School culture does not just happen.  It occurs as a result of hard work on the part of those professionals who work in a school – principals, teachers and perhaps even other staff who work in a school.  Sergiovani (2000) provides a clear definition of culture, one that can be utilized in thinking about what a professional culture might look like:

Culture is generally thought of as the normative glue that holds a particular school together.  With shared visions, values and beliefs at its heart, culture serves as a compass setting, steering people in a common direction.  It provides norms that govern the way people interact with each other.  It provides a framework for deciding what does or does not make sense.  Culture, Louis (1980) points out, is a ‘ set of common understandings for organizing actions and language and other symbolic vehicles for expressing common understandings’ (p. 227) 

As the glue that holds a school together, the culture consists of a diverse array of elements, all of which become part of how those within the culture function.  Deal and Peterson (2009) describe many components of a school culture that contribute to the effective functioning of the culture.  Among the elements they describe are artifacts, routines, traditions, myths, values, vision, stories, rituals, and ceremonies.  Sergiovanni (2001) describes the “traditions, rituals and norms that define a school’s culture” (p. 77) as the lifeworld of a school.  To further expand the concept of lifeworld,  Sergiovanni (2000) adds 

Community is at the heart of a school’s lifeworld.  It provides the substance for finding and making meaning and the framework for culture building…Communities are collections of people who come together because they share common commitments, ideas and values (Sergiovani, 1994).  (p. 59)  

Adding the dimension of community to the concept of culture, suggests that it (community) reminds us of our responsibilities to the common good (p. 14).  Additional elaboration on the idea of community suggests that schools can be understood as 

Collegial communities where members are connected to each other for mutual benefit and to pursue common goals by a sense of felt interdependence and mutual obligation.  

Inquiring communities where principals and teachers commit themselves to a spirit of collective inquiry as they reflect on their practice and search for solutions to the problems they face. (Sergiovanni, 2000, p. 59-60) 

All of these elements contribute to how those who work in a school see themselves and the organization in its entirety and how they envision the particular culture in which they are operating.  

One important component of how teachers see themselves in a school has to do with the concept or teacher efficacy which “ is directly related to how teachers behave in the classroom, to students’ behavior in the classroom and to the quality of student achievement teachers obtain” (Sergiovanni, 2000, p. 130).  Sergiovanni (2000) quotes Webb (1996) who addresses the topic of teacher efficacy:

teachers with a low sense of efficacy had come to believe that many students cannot learn and will not learn and that there isn’t much a teacher can do about it…Teachers with a high sense of efficacy…believe that all students are capable of learning-that teachers can do a great deal to increase student achievement” (p. 131). 

Carol Dweck contributes to this part of the discussion as well.  She discusses two versions children hold of intelligence, an “entity” view that sees intelligence as fixed and an “incremental” view that sees intelligence as able to change and grow as a means of attempting to understand dispositions for teachers.  (Diez, 2007, p. 389).  Efficacy addresses the idea of whether or not teachers see themselves as being able to have any influence on the learning of students.  Supporting Dweck’s incremental view, suggests that teachers must believe that indeed they can impact the learning of children, thus carrying that belief into a classroom and in interactions with colleagues may influence the manner in which a professional culture functions in a school.  

A school culture can thus be seen as an organization of people (teachers), coming together for the common purpose of building relationships with perhaps the sole purpose of contributing to/focusing on the learning needs of students and providing the best possible educational opportunities for each child in the school.  Working within an established culture, teachers should then be taking advantage of “research to make decisions, and a personal obligation to share new information and techniques” (Flanagan, 2007, p. 90).


Saphier and King (1985) suggest that a culture must have “good seeds” in order to grow.  The seeds consist of 

1. Collegiallity

2. Experimentation

3. High expectations

4. Trust and confidence

5. Tangible support

6. Reaching out to the knowledge bases

7. Appreciation and recognition

8. caring, celebration, and humor

9. Involvement in decision making

10. Protection of what’s important

11.  Traditions

12. Honest, open communication (p. 67)

Each of the “seeds” provides an ingredient that contributes to the effective functioning of a school culture.  Saphier, King and D’Auria (2006) further elaborate on school culture, suggesting that there are three important components  of a successful professional culture, shared beliefs, academic focus and productive professional relationships.  Again, in order for the culture to function effectively, each of the three dimensions should be at some level of being operationalized in a school.  Additionally, the formal leadership of the school must not be toxic, and in fact must enable ad/or provide opportunities for the members of the community to work together.


In order for a professional culture to function effectively, the formal leadership (principal) in the culture must foster it.  Barth (2006) addresses this issue.  

