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ABSTRACT 

 Schools develop organizational cultures of their own; these cultures establish traditions 

and norms that guide everyday life in schools.  The purpose of this case study was to examine 

teachers’ and administrators’ perceptions of how a positive school culture has been shaped, 

maintained, and sustained over the past four decades at one midsized Catholic high school in 

Southeastern Ontario. The qualitative research design combined document analysis and 

qualitative interviewing with the aim to establish a greater understanding of the school’s history. 

The interviews were conducted with current and former teachers and administrators who have 

worked at the school between 1970 and 2013.  By looking at this school as a case study, I have 

attempted to gain a deeper insight to the subjective experiences that different teachers and 

administrators have had with the school over the course of its recent history, and have thereby 

developed an understanding of the motivations and actions undertaken to both preserve and 

change the school’s normative structure over the course of time. 

 The results of the study indicate that the school has been able to maintain and sustain a 

positive culture over the past forty years.  The findings have determined the school’s cultural 

manifestations at each of the three levels of organizational culture, and recognize the 

fundamental importance of the role of selected stakeholders in projecting, and reflecting the 

existing culture in order to preserve core underlying assumptions in the process of adaptation to 

internal and external changes.  The school’s long-standing history, tradition of excellence, and 

strong focus on Catholic education and “educating the whole person” have allowed for the 

establishment of a close community network within the school.  From an ecological perspective 

(recognizing schools as living systems) these networks, supported by strong leadership, have 

served to sustain the healthy elements of the school’s culture allowing it to evolve over time.  
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 I dedicate this thesis to my case school, and alma mater; an institution now responsible 
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the Jesuit Priests, and sisters, and all of the teachers and administration, who prevailed (and will 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

 Exploring teaching and learning in different educational environments has recently 

inspired me to look back on my own experiences as a secondary school student at a school with a 

long standing local history and a set of carefully guarded traditions and mores that define it as an 

institution.  This school seems to have embraced a strong sense of community and membership 

pride that remains consistent despite constantly changing external forces that impact the way in 

which the school adapts to modern society. 

 Growing up, I was fortunate enough to have two young parents, high school sweethearts, 

who met at the high school in question and frequently shared the tales of their secondary school 

experiences with me.  From an early age, I knew all about the school and my parents’ tutelage 

there under priests and nuns, their victories on court and field, the evolution of their uniforms, 

and the trials and tribulations of school dances.  These stories grew in scope at any family 

gathering, on either side, as all but three of my grandparents’ collective of nine attended and 

graduated from the same school.  Due to my order of birth I was the third grandchild in line to 

attend, and despite the obvious sense of pride I took in being able to join a “family” institution, 

and to learn from some of the fabled relics who taught across our generations, it was not until I 

finished my freshman year in 2002 and received my first annual yearbook that I came to realize 

how unique a school it really was.  This particular edition of the yearbook was themed “a day in 

the life” and focused on what it meant to attend high school there.  Reading and reflecting on the 

contents of my very first yearbook had the school waxing from my “family’s school” to what I 

knew would become my home over the following three years.  The message from the 

administration at the time appeared in the introductory pages of this yearbook and continues to 

resonate with me today when I think about what “a day in the life” of a student there was: 
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Our school represents daily an opportunity for each one of you to experience being a part 

of the community.  Each day, you have opportunities to participate fully in the life of this 

institution – friends, the arts, athletics, Christian service and academics.  Each of these is 

a part of your everyday routine and I trust, making you a strong young adult.  I ask that 

each one of you cherish your days and memories here as they will prove to be the 

foundation upon which you make decisions later in life.  (Yearbook, 2002, pp.22) 

While many other high schools may hold similar ideals, there seems to be something about this 

school community that has had the ability to resonate with individuals across multiple decades, 

perhaps even throughout the school’s existence for almost two centuries.  The passion with 

which the school’s history is held and the unchanging community experience that has been 

passed down and preserved, that my parents, teachers, myself, my friends, and our younger 

siblings have all shared, had me wondering what it was about this particular school’s culture that 

has been able to stand the test of time. 

This case study observed the philosophy of Appreciative Inquiry.  Using Appreciative 

inquiry as the foundation for understanding this school’s culture allowed me to examine the 

cultural characteristics that first appealed to me, those of a healthy school.  Taking this 

perspective allowed me to determine how thick a culture it was in regards to the shared 

perceptions of the selected stakeholders at the school over the past forty years. 

