advisory Committee

2

Memos from teachers
to current principal

5

District’s School
Accountability Report
Card (SARC)

12

Fieldwork
Observations

5

14

Journal Notes

3

7
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Data management. The researcher used a digital audio-tape recorder to
interview the participants. The recordings are stored on the researcher’s
password-protected home computer. All printed hard copies, interview notes, and
artifacts are stored in a locked box in the researcher’s study room. Information
about participants remained confidential and the study identified all participants
with pseudonyms. I spent an average of 20 hours interviewing 19 participants.
Each interview took an average of 40 minutes. With the permission of 10 out of
the 19 participants, a digital recorder was used to capture their voices. Because
of time constraints, I hired a transcriber to transcribe the digital recording into
Microsoft Word documents. Each participant was given protocol questions prior
to the interview, as well as the IRB consent and assent forms, if applicable. I
skimmed through all the documents, searching for keywords and themes relevant
to the case study. I annotated many side notes on each document using Post-it
notes to keep track of my thoughts.
Data analysis. Aside from spending many hours of reading and reviewing
documents, I began to categorize the documents by themes. For example, I
placed school board documents by topics related to UMS school culture, such as
instruction, programs, safety, teacher morale, and parent concerns. I did the
same with PTA agendas, and School Site Council minutes. Memos from parents
and teachers were placed into multiple categories: positive, negative and/or both
feedback regarding the overall school and/or school administrator. Lastly, I
began to analyze common themes transcribed from the interview documents to
support in answering the four research questions.
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The researcher used a program called Dedoose (SocioCultural Research
Consultants, LCC, 2016.) which supports qualitative research for analysis and
interpretation of the data collected from the interviews. Saldana (2013) stated a
common method of the data analysis process in qualitative research supports
organizing data for analysis by assigning codes that supported the development
of emergent themes. The researcher used a data analysis process employing
four steps: (a) preliminary code and sub-code data analysis; (b) create categories
and subcategories analysis; (c) develop emergent themes analysis; (d)
assertions/theory analysis. Once the theories were created from the emergent
themes, the researcher answered the four research questions.
Data interpretation process. The preliminary steps of data analysis were
from interviews, memos, documents, and observations which the researcher
used to pre-set symbolic codes. The symbolic codes, developed during the
preliminary stage resonated with the protocol questions which were drawn from
the review of the literature and the theoretical and conceptual framework.
Therefore, the researcher read all data collected multiple times to be familiar with
the transcripts. Next, the researcher used these symbolic codes to tag and
identify the themes and concepts collected from the interviews, observations, and
documents to categorize and organize the findings to communicate the results of
this study.
Examples of symbolic coding (See Table 4) were used to tag a transcript
when words or phrases of the concepts were used by participants. Again, by
tagging the transcripts, the researcher is able to identify common themes of data
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(Rubin & Rubin, 2012). As mentioned earlier, the reoccurring themes then
become categories, which result in findings to understand the phenomenon of
school culture.
Table 4
Sample of Symbolic Coding
Code

Sub-Codes

Abbreviated Descriptions

SCUL

SCUL. Parent
SCUL. Student
SCUL. Teacher

School Culture

PISCUL

PISCUL. Leadership
PISCUL. Experience
PISCUL. Support

Principal’s Impact School
Culture

USCULC

USCULC. Student Behavior
USCULC. Teacher Behavior
USCULC. Parent Behavior

Uptown School culture
changed

PSCUL

PSCUL. Gangs
PSCUL. Toxic
PSCUL. Positive
PSCUL. Safe

Past School Culture

The first column in Table 4 contains symbolic codes were used to tag and
identify phases and words collected for data analysis. The second column
includes the sub-codes being used. These sub-codes were used to identify
specific data from participants, concepts, or themes. The third column includes
the descriptions related to the sample protocol questions used for this study.
Methods for Validity. Maxwell (2013) described research processes that
improve the validity of qualitative research. Researchers Eisenhart and Howe
noted that the issues of validity in qualitative research are addressed by following
five criteria: (a) ensuring a fit between research questions, data collection
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procedure, and analytic techniques; (b) ensuring the effective application of
specific data collection and analytic techniques; (c) being alert to and cognizant
of prior knowledge; (d) being cognizant of both internal and external value
constraints; and (e) assessing a study’s comprehensiveness (as cited in Anfara,
Brown, & Mangione, 2002, p. 80). Establishing validity refers to the
trustworthiness of the findings in a study. For the purpose of this case study,
validity is enhanced through recommended strategy checks: member checks,
reflexivity, and triangulation.
Member checks. After participant interviews were transcribed, the
researcher gave the participants the opportunity to review the transcripts and
notes of their interviews, in addition to setting up a follow up meeting to clarify
any questions that might have come up during the initial interview for both the
participant and researcher. Sample questions for the interviewee included the
following: are there any questions that were not clear? Are there any questions
that you would like to discuss again? Are there any questions you have
regarding this interview? This technique is similar to checking for understanding.
Maxell (2013) described member checks as “systematically soliciting feedback
about your data and conclusion from the people you are studying” (p. 126). This
process allowed the researcher to correctly document the information and ask
questions as needed.
Reflexivity. The researcher did attempt to understand how his personal
biases about the principal’s leadership could impact a school culture. That is, as
a principal and former assistant principal whose preference is serving students
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from low socioeconomic backgrounds, English language learners, and students
of color. Moreover, the researcher’s biases extend back to his own experiences
as a minority student in schools that did very little to create opportunities for
furthering students’ pathways to college. Hatch (2002) echoed this notion as
researchers are a part of the world they study: “the knower and the known are
taken to be inseparable” (p. 10). Thus, the relationships the researcher
developed can hinder parts of the research design. The researcher needed to
develop a system of checks and balances to identify possible biases that could
affect the data and analysis processes. An instrument that was used to bring
awareness of this is through the use of written memos to identify personal points
for self-reflection. Maxwell (2013) described memos as a tool to engage the
researcher in serious reflection, analysis, and self-critique.
Triangulation of data. Maxwell (2013) recommended using a variety of
sources for data collection in case study research. For instance, Maxwell
stressed that this strategy reduces the risk of biases or source errors that may
exist by allowing different sources of information to be collected and used as
data. Creswell (2013) advocated using several different data sources of
information to build coherent themes to support an accurate case study. This
technique is called “triangulation” and is used by qualitative researchers to
accumulate evidence from multiple sources to establish validity in their studies
(Creswell, 2013). This research study employed triangulation and collected
evidence through three different processes: participant interviews, document
review, and observations. The researcher analyzed the data collected from all
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three sources to strengthen and ensure reliability of the data and to avoid
possible errors and personal biases.
Role of the researcher. The researcher is currently an elementary school
principal in the Uptown district at a different school site from where the data was
collected. The researcher is in his 13th year working for Uptown district, and has
worked in public education for the same amount of time. The researcher’s past
occupations in the Uptown district have included five years as a Language Arts
teacher, technology teacher, data coach, for a different middle school and an
additional five years spent as an assistant principal at UMS.
As a practitioner and doctoral student, the researcher has also worked
alongside the teachers, parents, and students involved in this case study, has
been part of UMS from 2008-2015, and has experienced the school culture’s and
its need for change. Returning to conduct the research and collect data changed
my role as a participant-observer. Yin (2003) defined a participant-observer as
one who participates in the organization’s social setting and structure. The
researcher had clear intentions to enter the setting to learn about a specific
interest. Hatch (2002) supported the idea that a participant-observer focus is
narrow and specific to what the researcher is trying to learn more about. The
researcher acknowledged a personal positive bias regarding the impact of
leadership on school culture. In other words, the researcher was aware of these
biases and planned to reduce these threats through the use of triangulating
multiple data sources, such as observations, one-on-one interviews, and
documents from teacher and parent meetings.
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In addition, the researcher’s time working as an administrator at UMS and
personal experience with the school culture transformation has contributed to a
personal belief that leadership is responsible for creating a positive school
culture. I further justified these personal beliefs through my own past school
experiences as a young student. This personal belief regarding the potential for
leadership to impact a school culture resonated from childhood experiences. As
a student of color who attended economically disadvantaged public schools with
high percentages of minorities and English Language Learners, the school did
very little to create a culture that supported student academics, and at the very
least, failed to provide a conducive learning environment for the success of all
students.
As a researcher, student, and school principal, these experiences have
added justification for using qualitative methods, including interviewing students,
teachers, and parents, to observe their interaction within the school setting, and
review school documents, is best for data collection. Equally important to the
researcher is to bestow a voice to the silenced population and provide an
opportunity to for them to share their personal experiences at UMS.
Chapter Summary
Chapter 3 described the rationale and narrative for this case study. The
researcher’s rationale for selecting the qualitative method is founded on the
personal philosophy that education is the stepping stone that breaks down
barriers of inequality in race gender, and students who are marginalized in
negative school cultures. This research aimed to investigate whether the middle
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school principal’s impact at UMS transformed a negative school culture into one
that is positive. Therefore, using the qualitative methods approach will provide
the opportunity to record, observe, and interpret the phenomenon taking place at
Uptown. For example, the use of qualitative questionnaires and open-ended
interviews for this study are research instruments used to gather information from
the participants. Through these interviews, the researcher is able to capture the
voices of past and present participants, with protection and assurance of
confidentiality, the opportunity to speak. Another research instrument used in this
study is observation. Observation of participants allowed the opportunity to
record non-verbal and verbal communication taking place in their natural school
setting. Additional data was collected from teacher and parent meeting agendas
and memos. The data collected was analyzed, and managed through a data
program called Dedoose. To reduce validity threats and ensure accuracy, the
researcher employed the triangulation method as a check and balance between
participant interviews, document reviews, and observations. Lastly, Chapter 3
concluded by describing the role of the researcher in this study, fully
acknowledging personal bias and connection to UMS.
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS
In this chapter, I begin with a brief overview of the investigation by
discussing the purpose of this case study, the guiding research questions, and
methodology used to conduct the research. Next, in significant detail, I present all
evidence from the data to answer each of the four research questions and
connect common themes, where applicable, with themes found in the literature
review. The chapter ends with a summary speaking to the most significant
findings from the study. Discussion of the research and its implications will be
discussed in Chapter 5.
As mentioned in Chapter 2, the primary purpose of this case study was to
explore the impact of a middle school principal’s leadership on school culture. As
a reminder, this case study was guided by four research questions framed
around the implications and effects of teachers’, parents’, students’, and
principals’ beliefs on school culture, if any, and if any subcultures had an impact
on the overall school culture. The guiding research questions are as follows:
1. What is the principal’s perceived role in changing a school's culture?
2. What are the challenges associated with transforming school culture?
a. What are the benefits of transforming to a positive school culture?
3. What are the teachers’, students’, parents’ and principal understanding of
how a school culture changes?
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4. What impact, if any, do sub-cultures (i.e., teachers’ classroom dynamics,
PTA involvement, etc.) have on the larger school culture?
a. What role do these sub-cultures play, if any, in the transformation of
a school culture?
This case study was also guided by the conceptual framework for the
literature review in Chapter 2. The conceptual framework is organized around
four broad concepts: (a) school culture, (b) principal’s leadership impact, (c)
impacts of school culture, and (d) subcultures within school culture. The findings
from the literature review were used to explain any findings that resonated from
the study.
As discussed in Chapter 3, the methodology used to guide this study was
qualitative. Qualitative research allowed the researcher to capture the voices of
marginalized and underrepresented individuals through interviews to determine if
there were any relations to the conceptual framework mentioned in Chapter 2. As
discussed in an earlier chapter, John Dewey’s philosophical stance on
pragmatism guided the study. Dewey’s stance centers on the belief that human
beings can acquire knowledge from different learning experiences and
understandings by asking questions of acquisition and knowledge. This
methodology is also consistent with the researcher’s philosophical view that
education is the stepping-stone that breaks down barriers of inequality in race
and gender—specifically for marginalized students of color. Therefore, the
qualitative method allowed for the expression of voices that are often
disregarded, suppressed, or otherwise forgotten.
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Setting the Context
According to the UMS District’s School Accountability Report Card
(SARC), UMS is designated as a Title 1 school, meaning that over 50% of the
student body receives free or reduced lunch, and 65% of the students are
labeled socioeconomically disadvantaged. Uptown serves grades six through
eight. The total school population is approximately 880 students. Current data
revealed that 75% of the students qualify for the National School Lunch Program
and 67% live below the federal poverty line.
In the early 1970s, UMS school demographics did not mirror today’s
demographic of 78.3% Hispanic/Latino, 17.6% White/non-Hispanic, 1.5% Asian,
1.2% African American, and 1.4% Other demographics. I talked to retired
teacher, Ms. Past1, who taught from 1975–1998, and she shed some light on the
changing demographics of the school:
When I first started teaching here [UMS] the kids were all white
[Anglo], with a few Mexican kids. It started changing in the early
80s [1980] when we saw more and more of them [Mexicans] in
school. Many [Mexican students] could not speak English; they
were always getting into trouble. We did know how to teach them
[the Mexican students]; we didn’t speak their language (personal
communication, August 11, 2016).
I asked Ms. Past to elaborate on what she meant by “always getting into
trouble.” She explained, “the [Mexican] kids did not want to learn; they were

1

All names used are pseudonyms
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always causing problems in the classroom; they didn’t care about school”
(personal communication, August 11, 2016). I asked about the school culture
when she taught at UMS, and Ms. Past joked that “the school culture was
becoming less and less of white students” (personal communication, August 11,
2016).
In addition to UMS’s high poverty level, English Language Learners, and
high percentage of students receiving free or reduced lunch, a preliminary review
of notes from a February 2008 district board agenda meeting characterized UMS
to be unsafe for teachers and students. A public comment shared by a teacher at
UMS stated the following:
we are not safe at UMS. The students are out of control, their
behavior is bad, and nothing is being done about it. I had a water
bottle thrown at me, teachers are being told F . . . Y . . . in class,
and nothing is done. We want help, and the district is doing nothing
about it. (public comment, February 14, 2008)
One school site council agenda from February 2008 focused on student
discipline. The notes from the agenda revealed that teachers were upset and
frustrated with school administrators for not taking care of student discipline. An
excerpt claimed that parents expressed their anger towards student behavior:
“the students at this school are bad, there are drug sales in the bathroom, fights
and they are very disrespectful, I don’t want my child coming to this school.
(personal communication, February 26, 2008).
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When I reviewed one PTA agenda from the same year (2008), I
encountered the topic of student discipline. The principal reported to PTA
members that school staff were trying their best to control student discipline:
“from August 2007 to February 2008, we have suspended 211 students ranging
from classroom disruption, fighting, and/or for drugs” (personal communication,
January 17, 2008). The agenda also noted that parents believed this was not
enough: “those kids should be kicked out of here; expel them” (personal
communication, January 17, 2008). These initial findings depicted a school
where student discipline had frustrated teachers, parents, and lack of school
leadership seemed to be the school culture.
Further review of the 2009 school site council agenda discussed UMS’s
poor academics being a direct correlation to low California State Test scores. An
excerpt from this agenda spoke to this:
parents complained that the test scores are low, and want to move
their kids out of UMS. They wanted to know how the principal can
justify having a good school when your API [Annual Performance
Index] score is 643 and other school[s] in other districts are at 800900 API. (parent communication, February 2009)
Furthermore, the 2009 school board documentation revealed public comments
from parents pleading for the superintendent and school board to release their
children from UMS so they can enroll them in neighboring districts with higher
API scores.
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To sum it up, UMS’ inattention to its majority Latino/a demographical
makeup, its problems with student discipline, and the great discrepancy between
UMS’ low API score and the complaints to the school board, all inform the current
negative school culture.
The Case Study
The next section presents the case study analysis of UMS school culture
and the themes, roles, and impacts that they have on a school’s culture. It is
organized by the four research questions. Research Question 1 is organized by
sharing the principal’s perceived role, speaking to the common themes that
resonated from multiple data points in changing a school culture. Thereafter,
each research question (two, three, and four) will begin with a brief explanation of
how the researcher analyzed the data to answer each research question before
providing the results.
First Research Question
Research Question 1
What is the principal’s perceived role in changing a school's culture?
The principal shared his understanding in his perceived role in changing a
school’s culture. The data collected from the principal’s interview revealed that
the change of a school culture is, comprehensibly, 1) being able to support, 2)
listening carefully, and 3) showing a strong sense of care for students, teachers,
and parents. Dr. Smith2 claimed “you have to support your students, teachers,
and parents through the process of changing a school’s culture” (personal