The nature of relationships among the adults within a school has a greater influence on the character and quality of that school and on student accomplishment that anything else.  If the relationships between administrators and teachers are trusting, generous, helpful and cooperative, then the relationships between teachers and students, between students and students, and between teachers and parents are likely to be trusting, generous, helpful and cooperative…the relationships among the educators in a school define all relationships within that school’s culture.  Teachers and administrators demonstrate all too well a capacity to either enrich or diminish one another’s lives and thereby enrich or diminish their schools.  (p. 1) 

The establishment of this kind of environment should then enable teachers to work together in professional relationships, having conversations about their own practice and how to better meet the learning needs of children.  

In considering the three elements of school culture described by Saphier, King and D’Auria, the element that must exist in a school in order for a professional culture to function effectively is the degree to which conversations/discussions/dialogue takes place in a mutually respectful manner.  These conversations must exist between teachers/students, teachers/teachers, teachers/principals, principals/parents, teachers/parents, superintendent/principals, etc.  when these relationships are effective and authentic conversations are occurring, the professional culture is vibrant and the ultimate benefit is the learning of the professionals and students.

Because teachers are the frontline of impacting the lives of learners, establishing an environment in which they can significantly contribute to and be part of the professional culture becomes critical.  Donaldson (2007) clearly speaks to this issue. Teacher leaders, in order to foster an environment in which a professional culture can exist, are a significant part of “…relationship building, protecting the learning mission, and stimulating invention in the classroom” (p. 134).  Each of the three are important elements in a well functioning professional culture.  As Bryk and Schneider (2002) suggest:  “If teachers and others are to share a commitment to acting together to improve learning for all children, their working relationships must be strong enough to sustain that action” (as cited in Donaldson, 2007, p. 134).  “Of all the adults in the school, teachers have the best opportunities to cultivate open, respectful relationships with one another” (p. 134).  This clearly speaks to three important components of a professional culture, equality, affirmation, and collaboration (Donaldson, 2007).  Teachers who are “…widely respected…who move freely among the faculty can use their relational trust and influence to cultivate relationships that sustain a common focus on kids, learning and a positive culture” (p. 134).   This particular group of teachers become important for the experienced veterans and the new teachers entering the profession   It becomes a matter then of learning how to navigate the environment, working with and taking advantage of the expertise of the veterans, and drawing in the new teachers with their energy, enthusiasm and innovative ideas.  Working together, the result should be significant learning on the part of both groups as well as the students. When teacher leaders “pursue respectful working relationships with all their colleagues, when they champion learning and teaching, and when they engage directly in the search for answers and solutions to classroom challenges they and their colleagues face, the result must be that their colleagues feel encouraged, supported, challenged and helped to be better teachers in very concrete ways” (p. 136).  The ideas and behaviors described, clearly describe components of a professional culture and highlight the importance of teachers leaders as a critical element in fostering that kind of culture.  It could even be said that they are the advocates for establishing and sustaining a professional culture.


Lieberman and Miller (2007) also provide insights into a professional culture and how it should function.  They suggest that “learning in practice” is important for teachers to learn how to be leaders (p. 42).  The concept of learning in practice comes from the work of Donald Schon and reflective practice.  He suggested that people as they did their work developed “theories in use” which come from their practice.  It is knowledge that is created from their experience of practicing their craft.  In the case of teaching, the private work in the classroom became public (p. 42).  To think of professional culture in the same vein, implies that a professional culture “ learns to exist” as the members work to improve their practice.  That is to say, as the organization learns to function as a professional culture, this occurs as a result of practitioners learning to do their practice in community with each other, collaborating, talking, making mistakes and learning from them, all with a focus on establishing an environment that oozes with professionals doing their work with students in classrooms.  Lave and Wenger (1991, as cited in Lieberman and Miller, 2007) also support the idea of learning in practice.  They espouse social learning whereby professionals “learn through practice (learning as doing),  through meaning (learning as intentional); through community (learning as participating and being with others); and through identity (learning as changing who we are) (p. 43).  Thus learning on the part of teachers happens as a result of them working in community together, with a focus of extending the learning of students.  It comes as a result of them authentically working together.


The idea of teachers working together, what today could be considered Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) comes from McLaughlin and Talbert (1993) who emphasize the importance of professional culture and how it should function.  They explain “groups of teachers talked openly about their students and the problems they were having, discussed curricular and pedagogical approaches to making changes together, taught one another different strategies and practices, and committed themselves to collective discussion and action with their peers as colleagues” (as cited in Lieberman and Miller, 2007, p. 45), what today we would identify as PLCs.  Westheimer (1998) defines community as “involving ineteaction and participation, interdependence, shared interests and beliefs, concern for minority views, and meaningful relationships” (as cited in Lieberman and Miller, 2007, p. 45), again what today we would define as PLCs.  