This study gave me the opportunity to further probe whether or not my existing 

perception of the school’s culture was limited to myself, and close friends and family, or 

otherwise more widely shared.  This idea reflects the concept of thick and thin organizational 

cultures, where a thin culture refers to an organizational culture that is not at the centre of the 

organization itself, as cultural ideals are not widely spread, and a thick culture is widely accepted 
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and adopted by members (Schmalz, 2012). 

 Though I would relish the opportunity to one day teach at my alma mater, through my 

study I am primarily seeking to learn how an educational institution can maintain cultural 

stability and positivity over a long period of time, despite significant changes to the provincial 

educational system and school policy.  I have grown to understand that school culture goes 

beyond the basic functioning of the school as an organization; it is comprised of folkways and 

traditions that work towards creating meaning, passion, and purpose within the organization 

(Deal & Peterson, 1999).  School culture is ideational (Erikson, 1987), and this study provided 

me with an opportunity to examine it using an approach that focuses on the roles of select 

stakeholders, teachers and administrators, who are primarily responsible for shaping, 

maintaining, and sustaining the school’s culture.   

 From my research I have striven to take away an understanding of what I can do as a 

future educator to help create and contribute to a lasting positive culture in the schools that I one 

day become a part of.  Establishing a community for students that allows them to feel as though 

they are part of something that is bigger than themselves, that they will come to talk about for 

years and years, I believe is central to their ability develop as responsible citizens who have 

learned what it means to have a sense of purpose. 

Purpose and Research Questions 

  The purpose of this case study was to examine the teachers’ and administrators’ 

perceptions of how a healthy school culture has been shaped, maintained, and sustained over the 

past four decades at one midsized Catholic high school in Southeastern Ontario. My goal has 

been to examine how these stakeholders interpreted the school’s culture and how they 

understood their roles in reflecting it. Central to establishing an understanding of the process of 
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cultural development are the following research questions: 

1. What is the perceived nature and manifestation of organizational culture in this 

school? 

2. How are mores and traditions kept, modified, or enhanced in order to continue to 

foster the development of the social organization? 

3. How are external policies incorporated into the school in a way that allows it to 

preserve its founding, tacit values?  

4. Who are the stakeholders who influence and contribute to the maintenance, and 

sustenance of the culture already in place? 

5. Has this school’s culture been sustained in a way that has also allowed the school to 

evolve and improve over time? 

 Through this study I have aimed to get a sense of continuity in relation to how teachers 

and administrators, who have experienced the school over the past 40 years, understand its 

culture, and what commonalities exist between their interpretations.  Understanding how these 

commonalities have been maintained and shared over decades helps to explain the evolution of 

the school’s culture.  Studying established and effective schools that work and foster student 

growth is of paramount importance to understand how these institutions have learned to create 

and maintain community – a safe and comfortable learning environment, which can in turn serve 

to support or challenge current policy mandates.  

Definition of the Terms 

 The following three terms are integral to my study: organizational culture, school culture, 

and the ecological perspective.  The working definitions of these terms, as they apply to my 

study, are provided below. 
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 Organizational culture.  There are a variety of definitions for the term organizational 

culture (e.g., Bolman & Deal, 2003; Deal & Kennedy, 1982; Hatch & Schultz, 1997; Schein, 

2004), which I outline in the literature review in Chapter 2.  For the purposes of this study, I have 

relied on Schein who defined organizational culture as: 

 A pattern of shared basic assumptions learned by a group as it solved its problems of 

external adaptation and internal integration, which has worked well enough to be 

considered valid, and therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct way to 

perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems. (2004, p. 17)  

According to this definition, organizational culture is comprised of norms, mores, and traditions 

(implicit and explicit) that are imposed by an organization to regulate what actions, opinions, 

thoughts, and feelings are acceptable for its members.  Schein’s explanation of organizational 

culture is further demonstrated by his organizational cultural model, which creates a framework 

for understanding what he recognized as the various levels of culture that exist within an 

organization: (1) cultural artefacts; (2) espoused values; and (3) basic underlying assumptions.  