2

Dr. Smith is a pseudonym name for the school principal
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communication, July 7, 2016). Together, with several of the participants
interviewed, all participants shared similar perceptions of support. For example,
Ms. Bellflower, a teacher, shared “the principal [Dr. Smith] helped many of us
[teachers] learn to work together.” Ms. Bellflower’s perceptions of Dr. Smith
support confirmed her beliefs that the support of a school principal was important
to her to share. This building of support also helped fortify relationships with
parents. Ms. Malta, a parent, explained “I know he [Dr. Smith] has helped many
parents with their kids.” Ms. Malta’s beliefs of Dr. Smith’s actions in helping
parents was an act of support and meaningful to her as a parent. A principal’s
support strengthens working relationships in creating equitable school cultures
(Nayir, 2012). Dr. Smith continued to share that “the role in which how I support
the teachers, parents, and students has made an impact in changing UMS
School’s culture.” To clarify, Dr. Smith claimed his intentions to support, listen,
and care for the teachers and students he worked for changed the school’s
culture. These themes, outlined by the principal, resonated with all the
participants interviewed and were demonstrated through the document review,
as evidenced below.
Changing a school’s culture through the role of support. Principals
who build positive support with staff have an undercurrent effect to change a
school’s culture (Klar & Brewer, 2013; Price, 2015). Dr. Smith believed it was his
support that had an effect on UMS culture. For example, much of the data
revealed that the support of the principal was important; Dr. Smith claimed that
he offered his support to students, staff, and parents when they encountered
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challenges. Dr. Smith shared the following: “I believe my role is to support others
by asking them what supports they need in and outside the classroom” (personal
communication, July 7, 2016). In essence, the principal’s personal experiences in
helping teachers and parents, or what he referenced to supporting seemed to be
an important role in changing a school’s culture.
In addition to Dr. Smith’s personal view on his supporting role, other UMS
teachers spoke to his ability to support the staff and campus. Ms. Bluebell, a
former teacher, was consistent with Dr. Smith’s response and explained it as
follows: “When Dr. Smith start[ed] here [UMS], he was different; he was out on
campus and throughout our rooms asking what he could do to help” (personal
communication, July 7, 2016). Mrs. Bluebell’s response suggested Dr. Smith’s
support was acknowledged by his presence. Ms. Carnation, a teacher,
expressed that the “administration’s guidance is important to a school . . .
[be]cause it is important for the administration to help us.” Ms. Carnation’s
perspective on support was also noted in an observation of an August 25, 2016
staff meeting. At this meeting, teachers asked Dr. Smith to call the parents of
students who were regularly late to school. Dr. Smith replied, “If you need me to
call those parents I will, but you need to help me out and stress to your students
the importance of being on time to school.” From my observation, Dr. Smith’s
response was well received, and many teachers expressed their thanks of
support. This change of new support was different from the past. Dr. Smith
explained, “My support as a principal was different from what they were used to.”
Dr. Smith stated that his role as a principal has become more of a person
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providing great customer service to the people he worked for. His belief in the
role of support helped change the school culture.
Leadership effectiveness hinges on the ability of said leadership to provide
support to teachers, students, and parents. When leadership’s support is nonexistent, it can have many negative effects, and in UMS’ case, this included
student discipline issues and frustrated instructors. Mr. Aster a teacher of 12
years, expressed the following:
It is too bad our school got the way it did. The kids were bad,
disrespectful, talking back, fights, and drugs. They didn’t care.
Nothing ever got taken care of. Towards the end of Principal John’s
career, he lost interest in the school and it is my opinion the
students and faculty did the same. Seriously, this place [UMS] was
not a fun place to come to, and I couldn’t wait to get off work.
(personal communication, July 8, 2016).
The importance of sharing Mr. Aster’s negative review of the past was to
illustrate the effects when teachers feel a lack of support. Similar perspectives
were shared by other teachers who expressed their negative feelings about
working at UMS due to the lack of support. Ms. Begonia, a teacher of five years
stated, “Being newly hired in 2007 under the past principal, turned out to be a
tough first year as a teacher.” Ms. Begonia’s claim referred to having the lack of
support from her principal. Ms. Begonia is not alone in feeling the lack of support.
Marzano (2013) discovered similar findings of newly hired teachers leaving the
profession because of the lack of support from their administrator. This was not
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the case for Dr. Smith as teachers, parents, and students who strongly believed
Dr. Smith was supportive. Altogether, participants’ perspectives of support
corroborated and mirrored Dr. Smith’s perceived role in providing support for
teachers, parents, and students.
Dr. Smith stated that he knew he needed to support UMS’ alarming
discipline issue. During the 2007–2008 school year, there were 1,263 student
discipline office referrals written by teachers. In addition, one school’s site council
minutes from 2008 discussed student discipline being a problem at UMS. The
minutes referenced students fighting on campus and a perceived lack of support
from school officials. The importance of sharing this data is to connect how Dr.
Smith’s direct support and involvement in the student discipline challenges at
UMS helped acknowledge a major problem in the school culture.
Dr. Smith perceived his role as a conduit of support to change the current
school culture. Dr. Smith said his role was to work closely with students and
teachers, investing time in their classrooms and working with the students who
teachers referred to as having classroom behavior challenges. Dr. Smith
expressed the following: “I support teachers with their discipline challenges by
going into their classrooms and working one on one with that student” (personal
communication, July 2017). Dr. Smith’s support was corroborated by one
student, Rudy: “If a student was being disrespectful, Mr. Bolt would say ‘are you
following the three Rs?’ and the kid would listen.” Rudy continued to express how
the school principal would come into class and remind them that UMS students
are always “ready, responsible, respectful” and to explain what it meant to the
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class. Rudy’s voice was important in not only highlighting the student perspective
on student discipline at UMS, but also emphasizes the importance of Dr. Smith’s
role.
Dr. Smith’s role in supporting the change in the school culture was
captured by Bing, a student: “It is important to Dr. Smith and the teachers for us
to follow the three Rs the kids who [are] always in trouble to learn them” The
three Rs seemed to be an important concept to Bing. He stated: “We need to be
respectful, responsible, and safe at school; it helps me be better at school, and I
think it makes our school better” (personal communication, July 11, 2016). Bing
further shared Dr. Smith’s integral role in the classroom, specifically with students
who are disciplinary challenges:
I see Dr. Smith every day in a few classes asking how we are doing
and then asking the teacher if they need help with any students. If
the teacher says ‘yes,’ Dr. Smith says ‘who,’ and then Dr. Smith sits
next to that kid and works with him (personal communication, July
11, 2016).
I asked Bing why Dr. Smith’s presence is important. Bing replied, “because other
kids don’t want to [get] in trouble and have Dr. Smith sit next them in class; it’s
embarrassing” I asked Bing if Dr. Smith embarrassed the kids. He responded,
“No, but it is embarrassing, and I do good in school because I don’t want to get in
trouble.” Bing’s perspective of wanting to perform well in school and avoid trouble
could possibly fall into what Deal (1993) and Barth (2002) call an “invisible
thread” that shapes and guides individuals, which later becomes part of a
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school’s culture. For this reason, the data captured regarding teacher support to
student support clearly demonstrated Dr. Smith’s role in what he perceived
changed the school culture.
During an analysis of Dr. Smith’s interview, Dr. Smith expressed that his
support was integral in facing the gang challenges at UMS, as many parents did
not feel supported under the former principal. For example, Ms. Myra, a parent,
expressed frustration over the lack of support from the past school principal
regarding gang presence: “I went to him to ask to do something [about the
gangs] and every time he said he would, nothing ever got done.” A January 2009
School Board meeting agenda revealed that parents from UMS complained to
the superintendent regarding UMS’s gang problems and that nothing was being
done to fix it. Maria, a student stated that “the school culture was bad. “I
remember being scared to walk through the hallways because I was afraid of
being pushed or a fight” (personal communication, July 11, 2017). Scott, another
former student, Scott, recalled, “In the bathroom kids were smoking marijuana
and nothing ever happened to them” (personal communication, July 11, 2017). In
addition to former student recollections, a May 2010 school site council agenda
additionally revealed that parents were concerned over the presence of drugs,
graffiti, and gang problems at UMS.
A former student, Gabby, who attended UMS as a student under the
former principal and who now currently works as an instructional teacher’s aide
at UMS, had a different perspective on the school culture of the past and present.
She shared the following:
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When I was a student here [UMS] I had a good experience, but I do
remember how bad the other kids were. There were a lot of gangs
here and fights. I remember a lot of fights [paused] and cussing
[expletive language] being used by many of the students (personal
communication, July 11, 2016).
It is important to share Gabby’s perspective on gangs and fights at UMS to
illustrate the type of school culture Dr. Smith had faced and changed through,
what he perceived the role of support.
Dr. Smith explained, in great detail, that his role in supporting the gang
issues at UMS was difficult, but it needed to be done. He also stated changing
the school culture on his own could not happen solely on him, and that he
needed additional support. Dr. Smith shared the following:
A plan was put in place to combat these serious issues. First,
personal connections and critical conversations with students with
gang affiliations were supported by administration. Conversations
to involve and support parents were held to seek community
resources such as the Boys and Girls Club, and counseling.
(personal communication, December 15, 2016).
Dr. Smith’s direct involvement with gang issues at UMS showed his support for
those students, teachers, and parents who voiced their frustrations over the
problem.
Dr. Smith’s support to address the gang issue was commented on by
several parents who were interviewed. Mrs. Myra, a parent, stated there has
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been “unbelievable change because of the leadership at UMS” (personal
communication, July 5, 2016). In addition, Dr. Smith’s support in addressing the
gang issues at UMS was shared by Mrs. Myra:
I have been a parent at UMS for over 12 years. My two oldest boys
attended here back in 2008 before Dr. Smith got here. I remember
how bad it was here. The campus was dirty, and every day after
school when I picked up my boys there were a group of boys, who
were probably in a gang, always hanging out in front of the school. I
mean, it looked scary. I did not want my children to go to school
here, but I had no choice. (personal communication, July 5, 2016).
Mrs. Myra’s recollection of UMS’s former school culture, rife with gangs and a
dirty and uninviting campus is no longer the case today at UMS. Dr. Smith’s
support in ridding the school of a gang presence, his support with student
discipline, and his every day support to students, parents, and teachers, has
sustained the change of the school’s culture.
Changing a school’s culture through the role of listening. In addition
to providing support to students, teachers, and parents, Dr. Smith’s role of an
active listener also helped change the school’s culture. For instance, Dr. Smith
explained that he carefully studies a school culture by listening. The quote below
captures his perspective on why he perceived the role of listening will change a
school culture:
I learn much valuable information about a school’s culture through
observing how teachers interact with students and how students
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interact with teachers and parents. I listen to the words used to
describe students, and words they [teachers] use with each other. I
do more listening than talking. I carefully listen . . . I reflect back on
those conversations with teachers, parents, and students so I can
better understand their needs. (personal communication, July 7,
2016).
I asked Dr. Smith why listening was so important to him. He explained, “you have
to know what the concerns of the teachers, students, parents, and community
are thinking about the school.” Dr. Smith’s perspective on listening was also
shared by Myra, a parent, who remarked how “He takes the time to listen; he is
busy, but finds the time to listen to me.” Myra’s comment supported what Dr.
Smith believed changed a school culture, the role of listening.
The feeling of being listened to brought a sense of value and respect
according to Ms. Myra. Many believed it was a factor that helped transform a
negative school culture to a positive school culture. Ms. Myra was very specific in
what she believed was the role of the principal in changing the school culture.
She stated the following:
The principal changed the school culture by simply listening to us.
He would give up hours of his time to listen to me complain . . . I
mean who does that? I would also see him talk to students for
hours trying to help them make better choices. (personal
communication, July 5, 2016).
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Dr. Smith expressed that his role as an active listener helped address student
behavior on campus. He said that by listening to the students, I learn why they
misbehave or not: “I understand how to work with our students, because I take
the time to listen to their problems.” Dr. Smith’s perspective is important to
address, because the role of listening is a tool used that helped with student
behavior, as it is related to the UMS’s school culture.
A recurring problem at UMS was how teachers were disrespectful towards
students, this belief and practice became part of a school culture. This problem is
connected to the principal’s perceived role in how he believed he solved it. For
example, former student, Gabby, shared her perspective: “I also remembered the
teachers would get very angry and yell at the students who were bad in class. I
remember they would tell them to get out [of the classroom]” (personal
communication, July 11, 2016). Dr. Smith stated he would listen to both the
teacher and student to help find better solutions in how to communicate. He
believed his role in listening to both sides supported the change of a school
culture.
In addition, the study revealed Dr. Smith’s role in changing the school
culture through listening was captured as follows: “I listen to the stories of
students and parents talk about how rude certain teachers treat them.” He went
on to say, “I was worried . . . it hurt me how many of the teachers talked to the
students . . . uh . . . they were rude.” (personal communication, July 7, 2016). Dr.
Smith knew that listening alone would not solve the problem: “I had to address
how the teachers treated the students.” Dr. Smith reported he had many long
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conversations with teachers regarding the treatment of students and, ultimately,
was able to make empirical progress. Scott stated that “the students are [now]
respectful. I hear please, thank you, and ‘welcome to UMS’. The participants and
Dr. Smith’s perceptive was important to share because it supports how the role of
listening can impact a school culture where students are negatively mistreated.
Dr. Smith also believed his role of listening is a two-way partnership. For
example, he stated that sending out daily positive messages was as important for
others to listen to. According to Gabby, Dr. Smith starts off the morning
announcements with, “listen carefully, Patriots: are you ready, responsible, and
respectful!” (personal communication, July 11, 2016). Ready, responsible, and
respectful are referenced as the three R’s and are part of the school’s Positive
Behavior Intervention Support (PBIS) code of conduct. Gabby continue to
express the effects of Dr. Smith’s morning announcements: “Dr. Smith is very
positive; he has a positive message during the morning announcements,
beginning with ‘Patriots we are Respectful, Responsible, and Ready’” (personal
communication, July 11, 2016). It is important to note that teachers, students,
and Dr. Smith say the three R’s every day. It was a ritual expected to be heard
every morning, again reinforcing Dr. Smith’s beliefs that the role of listening to
change a school culture is as important a being listened to. Scott continued to
express how Dr. Smith had changed the school culture:
The school [UMS] has changed so much since I was a student
here. The teachers, including me, treat the students with respect.
Even if they [students] misbehave, we quickly redirect them with a
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positive approach and the students respond well to it. I also don’t
see the graffiti I used to see when I was a student here [UMS].
(personal communication, June 28, 2016)
Gabby’s perspective in the change of the school culture is important to highlight
as testimonial accounts of Dr. Smith’s role in listening had an impact in changing
the school culture.
Changing a school’s culture through caring. Dr. Smith credited his
innate ability to care as the impetus for the changing school’s culture. Dr. Smith
said a principal had to care about students and the people they work for every
day. For example, Dr. Smith stated, “Once you stop caring about students, it is
time to leave the profession.” Dr. Smith’s had been very adamant in the
importance of caring for students, and strongly believed this is how a principal
changes a school culture.
Rudy, a student elaborated on the ways in which Dr. Smith expressed
care: “Dr. Smith listens to me and talks to me . . . he gives us advice and
believes in us” (personal communication, November 1, 2016). Rudy’s statement
was an example in how he felt Dr. Smith cared about him. In support, Dr. Smith’s
perspective on having an insistent amount of care for students was captured by
parent Ms. Myra: “I would see Dr. Smith every day in front of the school with an
orange trash picker picking up trash” (personal communication, July 5, 2016).
Although the act of picking up trash is not a direct action of care to another
person, it is Dr. Smith’s action in demonstrating his care for a clean campus for
his students.
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Dr. Smith’s actions are similar to role modeling, or leading by example, as
described by Marion and Gonzales (2014) who refer to the act as distributive
leadership. For example, Dr. Smith demonstrating his care for the school to
others is a process in which he let others know through his actions that caring for
the school is a shared responsibility. Furthermore, Ms. Myra expressed she
thought it was a phase at first, but after her third year at UMS, Dr. Smith was still
picking up trash. The parents all mentioned that Dr. Smith’s leadership to care
was important to students, teachers, and parents. Ms. Malta determined that “by
his actions you can tell he cared about the school and students” (personal
communication, July 14, 2016). Ms. Malta also expressed how happy she was
with the changes at UMS: “I was very happy to see positive changes happening
at school; my child would tell me how much better it was” (personal
communication, July 14, 2016). These beliefs expressed by the parents in how
the school culture changed aligned to Dr. Smith’s personal perspective that his
role of caring changed the school culture.
The care Dr. Smith showed through his consistent daily work habits of
being visible and taking the time to check in with students’ well-being were
acknowledged by the students and parents. Former student Scott shared that
“Dr. Smith cares about students, because he takes the time to talk with them”
(personal communication, July 11, 2016). Similarly, Max, a parent, shared “he
[Dr. Smith] cares about the school, because I see him working hard to make sure
the kids are safe” (personal communication, June 27, 2016). In support of Dr.
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Smith’s role in caring to change a school culture, Max believed Dr. Smith’s hard
work was an act that demonstrated Dr. Smith’s care.
Analysis of Dr. Smith’s interview revealed that it was important for
students to know that the adults at school care for their safety and academics.
He believed this helped the school’s culture to become safe and caring. Dr.
Smith shared that “students need to know that you do care,” because when
students know you care, they will begin to care as well (personal communication,
July 7, 2016). He said he conveys that message through the morning
announcements. Dr. Smith continued to express he would end every message
with using the code of conduct, “As Patriots we are ready, responsible, and
respectful.” All three current students shared the same perception that the
principal truly cared that the students were “ready, responsible, respectful,” and
they believed it. One teacher stated that “Dr. Smith is what makes the ready,
responsible, and respectful come alive at UMS; it is important to him” (personal
communication, July 5, 2016). Through campus observation, it was noted that
the three R’s were placed on the school’s marque and visible throughout the
campus on posters and banners. Dr. Smith’s efforts to drive home what was
important to him were how the three R’s supported his cause in what he cared for
all teachers, students, and parents. Dr. Smith commented, “I am a servant
leader. I support and help the students, parents, and teachers I work for”
(personal communication, November 21, 2016). His reflection of being a leader
who serves the people he works for was noted through the analysis of the data.
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Dr. Smith’s actions to support, listen, and care was his perceived role in changing
a school’s culture.
Summary of Question 1
Question 1’s purpose was to seek out what the principal’s perceived role
is in changing a school's culture. The principal shared his role was to be a
servant leader to support, listen, and care for every student, parent, and teacher
on campus. He believed this would change a school’s culture. The voices from
the teachers spoke to the need of support in the day-to-day business of school.
In addition, Dr. Smith made many references to why the role of supporting or to
support students, parents, and teachers, changes a school culture.
Students articulated that they needed a principal who cared and listened
to their challenges relating to school. The parents believed a principal needed to
care about the students and their safety. Interestingly, although it was not directly
connected to the principal’s perceived role in changing a school’s culture, the
(PBIS) code of conduct’s three Rs seemed to be a tool or a shared belief that the
principal, teachers, students, and parents rallied around and supported, which
left an underlying assumption that PBIS helped support change with the school’s
culture.
The next section presents the analysis of what are the challenges
associated with transforming school culture and the benefits to a positive school
culture. The format in which I have organized the findings begins with answering
Question 2, followed by answering the second part of the question then
concluding with a brief summary.
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Second Research Question
Research Question 2
What are the challenges associated with transforming school culture? a)
What are the benefits of transforming to a positive school culture?
The data analysis suggests that the challenges associated with
transforming a school culture are deeply rooted in the individual’s and school’s
beliefs, processes, and practices that can negatively impact students, teachers,
principal, and parents, who are part of the school’s culture. Salient themes
include teachers, parents, and students having the belief that a principal can
change the school culture and build trust between school stakeholders to create
a positive school culture. On the other hand, findings from this study revealed
insight into the benefits of transforming to a positive school culture and how it can
open doors for students, teachers, and parents who have been oppressed under
a negative school culture, create unity to work for a common goal, and discover
supports in building positive relationships.
A challenge associated with transforming a school culture is having
the belief a school principal can change it. Teachers, students, and parents
hold their own personal beliefs about education and the people who are
responsible for it (Leithner, 1994; Marzano, 2003; Muhammad, 2009). Their own
personal experiences have an effect on their beliefs on school culture (Nelson &
Guerra, 2014; Muhammad, 2009). According to the participants interviewed, the
school principal himself was the challenge associated with transforming a school
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culture. To be more specific, many of the participants did not believe in Dr. Smith,
and any change associated with transforming a school culture.
The participants agreed that there are many challenges associated with
transforming a school culture, and participants believed the challenges were too
great for Dr. Smith to overcome. Student Isabella commented that “it must be
hard for Dr. Smith and the teachers to teach us how to be respectful; I know kids
who don’t care” (personal communication, July 6, 2016). Isabella’s belief in the
task being too difficult for Dr. Smith was also shared by Ms. Aster:
Our school had so many problems. I, and a few others, did not think
Dr. Smith would be able to fix all the problems. Teachers weren’t
happy because of the discipline [student behavior] and many of us
thought Dr. Smith was too nice. We wanted to see these kids get
punished for their behavior [Unwanted behavior]; instead Dr. Smith
would talk with them, asking what they could have done differently.
We weren’t used to that [type of discipline]. (personal
communication, July 8, 2016).
Ms. Aster’s perception of a challenge associated with transforming school culture
started with the school principal’s lack of experience and strong persona in how
he dealt with student discipline. Her belief had been rooted in her past
experiences that processes and practices change through an experienced leader
with authority. Ms. Aster believed that if a principal lacked this experience, he/she
could not change the students’ behavior and correct student discipline; the
school culture would remain stagnate. Dr. Smith’s shortfalls were pointed out by
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teachers and students were also acknowledged by former student and current
UMS employee, Gabby. She expressed:
I mean, he had to deal with all the badly-behaved students. He
spent a lot of time working with them and the teachers. I remember
teachers telling me that he was too nice to the kids and that they
would never change. The students today are much more respectful
than when I came here as a student. (personal communication, July
11, 2016).
Gabby continued to discuss how difficult it also must have been for Dr. Smith to
work for teachers who did not believe in him. She explained, “I don’t know how
he was able to get some of the teachers to change. I remember a few being so
rude” (personal communication, July 11, 2016). Gabby’s perceptions of Dr. Smith
being treated rudely by teachers was a challenge associated with transforming a
school culture. She believed his mistreatment was due to the lack of respect,
because many did not see him fit to be a principal associated in transforming a
school culture. Dr. Smith would agree with these perceptions made it a challenge
to transform a school culture: “I had a difficult time, I don’t think anyone believed
that I could change the school; it was tough” (Dr. Smith, personal communication,
July 7, 2016).
Dr. Smith was aware of his vote of no confidence due to his lack of
experience others had placed on him. Dr. Smith shared similar sentiments: “do
you know . . . it is tough fighting in what you believe is morally right [for students]
and others don’t agree” (personal communication, July 7, 2016). Dr. Smith was
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referring to teachers and parents who did not believe in his leadership
capabilities to transform the school’s culture. He continued to express that the
very people he worked for did not believe in him, and he began to question his
own personal morals. Dr. Smith was referring to his moral compass. Fullan
(2003) referred to moral compass as a reference for every principal to
understand their moral purpose in education. For Dr. Smith, the strength that
kept him going was his strong conviction in believing in himself that he could
transform the school culture, but with so many people doubting him it affected his
confidence.
This impacted his confidence, and he had begun to second-guess his
morals as a school principal. Dr. Smith shared there was a point where he
wanted to change his leadership style to fit what others wanted him to be: “at the
time, I felt no one was willing to give me a chance because of me, the belief was
I would fail” (personal communication, July 11, 2016). Dr. Smith’s statement
acknowledged what others interviewed believed. Ms. Bluebell, a teacher, claimed
that “many of us did not believe he [Dr. Smith] had the experience to fix the
problems at our school. It was his first position as a principal” (personal
communication, July 8, 2016). Ms. Bluebell was not alone in the belief that Dr.
Smith was too inexperienced to deal with the challenges associated with
transforming a school culture.
In a January 2010 letter to the superintendent and school board, concerns
were expressed over both the principal’s and vice principal’s lack of experience.
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The letter went on to describe Dr. Smith’s leadership style as that of an assistant
principal. An excerpt of the letter stated the following:
We are writing to express our concerns as a staff regarding the
leadership at UMS . . . We feel the direction of our school is headed
towards failure, and different leadership is crucially needed. We feel
our school is being led by two assistant principals that do not know
what they are doing as leaders, can’t handle discipline, and do not
have a vision to support us. With the constant challenges in our
classroom, discipline is out of control, morale is at an all-time low,
and teachers do not feel supported. We are asking for immediate
changes for replacement. Our teachers and students deserve
better. (personal communication, January 2010).
The importance of this letter supports what many of the participants voiced in
their interview: that they did not believe in Dr. Smith. Therefore, the challenge
associated with transforming a school culture was a lack of belief. Unfortunately,
this belief is a challenge associated with transforming a school culture. This
burden is based on outside personal experiences of what a school principal
ought to be, while never giving the principal the chance to earn the support
needed to change a school culture.
A challenge associated with transforming a school culture is
creating processes to build trust between students, teachers, and parents.
Building trust in a school culture is a process that takes relational work and
responsibility of all stakeholders (Edwards, Grootenboer, & Ronnerman, 2016;
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Maslowski, 2006). School cultures, which are founded on trust, create positive
sustainability for the students it serves (Muhammad, 2009). The data revealed
that creating processes in building trust between the school principal, teachers,
students, and parents was a challenge associated with transforming a school
culture. This was a challenge, because many of the participants interviewed and
school documents demonstrated a school broken by trust issues due to failure of
built-in processes to build trust between the principal and teachers.
For example, Mr. John, a teacher, spoke in reference to the December
2010 district strike that left teachers out of work for over four weeks and created
trust issues between the school principal and teachers. The severity of this strike
impacted students, teachers, and the community. The destruction it caused to
many teachers was rooted in the belief that the district and their principal were
dishonest throughout negotiations. According to the participants interviewed,
nothing was ever attempted to rebuild the trust between the school and teachers.
The purpose to highlight this information is to provide evidence how building a
process of trust is such a challenge associated with transforming a school
culture.
Moreover, the diminished trust between the school and teachers could be
heard through discussions of low teacher morale and the district strike. A teacher
who interrupted a December 2010 board meeting exclaimed, “Liar, that’s a lie!
How many times has Uptown School District lied about the fact finder report?”
(personal communication, December 9, 2010). Again, it is important to note this
data from the study because it paints a picture of the severity and destruction
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when a school culture has no processes in building trust between the principal
and teachers.
Dr. Smith’s challenges in building the trust needed to transform the school
culture stemmed back to years of broken trust created by the past administration
and teachers. Ms. Bellflower who worked for both the past and current principals,
asked me to stop the digital recorder, and shared the following:
The culture of the school [past] is very different than it is today. I
truly disliked the prior principal [pause] I mean he was a nice guy,
but I wanted to leave teaching [upset] because how bad it was
here. He had his favorites: his special teachers. They got treated
better and got whatever they asked for. I mean it was bad here.
You were either in the inner circle or you weren’t. (personal
communication, July 7, 2016)
Ms. Bellflower’s perception of a “principal’s special inner circle of teachers”
shed a different perspective the researcher did not anticipate (personal
communication, July 7, 2016). This inner circle of teachers, and those who have
been excluded, created a barrier to trust one another. Ms. Bellflower elaborated
that “the teachers who were in the inner circle could not be trusted” (personal
communication, July 7, 2016). A similar perception was also echoed by another
teacher who expressed: “when I first started, the school [UMS] had a very bad
reputation; the rumor was teachers here did whatever they wanted” (Ms. Rose,
personal communication, June 30, 2016). Ms. Rose continued: “the principal did
very little to help those who needed help and worked with those he liked”
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(personal communication, June 30, 2016). The perceptions shared by these two
teachers of an “inner circle or favorites” made them feel excluded, which created
tension and lack of trust within the school’s culture.
Parents sent their students to school hoping they can trust the teachers,
support staff, and principal to provide their child a safe campus. The parents’
perspectives believed there needed to be a level of trust between the school and
parents. They believed the biggest challenge UMS faced was the negative
reputation it had in the community. Notes from an April 2009 school site council
agenda described UMS as an unsafe school with poor academics and an
alarmingly high suspension rate. Mr. Max shared the following:
I believe it must be difficult to earn the trust of parents that you
[principal] have a school with a bad reputation. I remember at the
first parent orientation Dr. Smith said to a room full of parents ‘let
me earn your trust.’ It must be difficult because he was new and
the school had so many problems. (personal communication, June
27, 2016).
Mr. Max said he did not trust sending his child to school, and that he had been
let down many times in the past with the past principal who had claimed he would
change the school’s culture. Ms. Myra, a parent, expressed similar frustrations
over the many times she urged the past principal to do something about campus
gang presence and its effect on the perception of the school: “I went to him
[principal] to ask to do something [about the gangs] and every time he said he
would, nothing ever got done” (personal communication, November 21, 2016).
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Ms. Myra’s frustration was an indication that she too lost trust in the school failing
her request. A January 2009 School Board meeting discussed parents from UMS
complaining to the superintendent regarding the UMS gang problems and
nothing being done to fix it. The parents’ complaints to the superintendent
compounded the trust issues between the parents, the school, and the school
district.
Dr. Smith said he knew building trust was going to be a challenge if he
wanted to change the school’s culture. “I needed to earn their trust” (personal
communication, July 7, 2016). His reputation had to be different than the past
leadership. Mrs. Myra shared she was not sure if Dr. Smith was going to be able
to handle the problem with the teacher who did not want to help her daughter in
class. She stated the following: “I remember the last principal did not do anything
when I asked for help with a teacher. So, I thought Dr. Smith was the same”
(personal communication, November 21, 2016). Mrs. Myra’s belief in Dr. Smith’s
support helped build trust: “I began to trust Dr. Smith. Every time I needed help,
he did.” Dr. Smith was determined to earn the trust of all the parents by building
relationships. Mr. Max, parent, shared his perspective on the hard work Dr. Smith
committed to in earning his trust, “I was on campus every day to pick up my
daughter, and every day Dr. Smith would come to me and many parents asking if
everything was ok” (personal communication, June 27, 2016). Dr. Smith’s efforts
to reach out to parents is what Fullan (2003) referenced as building relationships
to earn trust and credibility. The process in building trust for Dr. Smith was
creating an open line of communication between the teachers, parents and