Little (1982) also contributes to the discussion about how teachers should work together by identifying “norms of collegiality.”  She highlights a number of behaviors that should occur in a professional culture, which in today’s thinking could be the focus o a PLC:

1. continuous and increasingly concrete and precise talk about teaching practice – which builds a shared language adequate to the complexity o teaching

2. observation and feedback of teachers and their practice

3. the planning, designing, research, evaluation and preparation of teaching materials together

4. teachers teaching each other the practice of teaching

support for discussion of classroom practice, mutual observation and critique, shared efforts to design and prepare curriculum and shared participation in the business of instructional improvement  (p. 331-332)


Marzano (2003) suggests that collegiality has to do with the “manner in which teachers interact with each other” (p. 61).  Fullan and Hargreaves (1996, as cited in Marzano, 2003, p. 61) add to an understanding of collegiality (1996) characterizing it as “authentic interactions that are professional in nature” (p. 61).  These behaviors would include:


openly sharing failures and mistakes


demonstrating respect for each other (p. 61)

In addition to formal instances of teacher leadership, informal teacher leaders contribute significantly to establishing and sustaining a professional culture.  Those who are informal leaders contribute a “spirit” that is a necessary part of establishing and sustaining a professional culture. “These teacher leaders exude a ‘can-do’ spirit about their own learning and their own invention of better practice” (p. 137), thus pushing forward the professional culture in a school.  “They cultivate a community of practice by behaving as committed professionals (Barth, 2003; Meier, 2002, as cited in Donaldson, 2007, p. 138) which is essential to maintaining a professional culture.

An additional component that contributes to the make-up on a professional culture is the particular dispositions that teachers ring to it.  Diez (2007) has done some significant work in this area.  As mentioned above, she uses the work of Dweck to think about dispositions and suggesting that in fact they can be “developed over time, influenced by context, experience, and interaction” (p. 390).  In her discussion of dispositions, she also highlights the work of Oja and Reiman (2007) who argue dispositions from a “constructivist-developmental and moral development perspectives that ‘disposition is best understood within the context of our understanding of thoughtful and responsible teacher professional judgment’ (p. 109), clarifying that ‘professional judgment is a disposition toward interpreting and deciding based on one’s developmental position, theoretical knowledge, and skills in meeting the needs of learners’” (p. 111, p. 390).   One could argue that the establishment of a professional culture from Oja’s and Reiman’s perspective, provides teachers the opportunity to inform their thinking and practice about dispositions.  Taken from the NCATE Standards, dispositions are defined as  “Professional attitudes, values, and beliefs demonstrated through both verbal and non-verbal behaviors as educators interact with students, families, colleagues, and communities. These positive behaviors support student learning and development” (www.ncate.org/public/glossary.asp?ch=4).  Three additional points made by Deiz, contribute significantly to the discussion of dispositions and their importance for the work of teachers in a professional culture:   

Sullivan (2004) suggests that dispositions of teachers should have “knowledge that goes well beyond the content of the discipline to an understanding of the social context and who can collaborate with others-fellow professionals and parents, students and the broader community-to make a difference in the lives of all children” (p. 395).

The professional educator needs to be seen as a “moral agent working collaboratively for the common good.  That means, among other things, addressing explicitly the school as a learning community” (p. 395).  

To be effective in the practice of dispositions, teachers must possess analytical skills, but also know how to collaborate with others in examining data patterns and reviewing student work to determine next steps to support growth.  Teachers must have skill in reflection of their own work and also on the larger context and the resources available through working together as a learning community. (p. 395)

In thinking then about the work of developing the Professional Culture component of a Teacher Knowledge Base, one can certainly draw the 3 strands from Saphier, King and D’Auria (2006) of shared beliefs, academic focus and productive professional relationships.  Delineating shared beliefs is a task that should be done at an individual school by those who are part of that particular earning community.  Beliefs such as “ability is effort based; errors are normal and opportunities for learning; care, quality, and craftsmanship are what count; climate counts; student success is teachers’ joint responsibility” (p. 55) can indeed be part of what a group at a school may develop.  Additionally, an academic focus can also be developed at a particular school, drawing from that which exists at the district level.  This is also the place where efforts to raise the bar can occur.  The productive professional relationships component is the element of a professional culture that indeed requires not only teacher development and participation, but also strong, firm leadership from the top.  Collaboration for example, is not something that can be mandated.  It must emanate from the professionals in the school because the professional culture that is established and functioning compels teachers to work in this manner.  

Challenge then is to perhaps identify the “skills” that new teachers and veterans must bring to the table in order to establish and sustain a professional culture.  Perhaps this is the task of our KSPT Group.
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Ann Pegg:  empowerment a key element of creating and sustaining a professional culture – empowering teachers to collaborate to improve their practice.  This necessitates constructive conversation and dialogue, affirming ideas of others, working in community with each other to foster learning of children.