Cultural artefacts are defined by Schein as the characteristics that create an organization’s first 

level of culture, which can be easily viewed, heard, and/or felt by its collective members, and 

often by those external to the organization itself (i.e., mission statements, uniforms, behaviour 

codes, etc.).  Espoused values, the next level of organizational culture, are defined as the 

conscious strategies, goals, and philosophy of the organization, and serve to inform the thought 

processes and attitudes of members.  Lastly, and at the foundation or core of the model, are the 

basic underlying assumptions; these assumptions are often difficult to define because they exist 

at the unconscious level, but are often described as being why things happen the way that they 

do.  These artefacts, espoused values, and basic underlying assumptions are understood and 
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collectively shared amongst the organization’s members, and are manifested in ways unique to 

the organization itself.  It should be noted, however, that there can be dissonance or disagreement 

within these last two levels of culture, particularly in weaker organizations.  The idea of the these 

values and assumptions being “shared” refers to their being understood by all organizational 

members, however, members can still agree to disagree. 

 School culture.  Though the two are similar, the term ‘school culture’ should be defined 

separately from ‘organizational culture,’ as the two are distinct.  For the purposes of this study I 

have used Deal and Peterson’s (2009) definition: school culture encompasses a set of 

interconnected norms, values, beliefs, ceremonies, rituals, traditions, and myths that are 

solidified over the course of a school’s history by stakeholders in the community.  This definition 

recognizes the human element of education; schools are unlike many other organizations in the 

sense that a poor-quality product or service cannot be salvaged; a school’s culture has a strong 

impact on how a school performs, and influences how those inside the building think, act, and 

feel (Deal & Peterson, 2009).   

 Ecological perspective.  The ecological perspective is the framework that recognizes 

schools as living systems.  This perspective offers a holistic interpretation of how a school’s 

social systems, created by the people within it, interconnect, develop and progress (Clarke, 

2000).  Ecological culture theorists (e.g. Clarke, 2000; Conoley, 1987; Mitchell & Sackney, 

2009; Snyder et al., 2008; Wheatly, 1999) acknowledge that, like all living systems, cultural 

systems are inherently unstable, interdependent systems and networks that cannot be understood 

through analytical processes.  The ecological perspective examines the relationships between the 

members that comprise an organization, and sees these relations as essential to creating the 

sustainability of the organization and its members. 
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Rationale 

 Although there exist a number of recent studies that examine school and learning 

community cultures (e.g., Hill, 2011, Kutsyuruba, 2008, Schmalz, 2012), there is a gap in the 

literature when it comes to examining specific organizations’ cultures retrospectively 

(Hargreaves & Goodson, 2006).  Leonard (1999) suggested that redesigning school culture 

research to include studies that encompass an understanding of cultural sustenance, as well as an 

awareness of long-term evolution and improvement, and examples of how this has been done, is 

fundamental to establishing a framework for creating successful, democratic schools.  Through 

my study I have aimed to follow the suggestions for school culture research outlined by 

Hargreaves and Goodson and Leonard, by examining how primary stakeholders, teachers and 

administrators, defined here as the current principal, as well as existing and former departmental 

heads employed over a forty year period in one particular school have established their 

understanding of their school’s culture, primarily in regards to how they have adopted, submitted 

to, or resisted the predominant values that they interpreted as being central to their school’s 

culture.   

Firestone and Seashore Louis (1999) also recommended a research agenda for school 

culture studies that integrates sociological and organizational aspects of culture by examining not 

only values, but the linguistic and behavioural codes behind them that inform individual and 

group action; my case study fulfils this recommendation in the sense that it focuses on the 

school’s cultural artefacts, norms, and values, as well as the perceptions of these teachers and 

administrators, and their understanding of the actions that they have taken to preserve and 

sustain, or in some cases change, these elements in order to foster a positive school culture.  

Overall my case study provides evidence of school culture sustenance over time by establishing 
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an understanding of the school’s organizational culture, the perception of this culture, and the 

actions and motivations of the teachers and administrators who have worked towards its 

preservation.  Thereby, my case study serves to support the current body of literature on school 

culture research, and works toward filling some of the existing gaps identified above. 