107
students. Once he had established this line of communication he followed
through on every request in a timely manner.
These incidents from teachers, principals, former students and parents tell
a story of the school’s culture failing them at every level, specifically the level of
building trust which can be a challenge in transforming school culture. As a
reminder, a school culture is created through beliefs, processes, practices,
rituals, and values (Deal & Peterson, 2002); therefore, the participants believed
there were no processes and practices that valued trust, which to them would be
a challenge associated with transforming a school culture.
Challenges associated with transforming a school culture are
positive practices to unite teachers, students, and parents. The need for
positive practices to unite a school can be symbols, chants, phrases, and/or
mantras that take form and shape through the daily practice; it is a reminder of
what the school culture stands for (Deal & Peterson, 2002). The data analysis
revealed that uniting teachers, students, parents, and principal around a shared
common practice was a challenge.
Dr. Smith said it was difficult to find a common practice that could bring
the school together: “we needed something to help us believe in our school.” It
was a challenge because he knew it could not come from a top-down
authoritative approach; “I needed to get others involved, and it being my first year
here nobody believed or trusted me.” He wanted to get others involved in PBIS
but the lack of support went against his plans. Dr. Smith discussed sharing PBIS
to the staff brought doubts and concerns: “I had a few teachers attend the
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training on PBIS with me and they had many questions.” Mrs. Myra believed
PBIS was a challenge associated with transforming school culture:
Many of us were not sure what Dr. Smith was trying to do with
PBIS. I mean it seemed impossible to change the belief of so many
of us. We weren’t use to being positive to students . . . I mean
some of us. We would write office referrals of any offense . . . That
is how we handled it. With PBIS you redirect the behavior three
different ways and if that does not change the behavior you give an
Office Discipline Referral (ODR). (personal communication, July 5,
2016).
Mrs. Myra’s perception of the challenges in introducing a new positive practice to
unite the school was also shared by current eighth grade student Isabella. She
said not everyone followed PBIS: “It must be hard for Dr. Smith and the teachers
to teach us how to be respectful, responsible, and ready; I know kids who don’t
care.” I asked Isabella to clarify why would it be, in her words, “hard to teach
students to be respectful” (personal communication, July 6, 2016). She
responded:
Some kids here don’t care to be respectful. They say bad words all
the time, they talk back to the teachers, [and] they don’t do their
work. The teachers and Dr. Smith have a hard time getting
[students] to follow the code of conduct. (personal communication,
July 6, 2016).
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The code of conduct Isabella is referring to are the three R’s. This practice was a
challenge to involve the teachers, students, and parents because as Dr. Smith,
teachers, and students pointed out, they simply did not believe or support it.
Therefore, it is important to note the PBIS integration was a challenge associated
with transforming school culture.
However, there are benefits of transforming to a positive school culture.
The next section answers the second part of Question 2: what are the benefits of
transforming to a positive school culture.
Benefits of transforming to a positive school culture created unity
focused on common goals to improve the school’s culture. The benefits
discovered in transforming to a positive school culture united the students,
teachers, and parents to hold themselves and each other accountable in how
they treated each other. It created common goals that rallied around the school
code of conduct: the three Rs. Dr. Smith said he noticed slow yet promising
results whilst moving to a positive school culture. He said staff began to notice a
change in the school culture every year.
Having positive unity and practices began the transformation of the school
culture; the Superintendent took note of the change. One School Board meeting
minutes dated May 2011, documented that the superintendent shared the
progress of the change at UMS through PBIS. The superintendent mentioned
how the students were respectful and welcoming to her. This was a change when
compared to December 2009 School Board meeting minutes that discussed how
unsafe and disrespectful the students at UMS were at that time.
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The teachers all shared their voices and perceptions that working in a
positive school culture built support, positive programs, encouragement, and
trust. I asked Bing, a current eighth grade student, if he thought there were any
benefits of a school transforming to a positive school culture. He replied, “I think it
is good to have a positive school. I like it here” (personal communication, July 11,
2016). Bing continued, “We need to be respectful, responsible, and safe at
school; it helps me be better at school, and I think it makes our school better
when we behave” (personal communication, July 11, 2016). Bing’s perspective of
a positive school culture was also mentioned by former student Gabby. Gabby
reflected on the benefits of transforming to a positive school culture, which
helped change the perception of having gangs on a school campus. “I don’t see
any gangs or graffiti like I did when I went here” (personal communication, July
11, 2016). She mentioned the number of gangs the school had when she was a
student and that there were a lot of bullies, but now it has changed, she is
associating this with the positive school culture. I had her explain:
This school [UMS] had so many gangs here. I remember my
parents talking about wishing they did not have to send me here
because of the gangs. It was true. I don’t know exactly how Dr.
Smith changed it, but it does help with the image of the school.
Also, the bullying is nowhere what it used to be. This helps the
school a lot. (personal communication, July 11, 2016).
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Gabby’s reflections on the gangs, graffiti, and bullying at UMS insinuated that
these issues had an overall effect on the school culture. More importantly, she
noted the benefits associated with transforming to a positive school culture.
Benefits of transforming to a positive school culture built positive
relationships focused to improve the school’s culture. Developing positive
relationships were an outcome from transforming to a positive school culture.
The positive interaction of Dr. Smith with the students created a relationship of
mutual trust and respect. Former student Scott further articulated this perception:
I mean the school is so positive now. The kids are respectful. They
say hi they are nicer to each other and in the classroom they
behave and listen to the teachers. I remember how they would talk
back and walk out.
I asked Scott if he believed there were any benefits of transforming to a positive
school culture. Scott remarked, “Yes, you can feel how good it is on campus. The
students and teachers are happy.” This was echoed in a March 2013 teacher’s
letter to the school principal: “Mr. Smith, many of us want to thank you for
bringing back the positive feel on our campus, we can see the changes taking
place.” The letter continued sharing other changes taking place, such as the
afterschool programs, the support for teachers, and the students taking better
care of the campus.
The teachers shared their perception in the benefits of transforming to a
positive school culture. Ms. Aster said the benefits are being part of the decisionmaking process and not being told what to do: “I was used to being told what was
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needed to be done by the past principal, but Dr. Smith would ask me what I
thought” (personal communication, July 8, 2016). Dr. Smith having stakeholders
involved in the decision process is what Marion and Gonzales (2014) referred as
distributive leadership which allows for building of working relationship through
shared leadership. Ms. Myra concluded, “many of us believe PBIS worked here
[UMS] because Dr. Smith allowed us to be part of entire implantation and he
believed in it” (personal communication, November 21, 2016). The point made
here is Ms. Myra noted the shared leadership created opportunity to build
positive relationships that a positive school culture allows other to be part of
implementing.
Summary of Question 2
Question 2’s purpose was to seek out the specific challenges associated
with transforming to a positive school culture and the benefits of transforming to a
positive school culture. The data revealed three key challenges: a) the belief a
principal can change the culture, b) the process of building trust, and c) unifying
practices for teachers, students, and parents. The difficulties any principal faces
when the people he/she works for have the belief they cannot change a school’s
culture. Without the belief of those you support, the challenge is much greater. In
addition, a school culture with diminishing trust between teachers, parents, and
principal, was clearly a challenge associated in transforming to a positive school
culture. The data also revealed the challenge to find positive practices to unite
teachers, students, principals, and parents was a struggle for Dr. Smith, for two
reasons: 1) lack of belief and support and 2) stakeholders did not care for the
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positive change. Lastly, the participants spoke of the benefits a positive school
culture offers to students, teachers, principal, and parents. These included
shared goals to improve the school’s culture and building the positive
relationships needed to focus to improve the school’s culture.
The next section presents the analysis of what are the teachers’,
students’, parents’ and principals’ understandings of how a school culture
changes. The format in which I have organized the findings begins with
answering question three through the voices of each group separately. Last, I
conclude with a brief summary by filtering out the common themes that
resonated with all participants. Each research question was answered by
analyzing an array of multiple perspectives from interviews, observations, Parent
Teacher Association (PTA), English Language Advisory Committee (ELAC),
school council site memos, and letters from teachers and parents.
Third Research Question
Research Question 3
What are the parents’, teachers’, students’ and principals’ understandings
of how a school culture changes?
The Parents’ understanding of how a school culture changes. The
parents’ interviews revealed that their understanding of how a school culture
changes were limited; however, their perspective added a unique insight to the
question: how time affects change. For example, Mr. Max, a current parent of
UMS, believed a school culture changes over time on its own. Mr. Max shared
the following: “I am guessing school culture changes over time and it is because

