
  [image: Cover Page of Creating a Positive School Culture]


  [image: Half Title of Creating a Positive School Culture]


  [image: Title Page of Creating a Positive School Culture]


  Copyright © 2004 by Corwin Press

  First Skyhorse Publishing edition 2015.

  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

  Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

  Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

  Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

  Cover design by Anthony Paular

  Print ISBN: 978-1-63220-554-4

  Ebook ISBN: 978-1-63220-971-9

  Printed in the United States of America


  Contents

  Preface

  About the Authors

  1.   Understanding the Different Experiences of Teachers and Principals

  Principals

  Teachers

  Conclusion

  2.   Creating an Environment for Change

  Exercise: Externalization

  Comparing Deficit-Focused Versus Conceptualized Understanding: Summary of the 4 “C’s” of Helpful Conversation

  Summary of the Practice of Externalizing and Restorying

  3.   Typical School Culture Problems and Their Effects

  Gossip

  Problem-Saturated Conversation

  Cliques

  The Us-Them Attitude

  Resentment and Negativity

  Community Disrespect

  The Rushed Feeling and Scarcity of Time

  Hierarchy

  Competition

  4.   When Serious Problems Divide the Staff

  The Scenario

  Applying a Narrative Metaphor

  5.   Changing Staff Habits Without Conflict

  Process of Change

  Step-by-Step Example of the Thinking Behind a Constructive Process of Change

  6.   Preventing Problems and Creating a Climate of Support

  Connection

  Collaboration

  The Many Faces of Appreciation

  Self-Reflection

  Dealing With the System: Testing and Unions

  Leadership

  7.   Practices That Support a Caring School Culture

  8.   Working With Parents and Volunteers

  Problem Stories of Parents and Bats

  Parent Involvement: From Problem Story to Collaboration

  When Conflicts Arise

  More Ideas for Your School Community

  World Wide Web Resources

  Yard Duty Volunteers

  Strategies for Challenging Situations

  Conclusion: Questions and Answers

  Resource A: Glossary

  Resource B: Staff Development Activities

  Resource C: Summary of School Culture Problems and the Practices That Prevent Them

  Resource D: Job Satisfaction Survey

  Resource E: Teacher Survey

  Resource F: Principal Interview Protocol

  References

  Index


  Preface

  In the past decade, an increasing amount of pressure has been placed on school staffs to teach an expanding curriculum. At the same time, resources were decreased, responsibilities grew, and less time was made available for teachers to support each other.

  As a result, issues often develop among staff members, such as negativity, isolation, or censure. This can cause principals and teachers to spend a tremendous amount of time and energy addressing these problems instead of focusing on academia, their initial goal. Educators and students alike may suffer.

  Our intention in this book is to assist principals, with the collaboration of teachers, support staff, and parents, to form a school culture in which rich, supportive, and energizing relationships will be enhanced. Specifically, the purpose of this book is to help educators find efficient ways to understand and solve staff problems, prevent conflicts, and generally enrich their school culture. With that in mind, we gently invite readers to reflect on somewhat controversial questions and make visible the challenges of the current school system. Once visible, these challenges can be contained and practices can be developed to bring forth each person’s wisdom and compassionate self. Narrative therapy, considered the cutting edge in systemic approaches, has been a very relevant theoretical framework to understand and address school culture issues. It offers a contextual perspective that fosters respect and awareness, and contributes to bringing the best out in everyone.

  We have made every possible effort to write this book in a practical, clear, and creative way. Tutorials, exercises, common questions and answers, transcripts of conversations, illustrations, cartoons, dialogues between the authors, and numerous examples are used to keep the readers engaged with the material. This work is the result of many years of successful collaboration between a narrative therapist, consulting with several school principals, and a dedicated elementary school teacher. By combining therapeutic knowledge with day-today educational experience, the text provides a rich and comprehensive approach to a vast array of staff-related problems.

  This book is not intended as an introduction to narrative therapy but rather as the application of narrative and social constructionist ideas to the field of education. For that reason narrative concepts are only covered in their relevance to teachers and principals, and the clinical practices associated with the ideas are not thoroughly examined. The interested reader can easily find further information on the subject in the many excellent introduction to narrative therapy books readily available (Bird, 2000; Freeman & Combs, 1996; Freeman, Epston, & Lobovits, 1997; Madsen, 1999; Winslade & Monk, 1999; White & Epston, 1990; Winslade & Monk, 2000; Zimmerman & Dickerson, 1996).