Significance of the Study 

 I have chosen my research topic out of personal interest as an educator with the hope of 

better understanding what constitutes a healthy school culture, and how to create and sustain this 

in spite of changes to existing policy, staff, or school population.  Understanding school culture 

offers educators an opportunity to address elements of school life that pertain to establishing a 

sense of wholeness, which moves away from “the dominant organizational tradition for 

assuming that interpersonal relationships in schools are impersonal, contractual, and self-

interested” (Firestone & Seashore Louis, 1999, p. 297).  I believe that this particular case study is 

indicative of how teachers and administrators, key players in the formation of a school’s culture, 

have been able to internalize the school’s underlying assumptions and espoused values in order 

to bring the positive aspects of the school’s culture through times of change.  By accessing the 

experiences of these teachers and administrators over the past 40 years, schools undergoing 

future changes may be able to find better coping strategies and ideas of how to better implement 

new policy while maintaining what is already good about their schools. 

Overview of the Thesis 

 My thesis is composed of five chapters, including the introduction presented here.  Thus 

far within this chapter, I have introduced my case school, defined key terms, and described the 

purpose, rationale, and significance of this study.  Chapter 2 presents a review of the literature on 

organizational culture, school culture, and the ecological perspective that informed my study.  
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Chapter 3 outlines in detail the methodology of my study, including a description of the research 

design (document analysis and interviewing), as well as the process of data collection, coding, 

analysis, and interpretation. Chapter 4 presents the data analysis and serves to synthesize my 

findings.  My analysis is presented in two sections (1) case school’s history and culture; and (2) 

participants’ perceptions of school culture; section one is based on a document analysis and 

section two on the data collected through interviews.  While a history on the school is presented, 

it is done so only to provide a background for understanding the school’s beginnings; this is not a 

historical study.  The concluding Chapter 5 serves to summarize my key findings in relation to 

the five research questions that guided my study.  The subsequent discussion relates research 

findings to the themes that emerged in the review of the extant literature and provides an 

overview of the implications of this research for theory and practice.  I also outline the 

limitations of my study, and provide suggestions for future research. 
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CHAPTER 2: A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 This chapter presents an overview of the literature on organizational culture and school 

culture, and focuses on the issue of culture through an “ecological” lens, viewing schools as 

living systems with organizational culture being both a product and a process shaped by the 

people who compose the organization.  For organizational purposes I have divided this chapter 

into two parts.  The first part provides an overview of the literature on organizational and school 

culture, synthesizing the definitions of culture in this context, as well as analysing the central 

frameworks used to understand organizational culture.  It also discusses the importance of a 

positive school culture, and the role of teachers and administrators in creating and maintaining it.  

In the second part, I examine the literature on organizational and school culture change and the 

factors contributing to cultural change and maintenance.   

Organizational Culture and School Culture 

 The body of literature surrounding the concept of organizational and school culture is a 

disparate one.  The majority of this research was completed throughout the late 80s and early 

90s, amidst the popularity of the idea that organizations had their own distinctive cultures that 

needed to be shaped and fostered (Riehl, 2000).  While this trend has not yet regained its earlier 

momentum, there has recently been a re-emergence of attention to cultures in organizational 

literature (e.g. Glover & Coleman, 2005; Hargreaves & Goodson, 2006; Hinde, 2003; Peterson, 

2002; Senge & Kofman, 2001).  This recent and growing interest in the organizational culture of 

schools can be credited to the widespread consensus that there is room for significant 

improvement in the quality of schools across the United States and Canada (Deal & Peterson, 

1999).  The work of Peter Senge in the early 2000s also refocused school culture research by 

looking at learning communities and knowledge management, and specifically defining learning 
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organizations as those capable of thriving in a world of interdependence and change.  Senge and 

Kofman (2001) speculated on new ways to foster learning-oriented management practices, and 

argued for a postmodern approach to organizational learning, opening up new possibilities for 

organizations, communities, and society as a whole.  This perspective aligns with that of Deal 

and Peterson who also called for a heavier focus to be placed on the human side of educational 

organizations, stating that a poor-quality product or service can be recycled in other 

organizations, whereas in the business of learning “a person who does not learn or who drops out 

is hard to salvage, a lost treasure” (2003, p. 11).  The literature reviewed in this subsection 

focuses on establishing a better understanding of organizational cultures in schools. 