114
things change.” I asked him to clarify what was meant by “things change.” Mr.
Max stated as follows:
Things change over time, like trends in clothing, music, and beliefs.
I am assuming it has to be the same for schools. I remember when
I was in school, you could smoke [cigarettes] in high school; that
was 40 years ago, but we did. Today, it [cigarette smoking] is
obviously not allowed and of course would not be part of the school
culture (personal communication, June 27).
Mr. Max’s perspective is important to note because it is plausible that trends and
beliefs during important historical events would have an effect on school culture.
For example, in 1957, the Soviet Union developed and launched Sputnik, the first
man-made satellite to orbit the Earth atmosphere. This triggered the United
States to pass the National Defense Education Act, and changed the focus of
academics in American school to math and science (Jolly, 2009).
Mr. Max continued to share that school culture changes due to the types
of students who attend the schools. Mr. Max shared his perspective on student
make-up:
This is my third child attending UMS, and I remember when it was
mostly all white kids who went here [UMS]. It was different . . .
Because it appeared to be good school. I didn’t recall it having a
bad reputation as it did before Dr. Smith cleaned it up. (personal
communication, June 27, 2016).
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I asked Mr. Max to clarify what he meant by “having a bad reputation.” Mr. Max
clarified: “it changed when more minorities started to move into the
neighborhoods . . . the school population changed and, within time, the school
was known for having gangs and drugs” (personal communication, June 27,
2016). Mr. Max’s perception on how a school culture changed was supported by
his personal beliefs that student demographics can change as school culture
does.
On the other hand, former UMS parent, Ms. Myra, had a different
perspective. Ms. Myra believed that a school culture changes through the work
teachers and the school principal:
I know it has to be the teachers who change the school culture.
Think about it . . . they have their own ways in how their classrooms
should work and what they expect and treat students. So there
must be so many different ways classrooms are run, and the
students have to adapt to many different ways [teachers] (personal
communication, July 5, 2016)
Ms. Myra continued to explain that a school culture changes because of the
school principal. Ms. Myra shared that “the school principal also has their own
ideas in how a school ought to be” (personal communication, July 5, 2016). Ms.
Myra continued to express that these ideas can be good or bad. Ms. Myra shared
the following experience:
I think the school principal has changed the school culture by being
involved with the students and parents. I know this, because when I
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talk with him, he is always sharing his ideas for the school and
asking me for feedback. I think he does this with every parent he
talks to. For me, it helps me understand the direction of the school.
(personal communication, July 5, 2016).
Although Ms. Myra’s perspective focused on the role of parents and
principal in changing a school culture, Ms. Malta, another former UMS parent,
added that students are also integral to this change. Ms. Malta explained, “I think
the principal supporting the students and teachers is how a school culture
changes.” Ms. Malta’s comment can be verified from an August 22, 2016,
observation I conducted in a meeting where Dr. Smith was noted helping
teachers understand alternative methods in disciplining students. Dr. Smith
expressed, “team, please let me know how I can support you. You are not here
to struggle.” Dr. Smith’s message was well received by the teachers who thanked
him for his support.
The parents’ perspectives on how a school culture changes is important to
note because the parents’ views offer an outsider perspective that may not been
seen from those within the school culture. In contrast, because of the teachers’
direct involvement in the school, their perceptions were more in depth and
specific to what they believed changes a school culture.
The teachers’ understanding how a school culture changes. The
teachers’ perceptions regarding how a school culture changes varied from the
parents’ responses and were more detailed and thorough. For example, the
teachers had shared that a school culture will only change if the teachers want to
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believe or hope there is a possibility it can change. Ms. Bellflower and Ms. Aster
both shared similar beliefs that teachers must believe a school culture can
change from negative to positive. Ms. Bellflower stated the following:
I have to believe it is possible to make a school better. How do you
make people believe that when so many teachers have heard of
change [in schools] and nothing happens? I think Dr. Smith does a
good job in making us believe we can make our school better. He
always acknowledges our progress through memos on the bulletin
or shout-outs [verbally acknowledging] at our staff meeting. These
messages, in my opinion, help reinforce the change happening [in
school] (personal communication, July 7, 2016).
Ms. Aster had shared a similar perspective on how Dr. Smith helped her
believe she was making an impact in changing the school culture: “Dr. Smith
supports me through words of encouragement . . . through the positive notes he
leaves after stopping by my room.” Ms. Aster continued to share how she began
to believe the school campus was improving: “I remember in the past I would
hear many teachers complaining about the school . . . the students . . . how many
did not enjoy coming to work . . . I don’t hear that anymore.”
Another teacher, Mr. John, discussed his perspective on how a school
culture changes, but instead focused on the entire staff:
Many of us wanted a better school . . . positive and not so negative.
The problem was there were a few teachers who . . . did not care
either way. It was frustrating when you tried to be something good
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. . . Start a new after-school club and another teacher would say
“why would you do that.” It was discouraging . . . But I did it
because I wanted to. (personal communication, June 30, 2016).
Mr. John’s challenges in starting afterschool programs was verified in a
November 2009 memo to the staff from Dr. Smith asking team members to
consider hosting afterschool math tutorials, sports, game boards, or homework
club. Mr. John added that these suggestions created a divide between a few
teachers. For example, “you had teachers who wanted to believe in Dr. Smith
and do good for him . . . and you had those who, I think, were not ready to
change . . . maybe they did not think it was possible. I don’t know” (personal
communication, June 30, 2016). Mr. John’s perspective recognized the
importance of the process in which educators must self-reflect and challenge
their personal beliefs. Marzano, Waters, and McNulty (2005) framed the level of
change to be a two-part process between first-order and second-order change in
individuals’ beliefs. This rift between beliefs in teachers wanting the school
culture to change and those who were satisfied with the status quo is a theme
found throughout this research.
Ms. Begonia expressed that changing a school culture starts with the
teachers: “through the many years I have been working here . . . I have seen
good things happen to our school [most] recently when we work together”
(personal communication, July 5, 2016). Mrs. Begonia described how the
teachers interacted at grade-level meetings: “There is less negative talk now and
more conversation in what we can do to improve our instruction and help
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students” (personal communication, July 5, 2016). I was able to verify this on
May 26, 2016, from 8:00 a.m. to 8:45 a.m., while observing a seventh-grade level
meeting. There were 11 seventh grade teachers discussing what positive
incentives they could provide their students for the end of the year academic and
behavior celebration. The teachers present at this meeting were very supportive
of each other; this was noted through the use positive language and verbal tone.
The teachers’ perception on how a school culture changes varied, yet
shared a common theme of belief. Additionally, while teachers discovered there
was a need to believe that change can occur, others did not. Ms. Rose shared a
different perspective:
I thought the school would never change. Yes, it is better now, but I did
not think it was possible. Student behavior and more teachers
becoming frustrated every year got worse. It took time for me to
believe that our school could improve . . . Dr. Smith never gave up.
Every day I would hear him over the morning announcements,
“Welcome to the best middle school in Orange County!” I mean . . .
we knew we weren’t the best, but he thought so, so many of us
went along with it. (personal communication, June 30, 2016).
This “welcome to the best middle school in Orange County” message was
documented on a September 5, 2016, observation at the lunch tables during the
9:45 a.m. morning recess break. I was approached by several middle school
students who greeted me with “Hi, welcome to the best middle school in Orange
County” (personal communication, September 5, 2016). The students were
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genuine in reaching out to greet me. It was evident that these students recalled
Dr. Smith’s message. However, it was also evident that the students I
interviewed had little insight to share on how a school culture changes.
The students’ understanding how a school culture changes. The
three current students interviewed had a very particular view on how a school
culture changes. For instance, Bing believed a school culture changes at the
start of every new school year and the new incoming kids do not automatically
know the school’s culture. Therefore, Bing believed the new students must be
taught the school culture by the teachers and other students. The three current
students interviewed showed a deficit in comprehension regarding how school
culture changes. Bing shared his thoughts:
Each year the school changes, right . . . I know we get new kids
and the other kids go up a grade . . . so it is different. We get better,
and they have to learn the code of conduct. We are now the big
kids at school.
I asked Bing to clarify what he meant by “we get better, and they have to learn.”
Bing replied, “We are now in eighth grade; we know the code of conduct, we
know we should be Ready, Responsible, and Respectful.” Bing continued to
share that the new incoming sixth grade students needed to learn the three Rs
and why it was important.
Bing’s understanding was similar to other students interviewed; however,
Rudy, another student, shared the importance of teachers in changing school
culture: “The teachers make it better for us . . . they make school fun, and I like
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my teachers” (personal communication, June 28, 2016). Rudy’s also believed the
afterschool programs helped changed the school:
Me and [my] friends like the afterschool sports. Every day I can play
basketball; I love basketball, and this makes school fun. There is
other stuff to do, like computers and homework club. If I need help
with my homework, I can go to Ms. Help’s class. I like her.
(personal communication, June 28, 2016).
Rudy’s perspective was linked to how he felt about school. It was important to
Rudy that the school provided afterschool activities where he and his friends
could connect and feel secure. Blum’s (2004) study stressed the importance of a
school culture that provides student opportunities to connect with other students
and teachers outside the traditional classroom setting. This school connection
provides students the sense of a positive learning community on campus.
Rudy’s perspective of feeling safe and connected to the school was
different for former student Scott. Scott expressed his understanding in how a
school culture changes though principal leadership:
When I was a student here, we did not have all the afterschool
programs as the students here have today. I remember going
straight home, leaving to go home . . . I cannot remember what they
had here . . . Now with Dr. Smith a lot has changed. There are so
many afterschool programs with many students attending them. It is
nice to see. (personal communication, June 28, 2016).
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Scott’s acknowledgement in the growth of afterschool programs was verified in
school board meeting minutes from May 13, 2013, where Dr. Smith shared the
variety of afterschool programs at UMS. Scott’s understanding of how a school
culture changes hinged on the variety of after school program offered to
students.
However, former students Gabby and Maria both shared a different
understanding. For instance, Gabby and Maria believed that a school culture
changes through the teachers and principal. Gabby stated, “There is a difference
in how the teachers treat students” (personal communication, July 11, 2016).
Maria expressed that “the old [prior] principal . . . I don’t remember see [seeing]
him often. Not like Dr. Smith who I see everywhere.” Maria’s and Gabby’s past
experiences helped shed light on their understanding of how a school culture
changes.
Gabby and Maria’s current experiences are compared to their past
experiences as former students, and they believe in Dr. Smith’s involvement with
teachers and students and could not even recall the prior principal. Gabby
shared the following:
Dr. Smith is everywhere on this campus. I see him playing
basketball at recess with the students. He is always saying ‘hi’ to
students and staff . . . He is never upset, and I have never seen him
yell at students . . . this is different from my principal when I was a
student here. I don’t recall ever seeing him. There is a difference
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between the two [principals]. (personal communication, July 11,
2016).
Dr. Smith’s being visible and accessible to students, teachers, and
parents, is a leadership quality that is important to the participants interviewed.
Marzano, Waters, and McNulty (2005) study revealed that principals who led
schools with great student academics were led by principals who were
accessible and involved. Dr. Smith’s understanding of how a school culture
changes was heavily rooted in his personal beliefs and his years of experience in
education.
The principals’ understanding how a school culture changes. Dr.
Smith understands of how a school culture changes was shared through his
personal beliefs: “I believe there are many components necessary in
understanding school culture and how to change it” (personal communication,
July 7, 2016). In brief, Dr. Smith shared his explanation on these components on
how to change school culture:
The culture of a school is very important to me. A school culture
tells the story of a school and its history. The teachers, students,
and parents are all part of the school’s culture, and the school
culture is part them. You see, when I see students being mistreated
or marginalized . . . not being provided the best education, this tells
me a lot about the school’s culture and the adults operating the
school. (personal communication, July 07, 2016).
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Dr. Smith continued to explain that he carefully studies a school culture through
observing, interacting, and listening:
I learn much valuable information about a school’s culture through
observing how teachers interact with students and how students
interact with teachers and parents. I listen to the words used to
describe students, and words they [teachers] use with each other. I
do more listening than talking. I carefully listen, I carefully listen, I
give my full attention. I reflect back on those conversations with
teachers, parents, and students so I can better understand their
needs. (personal communication, July 7, 2016).
I asked Dr. Smith why was listening so important to him. He explained, “It
is important because you have to know what the concerns of the teachers,
students, parents, and community are thinking about the school” (personal
communication, July 7, 2016).
He further expressed that listening to others helped him become proactive
in solving problems to keep the school moving forward. I met with Dr. Smith to
clarify what “moving forward” meant. He explained:
Moving forward is never giving up in what I believe in. For me, I
believe in helping students, teachers, and parents. Every day I
keep moving forward in helping students receive the best
education. Salvador, I advocate for all kids. I want all our students
to have the same opportunity I did. And that they, most importantly,
are treated with respect. I want teachers to be supported with
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instruction, student behavior, and their profession as educators. It is
important to me that all parents feel welcomed on our campus.
(personal communication, November 11, 2016)
Dr. Smith added that his personal values and beliefs were greatly
impacted by his upbringing as a child, his parents, and teachers:
I grew up in East Los Angeles; we were poor. I was the youngest of
five siblings. My mother cleaned and helped at Bishop Mora
Salesian High School to pay for school. I remember how involved
the teachers were with us, with me. They were very tolerant with
me. I recall many conversations on the value of school and why it
was important. It wasn’t until I was much older in school that it
made sense: the value of education. (personal communication, July
7, 2016).
Dr. Smith’s experiences helped shape his values and beliefs in
education, and it had a strong impact in supporting students of color. I asked him
why this was so important to him, and he stated:
As a young kid growing up, I witnessed the mistreatment my mom
and dad went through. I recall how rude people were to them,
making them feel inferior, because they did not speak English. The
value of education became the equalizer that helped me help my
parents. Education has also helped my own family, but others as
well. Today, as a principal, I am now able to break down barriers in
schools for those families who were marginalized like mine. I am
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able to instill my personal values of why education is so important. I
am able to provide a school that allows students to grow
academically and socially.
Dr. Smith articulated that it takes strong moral conviction to transform
a school culture: “I believe you have to be morally strong in what you do for
students” Dr. Smith shared an experience where he faced a personal moral
dilemma with the mistreatment of students at UMS:
It is not ok with me when I see or hear students being disrespected
by adults, especially those in education. My first year at UMS I
recall many teachers calling kids ‘stupid,’ [and] yelling at them. It
happened many times in my presence. This was not ok. I had to do
something; I could not allow this to continue. It was not right. It was
not ok. (personal communication, July 7, 2016).
A parent letter of complaint from 2009 written to Dr. Smith alleges a
specific teacher telling his daughter she will end up pregnant and drop out of
school. Dr. Smith expressed it took a lot of courage to confront those teachers
who treated students with what he referred to as “hurtful:”
I knew morally I had to talk with those teachers. The easiest route
would have been . . . I mean the least confrontation would have
been to not say anything and look the other way. A handful of
teachers clearly did not like working for kids, and I wondered why
they got into education. They treated students rudely and would
constantly complain about them. I also knew if I addressed those
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teachers there was the possibility of backlash from them. But I had
to confront them. I had to advocate for those kids who could not or
had parents who were too afraid to speak up for their child.
Dr. Smith recalled a fair amount of backlash from teachers regarding the
mistreatment of students in a 2009 letter from the teachers’ collective bargaining
union president. The president claimed that Dr. Smith failed to support teachers
with student behavior.
Despite the opposition from the teachers’ union, Dr. Smith took a stance
and began what he called “a long journey of having dialogues on how we treat
students.” Dr. Smith stated these conversations were not about reprimanding
teacher nor were they meant to be confrontational:
With the pressure from the unions [teachers’ union] . . . I knew I had
to take a different approach . . . I started by having respectful
conversations, asking them questions such as, ‘do you believe we
are treating our students with dignity and respect?’ Or can you
imagine what our students must struggle with at home and then
come to school to be belittled?’ And how they would feel if their own
children were treated the way we treated our students. These were
tough questions to ask, but I knew morally I had to start somewhere
to defend our students.
For Dr. Smith, not taking action to address the school culture problem
would have been an ethical crime. Dr. Smith carefully explained that a school
culture is either allowed to become a negative, or it can become a place that
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embraces and values student learning, the teaching profession, and parent
partnership. Dr. Smith explained the following:
A school’s culture becomes negative when students are allowed to
be disrespectful and not care about school; when teachers are
allowed to mistreat students; and when teachers are allowed to
provide a classroom environment that is less than excellent.
Dr. Smith further reflected that “a school’s culture can be allowed to create
beliefs, traditions, and values that mirror mediocrity, suppress voices,
disenfranchise students of color, and neglect parents of the community. Ethically,
this is a crime in my opinion.”
Dr. Smith concluded on the importance of leadership in addressing school
culture: changing a school culture starts with the school’s leadership [principal]
wanting to provide a school that is inclusive for students of all color, regardless of
insufficiency, and the moral and ethical conviction to stand up for those who
cannot (personal communication, July 7, 2016).
Common Themes
Question three aimed to find teachers’, students’, parents’, and principals’
understandings of how a school culture changes. Within the interviews,
observations, school site council, and school board minutes, common themes
emerged regarding what it takes to change a school’s culture. First, one must
believe the school culture can change. The second theme expressed the
importance of resilience in changing school culture. And third, a strong moral
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conviction to want to change a school culture was necessary. In the next section,
these themes are explained.
Believing. The participants expressed there is a need for individuals to
want to believe there is hope for a school culture to change. Ms. Aster shared
that “Dr. Smith believed our school could change. [Then] I began to believe it.”
Ms. Aster was not alone in the concept of believing. In fact, some of the
participants believed that a school culture could not change. Ms. Bluebell, shared
“you know, some us did not think he [Dr. Smith] could change our school’s
culture.” The need to believe was evident in the voices of the participants. For
many, it brought hope for UMS’s culture.
Resiliency. Despite many obstacles with low teacher morale, increased
student disruptions, and decreased enrollment due to UMS’s negative reputation,
many participants indicated that it takes a strong will to never give up. For
example, Ms. Rose shared “many of us questioned if our school culture could
change, but Dr. Smith never gave up.” Ms. Rose’s perception of Dr. Smith’s
refusal to give up helped, to this belief in overcome tough challenges with
parents, teachers, and students. Scott, a student, also expressed Dr. Smith’s
persistence: “I know Dr. Smith tried every day to make our school the best. He
works hard.”
In addition to the voices of the participants’, UMS school site council
minutes from February 12, 2013 acknowledged UMS staff bringing back more
afterschool programs, including homework tutorials. The teachers’ actions in
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wanting to increase afterschool programs can be characterized as having the
resiliency to never give up on their students.
Moral Stance. Having a strong moral conviction in doing what is right for
students, teachers, and parents was a common understanding in how a school
culture changes. A parent, Ms. Malta, shared that “teachers need to have strong
principles when working with kids. It is a big responsibility” (personal
communication, July 14, 2016). Ms. Malta shared that adults have to be good to
children, ensuring they are treated right. Dr. Smith’s shared the same sentiments,
“I believe it is my moral duty to support students, teachers and parents” (personal
communication, July 7, 2016). Dr. Smith’s beliefs in this moral conviction was
also mentioned in a parent letter from August 23, 2013, to the school board that
spoke to Dr. Smith’s professionalism and goodness in changing the student
behavior at UMS.
Summary of Question 3
Question three asked how a school culture changes, and the following
responses and interviews highlighted many new importance concepts, beliefs,
and values.
For example, participants spoke of believing as a strategy to change the
school culture. Freire (1994) spoke of hope as a dynamic force needed for the
success of problem-solving the education process. This need for hope was
married to resilience. The participants stressed and recognized that a principal
needs to be resilient in wanting to change a school culture. Similarly, Blankstein
(2013) claimed failure is not an option in regards to creating school cultures
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conducive for student and teacher success. Lastly, the principal, as well as the
participants, believed in the need for a principal to have a strong moral conviction
in doing what is right for students, teachers, and parents.
The next section presents the analysis of what impact, if any, do subcultures (i.e., teachers’, classroom dynamics, PTA involvement, etc.) have on the
larger school culture, followed by answering the second part of the question, i.e.,
what role do these sub-cultures play, if any, in the transformation of a school
culture, I conclude with a brief summary.
Fourth Research Question
Research Question 4
What impact, if any, do sub-cultures (i.e., teachers’ classroom dynamics,
PTA involvement, etc.) have on the larger school culture? a) What role do these
sub-cultures play, if any, in the transformation of a school culture?
Sub-cultures are unique and exclusive to the groups that foster their own
unwritten codes of beliefs, values, and practices that may or may not compete or
conflict with the dominant culture (Kent, 2016). The data revealed that subcultures do have an impact on school culture, and the overall school culture is
impacted by these unique and exclusive set of unwritten codes. We learn from
this study that exclusive set of unwritten codes can suppress groups and subgroups of people.
The role of sub-cultures can marginalize groups and sub-groups of
people. Muhammad (2009) expressed that school cultures can have an adverse
impact on students and parents. Dr. Smith recalled the PTA being an exclusive
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group not open to meet the needs of the Latino/a community that make up the
majority of the school demographics. Dr. Smith explained the following:
I have experienced many different values, practices, and beliefs
that parents, teachers, students and the community bring onto a
school campus. It is difficult to not suppress them [their values,
practices, and beliefs] and to find a way to work together for the
betterment of the overall school. You remember our PTA, how
exclusive they were to our Hispanic parents. Remember they
refused to send out memos or notices home in Spanish, because
they believed all parents should speak and read English.
Remember, that was wrong. (personal communication, November
21, 2016).
Notes from an English Language Advisory Committee (ELAC) meeting
discussed how one parent felt while trying to join the PTA: “Something needs to
change with those ladies in PTA, they were rude.” (ELAC, March 2008). This
parent’s sentiment was similar to what other parents concerns about not feeling
welcomed in the PTA. In addition, Dr. Smith learned that the Latino/a families felt
unwelcome at the school because they believed Spanish was their primary and
only language: “I speak Spanish [Dr. Smith], and parents would tell me how the
people at the school made them feel unwelcome” (personal communication,
November 21, 2016). The parent’s statement speaks volume about the school
culture not being open to cultural diversity; this created barriers between them
and the school. The principal was not receptive nor would he allow any parent
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feel unwelcomed at school, “When I became principal I was not ok with our
Hispanic parents feeling this way” (personal communication, November 21,
2016). Dr. Smith knew this treatment of families had a negative reflection of the
overall school culture. These undercurrents of beliefs and practices towards the
Latino/a population were harvested and cultivated over time by certain subcultures.
The role of sub-cultures can undermine school policies. The school
policies are written procedures for the entire school body to follow. Many of these
policies and procedures are a reflection of a school’s culture beliefs, values, and
traditions built over time. The data discovered that underneath the written codes
and procedures exist a sub-culture that holds a competing set of codes, rules
and procedures. Ms. Malta shared, “parents send their kids with different rules
and advice that go against the school rules” (personal communication, June 27,
2016).
Ms. Malta’s comment regarding parents sending their students with
different rules was captured in the minutes of a school site council meeting that
discussed school dress code policies. In the minutes, parents were upset that the
young female students were allowed to wear spaghetti strap shirts that revealed
too much skin. Although this had been addressed in the parent handbook and
school’s website, which clearly outlined the dress code, opposition from other
parents continued. The school’s dress code was being undermined by a group of
parents who had their own personal views, and could care less how it impacted
the school policies. The importance of highlighting this data is to show how sub-
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cultures such as parents can create a negative impact on the overall school
culture.
These challenges a school culture faces when the sub-cultures of parents’
personal beliefs and practices interfere with the overall culture can have a large
impact. This impact makes it difficult for the school principal to negotiate and
maneuver when trying to change a negative school culture to a positive school
culture. Dr. Smith reflected that “parents’ personal agendas never support our
goals trying to move the forward, specifically those who go against our school
policies” (personal communication, November 21, 2016). When school policies
are being ignored and disrespected by parents, their actions weaken the overall
school culture transformation.
Similarly, student sub-cultures can have an impact on the overall culture,
without them understanding why. Student Rudy summed it up:
There are kids here who follow the code of conduct. They say the
three Rs in front of a teacher[s] or Dr. Smith, but then laugh when
they walk away. There are kids here who bully other kids, and when
they are in class they act good. Not a lot of kid[s] do good.
(personal communication, July 28, 2016).
Rudy’s perception is an example of students undermining the school’s
code of conduct (the three Rs) without realizing the overall impact it could have
on the school’s culture, and especially what the code of conduct symbolizes and
expects all students and teachers to be, ready, responsible, and respectful. I
asked Rudy why some students pretended to behave well. Rudy explained, “I
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don’t know; I guess they are trying to be funny” (personal communication, July
28, 2016). Rudy continued to share that many students follow the rules and try
their best, but will always have some who do not care about the rules. Rudy’s
descriptions of the students who neglect the code of conduct are an example of a
sub-culture of students who believed to be “funny” was valued and important,
which consequently, undermined the school’s overall school culture’s code of
conduct.
The data discovered that a sub-culture can also include teachers who
operate under the umbrella of a school culture with their set of beliefs, values,
and practices, which can be problematic. Dr. Smith shared the following:
When you are working for teachers or a teacher who does not
believe in positive discipline, you are dealing with a sub-culture
operating and resisting from within a school culture you are trying to
build. This can be a problem. (personal communication, July 5,
2016).
Dr. Smith remarks on teachers resisting to believe in positive discipline
captured an example how a sub-culture can impact a school from building the
type of school culture conducive for students. Ms. Begonia shared her
experience: “I believe in positive discipline. It was not always that way with other
teachers here on campus” (personal communication, July 5, 2016).
Ms. Bellflower shared an example of teachers creating their own classroom rules that conflict with the overall school rules use of cellphones. She
shared the following:
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I see many things happening in the classrooms that are allowed
and nothing is ever done to stop it. I know a teacher who allows her
students to use their cell phones in class, and it is a school rule that
no cell phones can be used during school hours. You know, what
does that say about that teacher? What is she teaching her
students? To me, it is saying go ahead use your phones; don’t get
caught. I mean, it affects the greater school rules. (personal
communication, July 7, 2016).
Ms. Bellflower’s criticisms exposed other teachers who do not follow the school
rules. Through the act of undermining the school rules, new and exclusive rules
are being created. Furthermore, she believed when school rules are not followed,
it goes against the school; thus, taxing the overall school culture.
The next section is concerned with answering what role these-subcultures play, if any, in the transformation of a school culture.
The role sub-cultures play in transforming a school culture is
bringing awareness to the school principal, if detected. It is a challenge for
the school principal to have a pulse on the entire school (DuFour & Mattos, 2013;
Elmore, 2000; Fullan, 2001). Principals need to know their school culture and the
impacts that undermine them from transforming (Muhammad, 2009). This study
has indicated that the roles sub-cultures play in the transformation of a school
culture is important because these sub-cultures can damage and suppress other
groups of people in a school campus. In this study, the principal being made
aware of the sub-culture was accidental; he learned by listening to conversations
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with teachers, parents, and students about undermining issues and challenges.
Dr. Smith claimed that he gathers information and becomes aware of any
underlying problems. In other words, he said it has made him mentally aware of
problems and challenges of students, teachers, and parents failing to follow
school policies, instructional practices, and/or procedures. These problems or
concerns he refers to are created by certain sub-cultures who have gone rogue:
“If I be [am] proactive and get to the problems to prevent other incidents from
happening” (personal communication, November 21, 2016). Dr. Smith’s comment
being proactive refers to finding solutions and understanding why people choose
not to follow the overall school’s culture rituals, practices, and values. For Dr.
Smith, knowing the sub-cultures helps him navigate the overall school’s culture
by questioning any sub-culture on campus that may or may not hinder his
progress in the transformation of a school culture.
Similarly, the role of sub-cultures can help support groups or sub-groups
of people from being marginalized against barriers set up by other sub-cultures.
This support can transform the school culture, by ensuring equity for all
stakeholders. Notes from ELAC meeting discussed how members were able to
voice their problems of feeling unwelcomed at school: “our group needs your
help, many say people here are not nice” (Notes, personal communication,
February 2008). The ELAC committee disclosed years of feeling suppressed and
alienated from the school. Their statements revealed how a sub-culture, such as
the Latino/a parent population, can be isolated by the beliefs, values, and
practices of a school’s culture.
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Overall, having awareness of the roles the sub-cultures play within the
larger school’s culture can educate the principal, teachers, parents, and students
in what is needed or not in the transformation of a school culture. In addition, the
importance of sharing the awareness is helpful in creating a voice for those
groups or sub-groups who may be oppressed by these sub-cultures.
Summary of Question 4
Question four sought to answer what impact, if any, do sub-cultures have
on the larger school culture and the role they play in the transformation of a
school culture. The data revealed unexpected insights in how sub-cultures can
impact the overall transformation of a school culture. The very people who are in
a position to build a conducive school culture for positive learning and social
interactions had beliefs, values, practices, and processes that adversely affected
a school’s culture. Specifically, the impact it had on the Latino/a population to the
point where the Latino community expressed how unwelcome they felt at UMS.
Also discovered was how the roles of sub-cultures of parents and students have
their own unwritten rules that can conflict with the overall school’s policies and
procedures.
Chapter Summary
The findings of Chapter 4 revealed many emerging common themes that
helped articulate and understand the impact of a middle school’s principal’s
leadership on school culture. These findings presented data in explaining the
principal’s perceived role in changing a school culture, the challenges associated
with said transformation, and the benefits of transforming to a positive school
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culture. This chapter also investigated teachers’, students’, parents’, and the
principal’s perceptions in how a school culture changes. The chapter concluded
with an important discussion regarding the impact and role of sub-cultures in the
larger school culture.
In support, this case study discovered that a school culture is created and
held by an invisible thread of concepts, rituals, beliefs, values, and processes, a
point corroborated by experts in the field of school culture. For example, having
the belief to hope and believe a school culture can change was expressed
throughout the data. Interestingly, if one could believe a school culture can
transform, it is safe to note that others did not believe in this concept. Moreover,
it was noted and shared that the school principal had to have a strong
commitment to transforming a school culture for teachers, parents, and students.
A principal’s leadership in transforming a negative school culture to
positive meant she/he had to possess a strong understanding in listening and
caring for students, teachers, and parents. This was noted through the voice of
the participants: “Dr. Smith listens. He cares about our school.” This statement
was also supported by other participants in letters and school minutes.
Equally important to share was how the study provided additional insights
regarding sub-cultures and their impact on the overall school culture. It was
noted that a school’s culture can silence a group or sub-group of people. For
example, 81% of UMS students are Hispanic, yet the data revealed how Hispanic
parents felt unwelcome. The data also exposed other sub-cultures, such as the
PTA, of being a small group that can exclude families of color.
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In conclusion, the findings of this study have reinforced that a school
culture can be impacted by a school principal’s leadership; however, the study
also revealed it is not the sole responsibility of the principal. The contributions to
create an impact on a school culture have to include the students, teachers, and
parents, as illustrated in the conceptual framework of this study.
In Chapter 5, the results of this study are summarized, including an indepth discussion on the implications and recommendations for future research.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
Chapter 5 is the final chapter of this dissertation and is organized in the
following way: a) brief summary of the problem and the research questions; b)
discussion and interpretations of what the findings mean; c) implications for
educational practitioners, researchers, and policymakers; d) recommendations;
and e) summary of the dissertation.
Summary of the Problem and Research Questions
This study examined the challenges a Southern California middle school
faced with having a negative school culture and how it transformed into a positive
school culture. The primary purpose of this case study was to explore the impact
of a middle school principal on school culture. The case study also sought to
explain what challenges emerge when faced with low teacher morale, student
discipline behaviors, and low academics to induce change for future issues in
school cultures. It is a topic that needs to be researched to better understand
how to advocate for students, teachers, and parents affected by a negative
school culture. The research questions guiding this case study included the
following:
1. What is the principal’s perceived role in changing a school's culture?
2. What are the challenges associated with transforming school culture?
a. What are the benefits of transforming to a positive school
culture?
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3. What are the teachers’, staff, students’, and parents’ understanding of
how a school culture changes?
4. What impact, if any, do sub-cultures (i.e., teachers’ classrooms
dynamics, PTA involvement) have in the larger school culture?
a. What role do these sub-cultures play, if any, in the
transformation of a school culture?
This study was guided and informed by John Dewey’s philosophy of
Pragmatism in which new knowledge is created through the interactions between
humans as they solve problems by applying different learning experiences and
gain understanding by asking questions (Biesta & Burbules, 2003). Furthermore,
this research aimed to investigate how a principal’s impact at UMS transformed a
negative school culture into one that is positive. By using the qualitative methods
approach, it provided the opportunity to record, observe, and interpret the
phenomenon taking place at UMS.
Interpretation of Findings
Interpretations of the findings suggested that the principal’s leadership has
an impact that can transform or stagnate a school culture. Elmore (2000),
Sergiovanni (1994), Halligan (1999), and Hill (2000) agreed that there is a direct
connection between the principal’s leadership practices and school culture. The
challenge the school principal faced was to familiarize and navigate the school
culture’s traditions, values, beliefs, rituals, and symbols that impact teacher,
students, parents, and the principal. Deal and Peterson (2002) agreed that a
school’s culture is created by years of traditions, values, beliefs, rituals, symbols,
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and challenges, which directly influence and impact, principals, teachers,
students, and parents. As part of his or her duty, a principal must familiarize and
navigate the school’s existing culture and, subsequently, take measures to
improve the overall culture in two ways: by creating a positive environment for
student learning, teacher learning, and social growth; and secondly, facilitating
an equitable learning space for students of all genders, races, and backgrounds,
specifically those populations who are often marginalized and suppressed from
receiving a quality education.
Notably, the findings of this study are consistent with scholarly literature
that articulated the direct impact of a positive and negative school culture on
student academic achievement, self-efficacy, poverty, parent involvement,
teacher morale, and access to higher education and ensure equity for
marginalized students (Capper, 1990; Fujimoto, 2013; Hoigaard, Kovac, Overby,
& Haugen, 2015; Jensen, 1999; Macneil, Prater, & Busch, 2009). This is
important to note for educators who seek information on the transformation of a
school culture to ensure equity for all.
In addition, unexpected findings of this study support arguments
presented by experts in the field of school culture regarding the importance of
trust between teachers, principals, parents (Barth, 2002; Darling-Hammond &
Plank, 2015; Deal & Peterson, 1999; Dufour & Mattos, 2013; Elmore, 2000;
Fullan, 2001; Jantzi, & Steinbach, 1999; Leithwood, 2005; Muhammad, 2009).
These findings are broadly in line with what several participants stated in their
interviews about the imperative need for trust to build a positive school culture.
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The next section illustrates an in-depth interpretation of the findings. The
interpretation of the findings draws on the literature and framework on school
culture, principal’s leadership impact, impacts of school culture, and subcultures
within school culture.
Interpretations
The interpretations of the study revealed four key findings:
1. The role of supporting, listening, and caring greatly mattered to
teachers, parents, and students with regard to changing the school
culture.
2. The integration of positive rituals united teachers, parents, students,
and principal to form new beliefs and values regarding changing a
school culture.
3. Students of color are marginalized in a negative school culture.
4. Sub-cultures can undermine school culture transformation.
The First Finding
The findings from the study build on various levels of theories from Fullan
(2014), Marzano (2013), Russel and Stone (2002), and Spillane (2006) who
acknowledged the principal’s role goes beyond managing people, school data,
and student discipline. The study highlighted that the principal’s role was
perceived by both principal and participants as one who supports, listens, and
cares. Moreover, many of these studies illustrated that the role of leadership
should be imbued with positive inspiration and less of an authoritarian approach
from the leader.
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Explanations of these theories were unpacked in the principal’s leadership
role. For example, the principal’s leadership role could not be connected nor
associated with being an authoritarian leader, or, what Marion and Gonzales
(2014) referred to as a style of management where all decisions are made from
one person and perceived as arrogant. The principal’s role was more than a title
or position of authority. The principal labeled himself what Green (2016) referred
to as a servant leader, which is characterized as a leader who serves and
supports his or her cohorts. It is possible that the theoretical concept of servant
leader runs counter to the findings regarding the school principal’s perceived role
in supporting, listening, and caring to change the school culture. This was an
important finding, because these attributes, referenced by Green (2016), are
broadly in line with the idea that school leaders must be a resource of support in
various areas, ranging from financial capital to human resources (Marzano,
2005). Knowing the assumption that the principal perceived this role in changing
a school culture was through the role of support is a caveat of human resources
and strengthens the findings that reflected the school cultures transformation at
UMS.
On the other hand, literature has indicated that transforming a school
culture is difficult and requires one to be accessible, authentic, and able to foster
a culture of transparency to create a positive school culture that can be cultivated
within a school setting (Dye & Garman, 2010). In light of this finding, perhaps the
principal’s belief in his role of caring and listening created authenticity and
transparency between the teachers, students, and parents that changed the
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school’s culture. This is important to note, because this addressed how the
principal made teachers, students, and parents feel about themselves and their
involvement in transforming a school culture.
This study has indicated that listening and caring of teachers, students,
and parents were important in changing the school culture. For example, the
participants expressed how simply being listened to provide a deeper level of
understanding between the principal and themselves. In many of the participants’
reflections, they believed the principal listened with an open mind and was nonjudgmental. Furthermore, many of the principal’s actions to demonstrate care
was the time he took to help and support every student, teacher, and parent.
Over time, many participants expressed that the principal’s care for them and the
school was genuine. All the participants shared a sense of being valued and
respected by the principal because his action made them feel heard and
accounted for as an employee, student, or parent. The principal believed
listening to others, regardless of the topic, demonstrated care and respect.
Nevertheless, there is a lack of scholarly literature to support listening
and/or caring as a needed role in a principal’s leadership to transformation of a
school culture. However, literature from other studies in principal leadership and
school culture highlight other attributes, such as creating a culture of support,
opportunities, creativity, and setting high expectations for professional
development to impact the change of a school culture (Leithwood, Jantzi, &
Steinbeck, 1999). Possible interpretation of these findings may be new
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considerations for theoretical concepts for principals seeking to transform a
negative school culture to positive school culture.
The principal’s willingness to directly support teachers with academics,
instruction strategies, materials, parents, and/or students, was considered
another measurement of the principal’s leadership impact on changing the school
culture. This finding aligned with Heck (2000), whose research revealed that a
principal’s interactions and involvement with teachers, students, and parents may
have an indirect impact in improving the school’s culture in many areas, such as
academics, student behavior, and teacher morale. While it is interesting that
Heck’s (2000) study listed the principal’s interaction and involvement being an
indirect impact, this study places significant importance on the direct impact of
the principal’s engagement with teachers, students, and parents. In sum, whether
the principal’s interaction was a direct or indirect impact or both on school
culture, the findings were significant to highlight in what was perceived in
changing a negative school culture to positive school culture.
The Second Finding
The second finding revealed the need for teachers, students, principal,
and parents to have shared symbols, traditions, beliefs, practices, and/or rituals
that set high expectations in behavior and academics in order to change a
negative school culture to a positive school culture. This was an unexpected
finding because this study sought to investigate the role of the principal’s
leadership’s impact on school culture, and instead uncovered the need for
common beliefs, symbols, and rituals to rally around. In other words, the
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participants were motivated by other effects, such as chanting the three R’s
(Ready, Responsible, Respectfully) which were outside the principal’s leadership.
These findings are generally compatible with Jerald (2006) who
discovered social group support (e.g., teachers, students, and parents) in
schools can affect a positive school culture’s values and beliefs on academics
when sharing a common vision or goal. This study identified school symbols,
rituals, and traditions as a catalyst in changing a negative school culture to
positive school culture.
For example, symbols and traditions affect positive change on the school
culture’s values and beliefs when practiced daily, shared collectively, and are not
misaligned with the overall school culture’s values and beliefs (Owens, 1999).
Interestingly, at UMS, the teachers, students, principal, and parents gravitated to
a positive mantra, such as the three Rs identified in the study as the school’s
code of conduct. The participants seemed to believe this practice and ritual was
the reason for reducing student discipline and fostering teacher unity. The three
Rs became a common language used throughout the campus. In multiple
observations, the school principal’s positive morning announcements, which
ended in “as Patriots we are ready, responsible and respectful,” helped reinforce
and remind students of the school mantra. According to an observation, it was
very important for the principal to be consistent with delivering daily, positive
morning messages. The assumption perceived by the principal is that these
positive messages were constant reminders to reinforce positive norms and
values. Other scholars would refer to symbols and traditions as “content of
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school culture,” where basic assumptions of norms and values that school staff
share, impact the culture of the school (Cavanagh & Dellar, 1998; Handy &
Aitken, 1986; Pang, 1996; Staessens, 1991). Therefore, symbols and traditions
can have a positive effect on school culture.
While the principal perceived his positive morning messages and
reminders of the three Rs as important, a few students interviewed shared the
assumption that some classmates did not care about the school’s unifying
mantra because it was not “cool.” Students not caring about the three Rs can
stem from multiple reasons, such as peer pressure or a disconnect between the
mantra and their own values and beliefs. These findings are broadly corroborated
by Galvan, Spatzier, and Juvonen (2011) who shared that social perceptions
associated with “cool” or “coolness” can add social pressures that affect student
engagement. In other words, students become disengaged with school. This is
important to note because other studies have determined that student
engagement can significantly determine attendance rates, dropout percentages,
and student discipline (Elias, White, & Stepney, 2014). These values and norms
of being “cool” or “coolness” appeared to create a disconnect between the school
culture values and students at UMS and exerts a negative indirect effect on the
school culture.
The Third Finding
The third finding revealed how transforming a negative school culture to a
positive school culture improved equity for, namely, students of color with
disadvantages stemming from socio-economic backgrounds. This could be due
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to the breakdown of old and unwanted beliefs, values, traditions, and practices
that seemed to drive the UMS school culture. These findings are broadly
consistent with previous research that a negative school culture can affect the
academics, social growth, and opportunities to a quality education (Hodis, Meyer,
McClure, Weir, & Walkey, 2011; Jacobson, Brooks, Giles, Johnson, Ylimaki,
2007; Smith, 2005; Vang, 2006). Interestingly, the study drew connections with
several scholars in the field of school culture.
This study’s results suggested that UMS’s school culture was negative
and failed students at every level: from the lack of school academic programs to
an alarming rate of student suspensions and expulsions. In light of this finding,
other studies shared that students who are disengaged fall prey to higher rates of
suspensions due to their lack of academic opportunities and social support; those
same students are at a higher risk to gravitate towards drugs, gangs, and,
eventually, drop out of school (Forum for Education and Democracy, 2008).
Similar studies mirror the situation at UMS where a negative school culture can
affect the academic programs for socio-economically disadvantaged students
(Fujimoto, 2013; Hoigaard, Kovac, Overby, & Haugen, 2015). The lack of
academic support for students could possibly be tied to the lack of teacher
support or apathy. Moreover, when a school culture fails to value or create
beliefs in supporting students, as it was discovered in this study, many students
will fall victim to suspension and expulsions. This explanation of this finding
builds on the work of Coelli and Green (2011) who mentioned the importance of
building a positive school culture that encompasses equity and equality for
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success in all areas of school for students, teachers, and parents. Therefore,
there seems to be a connection between the condition of a school culture and
equity.
Several participants indicated that student behavior was becoming more
positive inside and outside the classrooms because of the principal’s involvement
building connections with students. An explanation to this phenomenon of
involvement could possibly be attributed the change because several of the
participants expressed they were not used to having the school principal talk with
them. Other participants said it was the positive attitude and belief of the school
principal that was so contagious that it transferred to them. Marzano (2005)
found that principals who promoted positive beliefs were, what he called,
“optimizers,” or, a principal with positive inspirational emotion shared with others.
Overall, the principal’s leadership was more than leading people through a
transformation of a school culture. His leadership was about caring and
supporting the people he worked for.
Furthermore, participants’ interviews and notes from board meetings
indicated the reason for fewer student suspensions and an increase in student
academic programs was attributed to the positive transformation of the school’s
culture. These findings are similar to previous studies of school cultures and its
affects. Daly (2009), Fullan (2009), and Odhiambo and Hii (2012), claimed that a
positive school culture is created to endure and develop a culture of
collaboration, risk-taking, care, trust, beliefs and values that support students,
teachers, and parents. In hindsight, none of the participants or the principal could
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have imagined the positive transformation of the school culture would increase
risk-taking, building trust, and developing a culture that supported students,
teachers, and parents.
The Fourth Finding
The fourth finding illustrated evidence that sub-cultures can undermine
school culture transformation and can include exclusive groups of parents whose
beliefs and practices marginalize other groups or sub-groups. To further explain,
it seems that counter beliefs and values were created from the personal beliefs
and values of individuals, including parents and parent groups who may
unknowingly make decisions that may be perceived as exclusive and hurtful. In
other words, it is plausible to say that these beliefs and practices can either have
a negative effect or positive effect on the transformation of a school culture.
Another possible interpretation of these findings may be new consideration for
theoretical concepts for principals seeking to understand how sub-cultures play
an intricate role in the transformation of a school culture.
On the other hand, sub-cultures, such as parents, can have a positive
impact by helping teachers in the classroom and working with small groups of
students (Houtenville & Conway, 2008). An explanation of the positive impact by
parents helping teachers could be the newly formed relationship and the shared
goal of helping students. Fullan (1999; 2001) claimed that parent involvement
has an impact on student academics within the school culture. To clarify, the
term “parent involvement” is best explained by the National Education Goals
Panel (2008) as the partnership between parents and school staff to work in
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building and promoting social, emotional, and academic growth for all students
(as cited in Marshall, Shah, & Donato, 2012).
Furthermore, the findings shed light on the PTA being an exclusive group
of parents who conducted their business with a set of beliefs and practices that,
clearly, undermined the overall school’s culture. For example, the parents
believed there was no need to translate communication memos home in
Spanish, even though a large population of the student makeup were Latino/a
students. A caveat to this finding might suggest a link between parents who
believe all parents should speak English, and, therefore, there is no need to send
out written communications in Spanish. Although I could not locate scholarly
literature to corroborate with this rationale, related studies claimed that parents
can encounter marginalizing experiences that are hostile in schools (Auerbach,
2007). The deliberate act of omitting a group or groups of people because of
one’s personal beliefs that everyone should speak English is unacceptable in any
school’s culture. In other words, this can possibly lead to other forms of
discrimination that has no place in any school or school culture. Important to
note, this diminishes opportunities for all parents to be part of a support group for
the school and their children (Auerbach, 2007).
In conclusion, I believe it is important to highlight that these new research
findings have informed the researcher of a potentially new conceptual framework
that can possibly support new theories on a principal’s impact on school culture.
Figure 2 provides a visual model of the new conceptual framework. To clarify, in
this conceptual framework, no module maintains a hierarchy over another
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module, as perceived in the original conceptual framework, because research
revealed that each module equally impacted one another. Thus, the arrows point
in either direction between each module to indicate an equal balance of
importance in what impacts the transformation of a school culture. Also
discovered was the importance of the principal’s attributes (listening, supporting,
caring) which the participants perceived to be the impetus for transforming a
negative school culture to a positive one. The findings uncovered important and
specific sub-cultures such as the PTA, which were believed to have a negative
impact on the overall school culture. The larger outer circle now represents the
school culture, which is the invisible thread that defines and shapes a school
culture (Berth, 2002; Deal, 1993; Peterson, 2002). Metaphorically speaking, this
invisible thread does encompass each module. Therefore, I believe it is
appropriate for the school culture module to now become the larger circle that
captures all broad concepts of a school culture. Lastly, the larger outer square
represents the community in which a school resides. As stated in Chapter 2, it is
important to note that although community is not a focus of this case study; the
researcher recognizes the importance of community demographics.
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Figure 2. Updated conceptual framework.
The next section discusses how these findings suggest particular
implications for practitioners, researchers, and policymakers concerned with
school leadership’s impact on transforming a negative school culture to a positive
school culture. The discussion illustrates how these results might inform a
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targeted audience in addressing the issue of improving school culture and
provide insight and foresight on how sub-cultures can possibly stifle the
transformation of the overall school cultures.
Implications
Implications for Practitioners
For the purpose of this study, the focus remained on the impact of a
middle school principal’s leadership on school culture. Moreover, recounting the
school principal’s understanding of his role as a conduit for changing a negative
school culture to positive school culture will allow practitioners in the field of
education to perhaps create guidelines and expectations for future principals to
reference in support of transforming a school culture. In other words, the school
principal, in this study, perceived himself as a servant leader: one who sets
examples in building better working relationships and communities through
caring and serving of others (Greenleaf, 2016). And although the concept of
servant leadership is an unorthodox practice, according to other studies, in
changing a negative school culture to positive school culture, it resonated in this
study. In this sense, I believe practitioners could better identify a link as to why
certain attributes, such as supporting, listening, and caring of a principal, are
successful methods in transforming a school culture.
In addition, the implications can provide ways to improve leadership skills
in how principals assess and analyze their current school cultures, specifically
those who lead schools in socio-economically disadvantaged areas. Scholarly
literature discussed how many school principals lack the leadership skills in
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having a vision to improve and make changes in their school cultures in socioeconomically disadvantaged schools (Bloom & Owens, 2013; Leitner, 1994;
Smith, 2005). In a like manner, research regarding school culture and school
principals revealed little importance in the ability of school principals to create a
positive school culture, because of not knowing where to start in the change
process (Muhammad, 2009). Rather than failing to alter the school culture or fall
victim to a status-quo acceptance of school cultures failing students, teachers
and parents, this study will provide insight for principals as to where to begin and
how to proceed in examining beliefs, values, and traditions that can stifle a
school culture.
Finally, the study reveals to teachers which attributes of the principal
transformed a negative school culture to a positive school culture. This will allow
teachers to recognize and consider the role of a principal as more than a person
who is responsible in managing the day-to-day operations, but whose leadership
strays from an authoritarian style that dictates and demands change (Marion &
Gonzales, 2014) in a school culture and practices a leadership style that is
inclusive by supporting, caring, and listening.
Implications for Future Research
Implications for future research suggest a need to study the types of
leadership attributes required to transform a negative school culture into a
positive school culture. Therefore, in light of this study being qualitative and
interpretative in nature, it can examine these leadership attributes and can better
capture the voices, experiences, and perceptions of participants. These
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implications promote a number of possibilities for future studies in the
development of new theoretical concepts in leadership attributes and how to
transform a negative school culture. Current scholarly literature illustrates the
need for principals to create a positive school culture to set high expectations in
student academics and teacher professional learning communities (DuFour, &
Mattos, 2013; Leithwood, Jantzi, & Steinbeck, 1999), yet little is said in what type
of principal attributes yield the results of transforming a negative school culture.
As a result, this study can further be extended and broadened to
encompass more interviews and mixed methods via multiple principals, teachers,
students, and parents in similar school settings, such as UMS, to validate these
findings. In sum, new research has the potential to seek and explain what
principal attributes are directly correlated to changing a negative school culture to
a positive school culture.
Equally important, implications for future research suggest a need to
examine sub-cultures, such as a school’s PTA. In this study, PTA had a negative
impact on the school culture. This was uncovered through interviews and school
documents; however, future research through the use of mixed methods could
capture a larger perspective from parents, teachers, students, and school
administers in the role of PTA and how it impacts their school.
Further research could elaborate on why symbols, rituals, processes, and
practices seem to have a strong hold in defining a school culture. Past and
current research has all concluded that a school culture is not a physical entity,
because it cannot be physically touched (Deal, 1995; Denison 1990; Evans,