  Embedded in the spirit of the narrative approach is the belief in local knowledges and in the wisdom of lived experience. Expertise is assumed to develop from the handling of everyday life and not simply from theoretical conceptualization. With that in mind, we could write a book marrying the narrative approach and education only by recruiting educators to share their experiences. We believe this has significantly enriched the material that we present and certainly inspired us greatly in the ideas that we propose. As a result, we have interviewed and/or surveyed well over 200 educators from a wide range of elementary and middle public schools in Northern California. The populations in these schools varied in terms of socioeconomic status, race, and ethnicity. Schools were visited in rural and suburban areas as well as in the city. Four schools involved parent participation, while the remaining were general public schools. The questionnaires, surveys, and interview format for this research are included in Resources D and E.

  From those conversations we have extracted pressures, struggles, solutions, and reflections that color each individual’s journey in schools. We have integrated all of the emerging themes into different sections. The first chapter of the book explores the experiences of principals and teachers in the subculture of the school system. Our intention in writing this section is to foster a greater understanding of people’s struggles and experiences in schools, regardless of their respective roles. It covers in particular the pressures that constrain their ways of being and includes quotes from our research that reveal both the humor and hardship of the job. Chapter 2 presents a few fundamental principles and practices inspired by the narrative approach. A careful attempt has been made to eliminate most of the jargon embedded in the theory to render it accessible and relevant to educators. Chapter 3 details the climate problems that can emerge in systems under pressure such as schools. It covers, for example, the numerous problems presented to us by educators, such as gossip, cliques, and union conflicts, as well as more educational themes, such as competition, hierarchy, and evaluation. Chapter 4 offers a complete case analysis of the development of a climate problem and its solution. Chapter 5 engages the reader in the step-by-step process of inviting a group of staff members to change without triggering conflicts. Chapter 6 summarizes the ingredients of a strong school culture. Chapter 7 offers words of wisdom, ideas, suggestions, and strategies shared by principals to prevent or solve problems. Finally, Chapter 8 offers brief suggestions and perspectives for working with other adults in the school, such as parents and yard duty volunteers.

  We hope that all readers will be inspired by at least one of the ideas exposed and will finish their reading energized to explore new possibilities with their colleagues. Above all, we hope that the book will bring forth more appreciation and compassion for yourself and the dedicated members of your community.
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  CHAPTER ONE

  Understanding the Different Experiences of Teachers and Principals

  Most educators can probably relate to the following three scenarios.

  
    Everyone thinks of Karen as the Mother Teresa of the school. She is well known for going the extra mile, helping students at recess, bringing in items for needy families, and spending evenings in her classroom hosting parent gatherings. She attended the latest conferences on character education and positive discipline, and held a staff workshop to share the latest information from the conferences. Karen, however, feels like a fraud. She knows that she often yells at her students, and she feels guilty because she recognizes it reduces her classroom’s morale. She finds herself yelling anyway.

  

  Why does Karen yell, against her intentions and better judgment?

  
    John enjoys his job as a principal. He likes to lead by example and makes great effort to visit classrooms daily. He has received many kudos for his dedication to his community. Recently, however, staff members have become upset by his absences during lunch. John has been going off campus more and more often to have lunch alone; for the staff, this means he is gone when they most need support and time to run ideas by him. Many perceive this act as a reflection of a deep lack of care, and question his reliability and authenticity.

  

  Why does John “run away” despite the pleas of his staff?

  
    Chris is the newest teacher on staff. He is well respected for having good control of his class and being enthusiastic about curriculum development. The mostly female staff appreciate having such a compassionate, masculine figure on site, especially one who is so kind and devoted to his work in education. To everyone’s amazement, Chris is noticeably shy with the elderly woman who volunteers for lunchtime yard duty and seems to avoid her whenever possible. Some staff are beginning to question why Chris would act in this manner.

  

  Why is Chris so distant with this woman, when he is so good with colleagues and children?

  Why? Why? Why? is the question that many educators, principals and teachers alike, strive to answer when faced with an interpersonal challenge. There is a belief that we should understand the cause of a problem before we can even attempt to solve it: You can’t fight an enemy you don’t know. Yet many of the explanations we usually come up with focus on individuals, their believed personality, their “strengths” and “weaknesses.”1 In so doing, the personal and professional context of those people’s lives is often forgotten. Often, the context of people’s lives has at least an equal or greater influence on people’s actions than any individual choice (see Beaudoin & Taylor, 2004, for more information). The context will determine if you are your outgoing and funny self or your more shy and reserved self. It is important to understand context because it:

    1.   Has the power to shape each individual’s action

    2.   Colors how people expect others to behave

    3.   Is the backdrop against which problems develop

  Consequently, no school culture can be truly addressed in any significant way until the context and the experiences of people are well understood. The more you know about the context and its unique impact on the individuals involved, the more power you have to address the situation effectively.

  Whether you are a principal or a teacher, this chapter will:

  •   Assist you in articulating your own experience and depersonalize the struggles associated with your role

  •   Give you an insider’s view into the responsibilities and pressures experienced by your colleagues

  •   Connect you further with compassion for others’ responsibilities (compassion is always handy when addressing interpersonal tensions!)

  •   Allow you to use the ideas presented in the rest of the book successfully!

  Principals often think they understand teachers’ experiences because most of them “have been there”; in our research that has not proven to be true, as the leadership demands on principals often take precedence over remembering what it was like to be in a classroom. In addition, we tend to forget the nuances of experiences that have not been specifically named. For example, you may remember feeling generally overwhelmed at the end of the year but you may not (especially when overwhelmed) have actually articulated, named, and reflected upon exactly what happened. This makes it difficult to remember the details and implications of the experience. Finally, people’s experiences on a principal career path can be distinct from those of other teachers in subtle ways. Your reference point provides only one perspective; certainly a valuable one, but it may overlap in limited ways with the integrated feedback of large numbers of educators.

  This being said, let us now explore briefly the experience and work context of

  a. Principals

  b. Teachers

  PRINCIPALS2

  •   What are the stories you have about who principals are as people?

  •   What comes to your mind when thinking “principals should …”?

  •   Which ones of these “shoulds” may be unrealistic?

  These are some of the main questions we sought to understand as we interviewed a large number of administrators from a variety of districts and communities. What we found over and over again was that principals’ daily lives were dominated by three experiences:

  •   Being mistaken for God

  •   Doing more, more, more

  •   Being everything for everyone all the time

  Being Mistaken for God

  
    People almost expect the principal to supply them everything they need, as if you were a counselor or a mommy or had a magic wand. I realized they wanted me to be God. I thought, “Oh, I didn’t apply for that job. I think the position is already filled!”

    —Elementary School Principal What are the implications of being mistaken for God?

  

  When someone places you on a pedestal or overestimates your authority, you become trapped into a role where you cannot be your preferred self and must instead:

  •   Never make mistakes

  •   Know all the answers

  •   Be able to solve everything

  •   Control everything at will (parents, students, cafeteria issues, etc.)

  •   Predict the future (e.g., school enrollment or even the weather)

  An elementary school principal spoke of this:

  
    The teachers expect that you will never make a mistake. That is an unreasonable expectation. I once had a teacher say, “You called a rainy day lunch and it did not rain. You ruined my whole week!”

  

  Principals are often assumed to have unlimited amounts of authority in controlling students, parents, teachers, circumstances, and the school environment. The pressure of being powerful takes on a life of its own, becoming a story. It is then repetitively confirmed by the noticing of only certain events over which the principal actually does have a certain power.

  Those events are, in reality, of a limited nature. Upon closer analysis, three words distinguish a principal’s actual power: narrow, solitary, and visible.

  First, the power is narrow, limited in scope, and applied to only very specific issues. People experiencing a principal’s power may experience it as intense, but on a broader scale of time and school culture it may have only a small effect. For example, a principal may have the choice to transfer or lay off a teacher, an action that has an intense effect for that teacher, but that same principal may be unable to affect a broader issue, such as changing a school’s culture.