159
1996; Muhammad, 2009). However, a school culture is unique to each school’s
set of norms, attitudes, beliefs, behaviors, values, traditions, and myths that are
created over time and are deeply imbedded and woven throughout a school’s
organization and drive the behaviors on a school campus (Barth, 2002; Deal,
1993; Peterson 2002). The implications of this study suggest that more research
in the use of qualitative and mixed methods will be necessary to refine and
further examine the phenomenon of symbols, rituals, practices, and processes, if
and how they can be the catalyst in changing a negative school culture to
positive.
Implications for Policymakers
The results yield important implications for policymakers especially in the
need to elaborate on policies for reducing inequities created by school subcultures. In this study, two unanticipated barriers that seemed to set back equity
and transformation of school culture: the negative influence of sub-cultures (PTA,
parents, and teachers) that created obstacles of injustice and prejudice that
marginalized students and families of color, and secondly, how these subcultures undermined the overall transformation of a school culture. Although
scholarly literature offered training policies in education equity (Simon,
Malgorzata, & Beatriz, 2007), there appears to be a need for policymakers to
elaborate on the awareness and training of the negative influences of subcultures, and the potential damage they pose on the overall school culture.
Therefore, policymakers can seek to develop policies and procedures that
require all parent-led groups, such as the PTA, to receive cultural diversity