  Second, the power is solitary, meaning that it is held by one individual in the face of a larger group of subordinates. Although it may seem as though the principal holds more power than a group of adults, regardless of the group’s size and whether it is made up of teachers or parents, this solitary voice in reality can become very insignificant. We have spoken to many principals who wish they could implement a new practice, yet have been turned down by the majority. Ultimately there may be a popular and/or vocal teacher on staff who may hold more influential power over such items.

  Third, the power is visible to all in the community. Because of the distinct nature of his or her role in the school, the principal is also the civic representative and the one to lead publicly. This visible power can lead to an inflated, unrealistic perception or story of the principal as a person and as a professional. Following are some comments from principals:

  
    I was promoted to assistant principal, and soon teachers who had twenty or thirty years’ experience were asking me for advice, though I felt they had been teaching much longer than I had.

    —Middle School Assistant Principal

  

  
    When you go from the classroom into that office, all of sudden people look at you different, as if you have been gifted with all the answers in education. Sometimes we feel like we should; they expect us to! They don’t realize we are just human, just like them.

    —Middle School Principal

  

  Teachers feel they personally have limited amounts of power and know that the principal has somewhat more power, without knowing the limit of that power. The power is visible, yet the limit is often invisible.

  
    Principals don’t have a lot of power, and anyone going into a principalship for power is in for a rude awakening. If there is power, it’s shared power. You’re in between a rock and a hard place, meaning you have to keep the parents happy, the teachers happy and the district office happy. Sometimes these are at opposing places. I don’t think I have power. I say “sorry” a lot and “what do you want me to do?” If you say to [people], “Is there something you want me to do?”, many times they don’t know, but they feel better that you listened to them.

    —Elementary School Principal

  

  There is a disconnection that may exist between teachers and principals in terms of understanding each other’s realities. This is particularly true in regard to principals’ lives, which may appear much more unpredictable and multifaceted to others than the known and visible routine of teachers. In other words, people get only a glimpse of a principal’s day and may remain totally unaware of the full story. The pressure placed on principals to be powerful can have a whole set of undesirable consequences. This distorted story can, on one hand, create a context where teachers feel less capable than they actually are, engage in relationships in a disempowered way, and avoid responsibility on issues they could significantly affect. Teachers may end up taking a more passive role and expect principals to solve problems that pertain to everyone: “You have the power here … what are you going to do?”

  As for principals, it can leave them with a false sense of entitlement and trying to impose demands on their staff (which typically backfires). Enormous amounts of responsibility can also bear heavily on one person’s shoulders and create a context where mistakes are not only unavoidable but also accentuated by the community and difficult to forgive.

  
    When teachers put you too high up it changes the way they treat you and ask questions. It puts the decision on you, which is bad because then you are responsible for everything. If you think someone is way up there, then you can’t have honest conversations.

    —Middle School Principal

  

  Finally, the unrealistic story of principals as super powerful can create a false impression of them as invulnerable, without any particular human “needs” of their own and able to take in a lot of grief without being seriously affected.

  Doing More, More, More

  
    When the school year starts in August, you hit the ground running and you never stop. The school year is one big sprint.

    —Middle School Principal

  

  In most school districts, principals are responsible for: planning student assessments, class placement, discipline, student study teams, clubs, sports, yard duty, lunch duty, administrative paperwork, observations, district meetings, planning, staff development, staff evaluation, grants, leading staff meetings, spreading information, memo writing, facilities, traffic, buses, cafeteria, food delivery, parents, Home and School Club, homework center meetings, community programs, counselor, planning assemblies, grade-level meetings, coordinating prep times, evaluate absentee rates, test scores, research, fundraising, supervising, conferencing, teaching, modeling, coordinating parent help, hiring process, firing process, conferences, professional growth, accommodating visitors, emergency contact, financial work/budget, staff cheerleader … and so on.

  This pressure places an enormous amount of responsibilities on principals and can be unrealistic. Over the past hundred years, schools have been increasingly institutionalized and have faced more complex sets of requirements. The educational system has been facing more demands while being burdened with a limited budget. As a result the government has simply resorted to increasing the principal’s workload. Given that, in many states, administrators do not have the luxury of an organized union’s protection, they often feel forced to subject themselves to those demands with little possibility of protest. As discussed by two California principals:

  
    If you don’t know how to work with the superintendent, you’re out. [In my area] there is no union to back you up. You work at the pleasure of the superintendent.