160
training. In other words, this requirement would educate people on the
importance of creating and managing parent groups to make them inclusive and
meet the needs of the student and family populations they serve. Meeting the
needs of families and students could simply be ensuring that all communications
are sent home in students’ native languages. This could lead to important
policymaking decisions and implications at conferences or school events,
especially for those students who are visually and/or hearing impaired.
In addition, policymakers can consider developing culturally relevant
curriculum for students to help build a connection to their personal cultural
perspectives. Ladson-Billings (2014) claimed there is a need in schools for
educators to demonstrate care for their students’ culture and academics. In other
words, it is important for policymakers to create the opportunities to develop
resources, curriculum, and training that will connect to their personal cultural
perspective.
Finally, policymakers can consider developing cultural sensitivity training
and practices for teachers in building communities of trust with parents and
students of color. The study indicated that many of the Latino/a families did not
feel welcomed at school, and many felt intimidated and degraded. Interestingly,
the Latino/a sentiments and experiences of feeling alienated in schools has
resonated in many other studies where Latino/a student’s experience schools
and teachers who fail to build trust in creating a school of equity and justice
(Stanton-Salazar, 2001). The need to highlight these unjust barriers to
policymakers cannot be overlooked, because both students of color and the
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process of a school transforming from a negative school culture to positive
school culture, can be greatly impacted by sub-cultures.
Recommendations
This case study began by researching the impact of a middle school
principal’s leadership on school culture. The study was guided by a conceptual
framework that worked around four broad concepts: (a) school culture, (b)
principal’s impact, (c) impacts of school culture; and (d) subcultures within school
culture. Past and current scholarly literature on school leadership has made
many claims that the role of the school principal’s responsibility is to ensure that
a positive school culture is created to endure and develop a culture of
collaboration, risk-taking, care, trust, beliefs and values that support students,
teachers, and parents (Daly, 2009; Fullan, 2009; Marzano, 2013; Odhiambo &
Hii, 2012); however, a lack of literature regarding what exactly are the attributes
needed of the principal in changing a negative school culture to a positive school
culture. In other words, the attributes of the principal role supported in the
transformation of a negative school culture.
Therefore, I would recommend that the exploration of attributes in the
principal’s role in transforming school cultures be examined in multiple school
districts throughout Southern California. This undertaking can add to new
theories in the role of principals challenged by negative school culture. Moreover,
this recommendation can perhaps fill in the gaps between what is expected of a
school principal versus what attributes must the school principal have in order to
change a school culture.
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In addition, I recommend the need to examine sub-cultures, because this
study unintentionally discovered sub-cultures, such as the PTA, parent groups,
and teachers, that operated on sets of beliefs, values, practices, and processes
that undermined the overall school culture. In other words, their sub-cultures
conflicted with the transformation of a negative school culture to a positive school
culture, but what is most important to stress is that these sub-cultures created
marginalizing experiences for student and families of color because of beliefs
and practices that do not align and have gone undetected within the overall
school culture.
The recommendations on sub-culture could possibly add to new
conceptual theories in sub-cultures that create marginalizing and undermining
experiences for schools who are transforming their school culture. Current
research highlighted sub-cultures as parent volunteers, students’ social groups,
and/or teachers’ groups associated with shared beliefs, and practices (Brady,
2004; Burnett, 1970; Caffyn, 2010; Gün, & Çağlayan, 2013; Kent, 2006; Tsolidis,
2006). However, this study revealed unexpected challenges that hindered and
created barriers of inequities for students and parents of color to be part of a
school that should provide educational and social support for all students they
service.
Limitations
The case study posed several limitations that researchers, practitioners,
and future doctoral students should bear in mind. First, this case study was
conducted at one middle school located in Southern California. Therefore, this
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data may or may not be similar to other middle schools in California or
throughout the country. As mentioned in Chapters 1 and 3, due to the limitations
of being enrolled in full course units in the doctoral study and full-time work, I had
limited time to fully invest more semesters for this case study. In other words,
time was a constraint that dictated the number of participants and artifacts used
to collect data.
In addition, the possibility of bias existed because I had a positive
professional working relationship with UMS teachers, students, and parents;
therefore, the findings and viewpoints of this study may be biased. I have been
very transparent with this research process and have conducted numerous
member checks. Therefore, I believe the participants were honest and shared
their true voices and, at times, could be quite blunt with their responses.
Furthermore, the participants’ responses were consistent with school documents,
memos, and agendas from meetings.
Finally, I should stress that my study only examined the impact of one
case of principal leadership on a school culture that was deemed negative by
interviewed participants and school artifacts. Although, this is important to
highlight, it is just as important to stress that the findings of my study are limited
to a small purposeful sample size of participants interviewed. Therefore, more
research is needed to determine if the impact of middle school principal
leadership has on changing a negative school culture to a positive school culture.
The next section is the summary of the dissertation. The purpose is to
illuminate the case study and bring the reader a broader understanding of this
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study, and to hopefully draw questions and ideas to move these ideas forward in
future research.
Summary
This case study has addressed the impact of a middle school principal’s
leadership on school culture. In light of this research, the impact of a principal’s
leadership on school culture goes beyond the sole leadership skills and
experience of the principal. In other words, this study illustrated that the attributes
of the principal’s role in supporting, listening, and caring contributed to the impact
in changing a negative school culture to a positive school culture. The principal’s
role had such an impact on students, teachers, and parents that many of the
participants perceived that this was the impetus of how school cultures transform.
In fact, these attributes of the principal formed and sustained a mutual trust in
working together in transforming the school culture.
In the interest of unpacking the principal’s leadership on school culture,
other discoveries resonated, such as sub-cultures’ capability to marginalize
students and families of color. This is highlighted because sub-cultures were a
component to the conceptual framework for this study, and it was important to
flesh out what other scholars in the field had to share regarding sub-cultures
within the overall school culture. In short, the study illustrated, possibly, a new
conceptual theory on how sub-cultures can impact the overall all school culture.
For example, it was discovered that the sub-cultures (e.g., PTA, parent
groups, teachers) in this study gravitated to a set of beliefs, rituals, practices, and
processes that discarded the involvement of Latino/a families. In a sense, this
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created barriers and inequities that crippled their right to be part of a school
culture. As noted throughout this study, school culture by definition is unique to a
school’s set of norms, attitudes, beliefs, behaviors, values, traditions, and myths
that are created over time within a school and is deeply imbedded in a school’s
organization (Barth, 2002; Deal, 1993; and Peterson 2002), and this study has
made the assumption that the same definition holds true for sub-cultures—with
the caveat that sub-cultures can hinder the overall school’s organization.
With respect to these norms, attitudes, beliefs, behaviors, values,
traditions, and myths that define a school’s culture, the case study also
suggested that new rituals, values, practices, and processes can either stifle
and/or rid unwanted practices, processes, and values that may plague the
transformation of a school culture to become a positive school culture.
Finally, the case study offers opportunities for practitioners, policy actors,
and researchers to begin a new conversation on the principal leadership
attributes have on changing a negative school culture to positive school culture.
Furthermore, as a school principal, educator, and a student himself who has
experienced school cultures that marginalized my opportunities for a just and
equitable education, I believe this theory is important for further research.
Moreover, we need to educate and communicate the importance of how school
cultures can create equity in schools and break down marginalizing barriers for
students of color.
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APPENDIX A
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR TEACHER
Name:
Position:
Title:
Number of Years/Months in Current Title:
Previous Positions at Current School:
Previous positions in district? In education settings:
Interviewee:
Date:
Start Time:
End Time:
Location: Uptown Middle School/Specific Location:
Duration: ____ Minutes
Questions were provided to participants prior to interview:
Overall Summary:
Follow up items:
Research Objective: The purpose of this interview is to examine and
identify (if applicable) what were the principals’ actions and beliefs in changing a
school culture.
Is it ok with you if I record this interview? If you choose not to be recorded,
I will take notes during the interview. All conversations between you and I will
remain confidential and your name will be retracted from all written transcripts
published.
Introduction Script:
Thank you for allowing me to interview you. I know how important your
time is, so I will do my best to get to the point. I just need to let you know I am
very thankful for this opportunity. I need to you let you know my role in this
interview is as a researcher who is conducting an interview for a case study as
part of my dissertation study. Are you ok with that?
This interview is to learn and understand your experiences if you believe
the principal did or did not do to change the school culture of Uptown Middle
School (UMS).
1. To begin, can you tell me your name, grade level and content you teach?
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2. What is your highest level of education?
a. What credentials or authorized supplemental do you have? [have
them explain why they chose either or]
3. Why did you want to become an educator?
a. [Follow-up this question to refer what caused the change over the
years, ask what caused the change].
4. How many years have you been teaching at Uptown Middle School?
a. How has your years working here been? [Probe to get a feel]
b. Please explain? [Lead them to explain why they believe this]
5. Have all your years of teaching been at UMS or another school site?
a. Describe the difference working at UMS v. the school site? [why do
they believe or feel the way they do]
6. How many hours do you work a week?
a. Oh you put in well over the contracted time, please explain? [probe,
remember the purpose of this question is to learn if staying extra is
due to what factor/reason]
7. What is your understanding of a school culture?
a. [probe, if they do not know ask if they need an example]
8. You mentioned that school culture is [use their response from #7] what
do you know about sub-cultures? [if they do not know ] ask . . .
a. In you classroom do you have shared values and beliefs different or
similar to overarching school culture? Please explain?
b. Do you believe it impacts the school’s culture?
9. How do you think a principal impacts a school culture?
a. Explain more on that. [listen for any language that will allow for
more information]
10. Do you believe students are valued here at UMS? If so, can you provide
examples?
11. What is your opinion on how the students behave at UMS?
a. Why do you believe this, please give an example? [I am looking to
see if the leadership played a factor or was it something else]
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b. Has their behavior changed since in last five years 2008-2013?
[Five years is the beginning of Dr. Smith leadership]
12. Explain how Uptown school culture has changed if at all since you have
been working here?
a. Why do you think it changed?
b. How do you think it changed?
c. [if school culture is the same have them explain]
13. How is your working relationship with the other teachers?
a. Please explain?
b. Has it always been like this? If so, why did it change or not?
14. Earlier you mentioned you worked here ______ years what changes
have you seen instructionally?
a. Has your instruction changed, please explain?
b. What do you think the cause was for this change?
15. You teach __________correct? Has there been any new student
academic support programs [give an example related to their content] if
so, who brought these programs in?
a. What are your thoughts about these programs? [George, remember
you want to learn if these programs were TOP DOWN DRIVEN or
shared buy-in with staff].
b. Did you have any input in selecting these programs?
c. Do you do these programs because you feel you have to or do you
believe in them?
16. Do you value having parent support?
a. How do you see parents treated on campus?
Closing:
You mentioned [their response from question from any question you can
investigate deeper] why do you believe that? Can you provide me an example?
Closing: Is there anything else you would like to share relevant to the
transformation of the school culture that we did not discuss?
Second Interview: If it is ok with you, I would like to call or stop by to see if
there is anything you had a question regarding this interview, or perhaps we can
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setup a second interview? Here is my business card with both phone number
and email.
Do you have any questions for me? [stop recording]
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APPENDIX B
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR STUDENTS
Name:
Grade:
Years attended UMS:
Former Student:
Current Student:
Interviewee:
Date:
Time:
Location: Uptown Middle School
Specific Location:
Duration: ____ Minutes
Overall Summary:
Follow up items:
Research Objective: The purpose of this interview is to discover and identify what
were the principals’ actions and beliefs in changing a school culture.
Is it ok with you if I record this interview? If you choose not to be recorded, I will
take notes during the interview. All conversations between you and I will remain
confidential and your name will be removed from all written transcripts published.
Introduction Script:
Thank you for allowing me to interview you. I know how busy it gets in middle
school, so I will do my best to not waste your time. I just need to let you know I
am very thankful for this opportunity. I need to you let you know my role in this
interview is in the form of a researcher who is conducting an interview for a case
study. Are you ok with that?
This interview is to learn and understand your experiences in what the principal
did or did not do to change the school culture [George, you might have to explain
or provide examples of school culture] of Uptown Middle School (UMS).
1. To begin, can you tell me your name, grade level and what year(s) you
had attended UMS?
2. What is your highest level of education? [For former students only]
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3. What was your experience here as a student? [provide them example]
a. [Follow-up this question. Why do you believe that].
4. How many years have you been a student at Uptown Middle School?
b. How has your years here been as a student?
c. Please explain? [Lead them to explain why they believe this]
5. Have all your years been at UMS or another middle school?
d. [If they went to another middle school] Describe the difference at
UMS v. another school site? [why do they believe or feel the way
they do]
6. What does school culture mean to you?
a. [ probe, if they do not know ask if they need an example]
7. Do you know what sub-culture means?
a. [if they don’t give an example of skaters and/or break dancers on
campus]
b. These sub-culture that kids here follow, do you believe they go
against the school culture. [what I mean is, do you believe kids
follow the school rules in the class and outside]
8. What is your understanding of community?
9. What do people think about the school’s reputation?
a. Please explain? [look for facial expression, and listen for tone]
b. Where did you hear that from? [Use this to setup for community
question # 9].
10. You said you heard this from _____? What other information have you
heard from other parents, friends, or your own parents?
11. How do you feel or believe you were treated here as a student?
a. Oh you felt you were treated bad / good, please explain?
b. How do you see or heard of other students being treated?
12. What is your opinion on how the students behave(d) at UMS?
a. Why do you believe this, please give an example? [I am looking to
see if the leadership played a factor or was it something else]
b. Has their behavior changed since . . . ? [ depending on their grade]
[Five years is the beginning of Dr. Smith leadership]
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13. How do/did the teachers treat you? Principals? Other Administrators?
a. Please explain? [look at facial expressions, very telling. Listen to
tone of student]
b. Has it always been like this? If so, why did it change or not?
14. Earlier you mentioned the school culture changed/did not change what
changes have you seen?
a. What do you believe caused these changes, please explain?
b. Why do you think it is still the same?
15. Do you think UMS has a gang problem?
a. Please explain?
b. Provide examples
16. Did your teacher classroom rules follow the school rules?
a. Please explain?
17. Being a former student and now back as an employee what changes
have you seen?
a. Academics in the classrooms
b. Student behaviors
c. How students are treated
d. Leadership
You mentioned [their response from question from any question you can
investigate deeper] why do you believe that? Can you provide me an example?
Closing: Is there anything else you would like to share relevant to the
transformation of the school culture that we did not discuss?
Second Interview: If it is ok with you, I would like to call or stop by to see if there
is anything you had a question regarding this interview, or perhaps we can setup
a second interview? Here is my business card with both phone number and
email.
Do you have any questions for me? [stop recording]
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APPENDIX C
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR PRINCIPAL
Name:
Position:
Title:
Number of Years/Months in Current Title:
Previous Positions at Current School:
Previous positions in district? In education settings:
Interviewee:
Date:
Start Time:
End Time:
Location: Uptown Middle School/Specific Location:
Duration: ____ Minutes