    —Middle School Principal

  

  
    A teacher once asked me when I was going to get tenure! I told her that [here] we don’t get tenure. We don’t even have a year-to-year contract. Our work is day to day. You simply have to do the best job you can for your people.

    —Middle School Principal

  

  In other words, if educators are really committed to the work of leadership, their only real option is to do so with all the additional tasks. This can remind us of the situation a century ago, when employers subjected workers without job security to excessive amounts of work. The biggest difference in this situation is that there is practically no one to replace principals if they decide to leave.

  How far can this go? How many more demands can be placed on principals? Current data reveal there may soon be a principal shortage, as people are less willing to work an average of 54 hours a week, in stressful conditions, with lack of resources, increasing responsibilities, and a sense that the compensation, in certain districts, can result in a pay cut when actual hours of work are factored in (Education Writers Association, 2002). In the meantime, current principals have the sense that they never can do enough.

  Such a high level of accountability, to many different groups with different goals and preferences, also means that you can never satisfy everyone; you always receive some criticism and very little appreciation.

  
    Having to let go a teacher, for example, is very difficult. If you keep the person, the staff may be upset because you are keeping a bad apple; if you ask them to leave, those who have bonded with the teacher will be upset. And then you have to live with this situation ‘till the end of the year.

    —Elementary School Principal

  

  
    Our middle school team has worked hard with the union to organize a late-morning start on Wednesdays so that teachers can meet and collaborate with each other. We were very pleased to make that possible for teachers, and it is certainly in the best interest of students. Parents, however, started calling and were upset thinking that their children might miss out on academics. We really can never satisfy everyone.

    —Middle School Principal

  

  Other effects of this pressure may be: exhaustion, imbalance of personal and professional life, feeling overwhelmed, and depression.

  
    I know it will never be enough even if I stay here every night until 10. It has tremendous effect on family life. Sometimes I don’t see my children for several days, and, even when I am sitting home on a Sunday thinking “it’s me time,” I’m not able to be present. My mind is still at school.

    —Middle School Principal

  

  Finally this pressure demands such an extreme amount of work focused on the community’s children and families that, ironically, very little time can be left for one’s own. It is not surprising that the turnover rate for principals between 1988 and 1998 was 42% and that approximately 40% of principals leave the field because of politics, bureaucracy, and unreasonable demands (Education Writers Association, 2002).

  Being Everything for Everyone All the Time

  The principal is often perceived as the person to go to if you have a problem, particularly if it is a big problem. People are aware of their own needs and do not necessarily realize that their demands are multiplied by at least 30 other staff and countless families. We have heard teachers and parents wonder what a principal does with his or her time, especially if the principal does not respond that very day to a question or request.

  We once met with a principal at 1 P.M. We walked in as she was just finishing checking her e-mail. She announced to us that while she was busy on lunch duty, the district office had sent an e-mail, expecting all administrative staff to meet at the district office at 1 P.M. We stood there, stunned that a district could possibly mandate principals to be at a meeting an hour and a half after an e-mail had been sent.

  Principals clearly experience a pressure to be available. Principals have to be willing to drop everything and do what the district prioritizes for them. They have to be at the beck and call of the system and able to meet many multiple demands. Principals have to ensure that everyone is happy, the school is running smoothly, and all the paperwork is completed.

  The implications of this pressure are great. First, principals can never fully know in the morning how their day will go—will they have to be prepared for a life-threatening emergency or have a peaceful day? They have to be somewhat on guard all the time and can never totally relax or achieve a sense of control over their day.

  
    My biggest “Aha!” when I went from a being a teacher to being a principal was that I can never control my day. As a teacher, I would spend hours planning for every hour of every day. However, as a principal, I could have nothing on my planner for a particular day and that day will end up being crazy!

    —Elementary School Principal

  

  Second, such bombardments of requests by many people require that decisions be made quickly. This may result in decisions that are not always ideal and may not even represent what the principals themselves would have preferred, given a chance to reflect, as illustrated in the following comments:

  
    You have to make these quick decisions and then later on you realize … Oh … no … did I really say that?

    —Elementary School Principal

  

  
    At school you have to make so many decisions so quickly that you end up not being as collaborative as you’d like.
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