Overall Summary:
Follow up items:
Research Objective: The purpose of this interview is to if at all discover and
identify what were the principals’ actions and beliefs in changing a school culture.
Introduction Script:
Is it ok with you if I record this interview? If you choose not to be recorded, I will
take notes during the interview. All conversation between you and I will remain
confidential and your name will be retracted from all written transcripts published.
Are you ok with that?
Thank you for allowing me to interview you. I know how busy it gets in middle
school, so I will do my best to not waste your time. I just need to let you know I
am very thankful for this opportunity. I need to you let you know my role in this
interview is in the form of a researcher who is conducting an interview for a case
study. Are you ok with that?
This interview is to learn and understand your experiences in what the principal
did or did not do to change the school culture of Uptown Middle School (UMS).
1. To begin, can you tell me your name, position, and years you have been
at UMS?
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a. So you are the school principal?
b. You been a principal _____years? Have you been a principal at
any other district?
c. You said you worked at UMS for______, how many of those years
were you the assistant principal?
2. Without mentioning the names, how many years was the prior principal,
the principal here at UMS? [The reason for this question is to lay the
foundation of the number of years the current school culture was
functioning under]
3. What is your understanding of a school culture?
a. [Listen for any concepts to elaborate on]
4. Is school culture important to you?
a. Why explain or why not?
b. What does a negative school culture mean to you?
c. What does a positive school culture meant to you?
5. Describe the school culture here at UMS?
a. Can you please explain? [watch for facial expression and listen for
tone, this a great opportunity to ask why or how]
6. You said earlier you were the assistant principal here working under X
(principal), what was the school culture like then?
a. [positive or negative] Why do you think it was like that?
b. Please, can you give an example?
7. Do you think a principal can impact a school culture to change it?
a. If so, how please explain?
b. If not, why?
8. Do you know what sub-culture means?
a. [ask him/her to give an example of their personal beliefs and
values regarding academics, values, beliefs, traditions] Then ask,
does the school culture align with their beliefs and values?
[Remember, you want to capture if there is an impact or not
regarding sub-cultures vs. school culture]
9. What is the current school’s reputation?
a. Please explain? [look for facial expression, and listen for tone
because it could be telling]
b. Where did you hear this from?
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10. What was the school’s reputation of the past, say 2008-2013?
a. So, would you say it is the same today?
b. If different how so?
11. How do you define community?
12. What do you think the role of a community plays on the impact of school
culture, if any? [probe, need to find impact community has on school
culture]
a. How do you know this?
b. So you said, [_____________] does this impact a school culture?
How?
13. What are your thoughts . . . Can a community impact teachers
instruction/morale, student academics/behavior, and parent participation?
Explain? [ if the principals said “no” probe to find out why]
14. How do you feel or believe parents were treated here at UMS?
a. Why do you believe that?
b. Do you think that was part of the school culture?

15. What is your opinion on how the students behave at UMS?
a. Why do you believe this, please give an example? [I am looking to
see if the leadership played a factor or was it something else]
b. Has their behavior changed since the last five years? [Five years
is the beginning of Dr. Smith leadership]
16. How do/did the teachers treat you? Other Administrators?
a. Please explain? [look at facial expressions, very telling. Listen to
tone of student]
b. Has it always been like this? If so, why did it change or not?
17. How do parents treat you?
a. Please explain?
18. Earlier you mentioned the school culture changed/did not change what
changes have you seen?
a. What do you believe caused these changes, please explain?
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b. Why do you think it is still the same?
19. Do you think UMS has a gang problem? [I will need to describe
“problem”]
a. Please explain?
b. Provide examples
20. Did UMS have a gang problem in the past?
21. How much impact does a principal have on changing a school culture
from negative to positive?
You mentioned [their response from question from any question you can
investigate deeper] why do you believe that? Can you provide me an example?
Closing: Is there anything else you would like to share relevant to the
transformation of the school culture that we did not discuss?
Second Interview: If it is ok with you, I would like to call or stop by to see if there
is anything you had a question regarding this interview, or perhaps we can setup
a second interview? Here is my business card with both phone number and
email.
Do you have any questions for me? [stop recording]
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APPENDIX D
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR PARENT
Name:
Grade their student:
Years Involved:
Former Parent:
Current Parent:
Interviewee:
Date:
Time:
Location: Uptown Middle School
Duration: ____ Minutes
Questions were provided to participants prior to interview:
Overall Summary:
Follow up items:
Research Objective: The purpose of this interview is to if at all discover and
identify what were the principals’ actions and beliefs in changing a school culture.
Introduction Script:
Is it ok with you if I record this interview? If you choose not to be recorded, I will
take notes during the interview. All conversation between you and I will remain
confidential and your name will be retracted from all written transcripts published.
Are you ok with that?
Thank you for allowing me to interview you. I know how busy it gets in middle
school, so I will do my best to not waste your time. I just need to let you know I
am very thankful for this opportunity. I need to you let you know my role in this
interview is in the form of a researcher who is conducting an interview for a case
study. Are you ok with that?
This interview is to learn and understand your experiences in what the principal
did or did not do to change the school culture of Uptown Middle School (UMS).
1. To begin, can you tell me your name, the years you were a parent here at
UMS?
2. What grades did your child(s) completed at UMS?

202
3. What was your experience here as a parent?
a. [Follow-up this question. Why do you believe that]
b. How do you believe other parents are treated?
4. You said you have ____ complete or current student(s) Uptown Middle
School?
a. How was their experience?
b. Please explain? [Lead them to explain why they believe this]
5. Have all your years as a parent been at UMS or another middle school?
a. [If they went to another middle school] Describe the difference
being a parent there vs. at UMS? [why do they believe or feel the
way they do]
6. What does school culture mean to you?
a. [ probe, if they do not know ask if they need an example]
7. Do you know what sub-culture means?
a. [if they ask them to give an example of their personal beliefs and
values regarding academics, safety, how parents should be
treated] Then ask, does the school culture align with their beliefs
and values? [Remember, you want to capture if there is an impact
or not regarding there sub-cultures vs. school culture]
8. Explain, how do you define community?
9. How is UMS perceived in the community [past or present]?
a. Please explain? [look for facial expression, and listen for tone]
b. If you don’t mind me asking, what are your thoughts? [If they
mention any information, probe deeper- be prepared to ask the
following questions #10].
i. Why do you believe or think the community feels this way
about UMS? [use this response for below question ii.]
ii. What are your thoughts, if the community believes [UMS is
_______ how do you think or does it have an impact on
UMS school culture? Explain why?]
10. Being a parent in our community, do you believe this impacts UMS? [be
ready to probe]
i. Why do you believe or think the community feels this way
about UMS? [use this response for below question ii.]
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ii. What are your thoughts, if the community believes [UMS is
_______ how do you think or does it have an impact on
UMS school culture? Explain why?]
iii. Do you think/believe what people in the community say
about UMS can impact the school culture on teacher
instruction, student behavior, or how the principal makes
decision?
11. How do you feel or believe you were treated here as a parent?
a. Oh you felt you were treated bad / good, please explain?
b. Do you believe the way you were treated was how the school’s
culture is/was?
12. What is your opinion on how the students behave at UMS?
a. Why do you believe this, please give an example? [I am looking to
see if the leadership played a factor or was it something else]
b. Has their behavior changed since the last five years? [Five years
is the beginning of Dr. Smith leadership]
13. How do/did the Principal treat you?? Other district administrators?
a. Please explain? [look at facial expressions, very telling. Listen to
tone of student]
b. Has it always been like this? If so, why did it change or not?
14. Earlier you mentioned the school culture changed/did not change what
changes have you seen?
a. What do you believe caused these changes, please explain?
b. Why do you think it is still the same [only ask if still the same]?
15. Do you think UMS has a gang problem? Or did it have a gang problem?
a. Please explain?
b. Provide examples
16. Did know or believe your child’s teachers classroom rule and
expectations, beliefs, and values were similar to the school’s?
a. Please explain?
17. Describe the school culture prior to Dr. Smith? [use only if former or
parent who have experienced both principals]
18. Explain how Uptown Middle School culture has changed?
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a. Please provide a detail? [Keep in mind, they might say it has not
changed] Provide similarities
You mentioned [their response from question from any question you can
investigate deeper] why do you believe that? Can you provide me an example?
Closing: Is there anything else you would like to share relevant to the
transformation of the school culture that we did not discuss?
Second Interview: If it is ok with you, I would like to call or stop by to see if there
is anything you had a question regarding this interview, or perhaps we can setup
a second interview? Here is my business card with both phone number and
email.
Do you have any questions for me? [stop recording]
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APPENDIX E
IRB PERMISSION LETTER
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APPENDIX F
CONSENT FORM
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APPENDIX G
PARENTAL CONSENT FORM
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ASSENT FORM
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