 Historical context and importance of organizational culture.  The study of 

organizational culture as an integral aspect of the functioning of society has been ongoing in the 

social sciences for over half a century (Denison & Mishra, 1995).  By the 1930s, through to the 

1950s, culture became popularly recognized as central to the adaptation of social organizations, 

often in relation to the study of factories and the industrial mass production of the early twentieth 

century (Denison & Mishra).  The term ‘organization’ has since evolved beyond the industrial 

scene, and in a contemporary context can be recognized as any systematically structured and 

managed social unit of people who work collectively to meet goals.  The social collectiveness of 

an organization is brought under control by a variety of unique sanctions or assumptions 

surrounding management structure, roles, relationships, responsibilities, authority, ability, 

functions, and positions (Bolman & Deal, 2003).  The sanctions that control, and thus form, a 

social organization have not changed since Jacques’s (1951) study, in which he recognized and 

evaluated each sanction upon subdividing them into the categories of ‘role sanctions,’ ‘system 

sanctions,’ and ‘personal sanctions.’  It is in studying these underlying assumptions, sanctions, 
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and/or aspects (internal and external) of an organization that we come to recognize the symbolic 

context of the organization that is organizational culture (Hatch & Schultz, 1997). 

 Organizational culture is considered to be both a product and a process: it is a product in 

the sense that it has been shaped and created by the people who belonged to the organization 

before, and a process in the sense that it is constantly being renewed and changed by those 

entering the organization or influential factors external to it (Bolman & Deal, 2003).  Schein 

(2004) believed that if we did not understand the operation of the social and organizational 

situations that derive from culture we would become vulnerable to them.  ‘Organizational 

situations’ can be understood as referencing productivity, performance, financial success or 

failure, employee turnover, tension in the workplace, or other more specific scenarios or events. 

Understanding the shared norms, values, beliefs, and assumptions of organizations, as well as 

how they function and are shaped and changed allows us to make sense of said situations 

(Schein, 1996).  Furthermore, studying organizational culture can give us additional insight as to 

how cultural variables can be manipulated to control organizational situations (Hatch & Schultz, 

1997). 

 Definitions of organizational culture.  The concept of organizational culture is an 

intellection that remains currently unattached to any universal academic definition.  What is 

standard amongst organizational cultural theorists is the understanding of a culture’s 

fundamental importance to an organization’s success, and its consideration as being a 

multidimensional abstraction that operates beneath the surface level (e.g., Denison & Mishra, 

1995; Hatch & Schultz, 1997; Jacques, 1951; Schein, 2004).   

Deal and Kennedy (1982) pioneered the examination of organizational culture; they 

defined culture as “the way things get done around here,” largely measuring an organization’s 
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progress in relation to “feedback” and “risk,” which could also be defined in layman’s terms as 

response and uncertainty in relation to an organization’s actions, and/or reactions to newly 

implemented policies, and other changes.  Based on this measurement system, Deal and Kennedy 

recommended four classifications of organizational culture: (1) The Tough-Guy Macho Culture 

with a higher risk factor and otherwise high rewards and quick feedback; (2) The Work Hard, 

Play Hard Culture with limited risks being taken, and otherwise rapid feedback; (3) The Bet-

The-Company Culture, which has slow feedback and high risk; and lastly (4) The Process 

Culture, which has slow feedback and low risk. 

Schein (2004) defined organizational culture, in relation to how it has been used over the 

past several decades, as the climate and practices, espoused values, and credo of an organization 

that develops around the management of its people.  However, organizational culture is not only 

recognized as a product, but also as an on-going and constantly evolving process, surrounding 

the socialization of employees (Bolman & Deal, 2003), and often shaped by internal and external 

forces that function on an invisible and often unconscious level (Schein, 2004).  Bolman and 

Deal suggested that organizational culture embodies accumulated wisdom and that it is being 

constantly renewed and reshaped as new people are introduced to the traditions of an 

organization and eventually learn to pass them down to others.   

Because organizational culture is intrinsically multifaceted and composed of a variety of 

underlying elements, implicit and explicit, Schein considered it to be at times undefinable, and 

has stated that no one definition can be wholly sufficient; every element of organizational culture 

must be understood on its own, as well as in relation to how it supports and shapes, and is 

supported by and shaped by other elements.  However, it was Schein who provided the most 

recognizable definition of organizational culture in the field: 
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 A pattern of shared basic assumptions learned by a group as it solved its problems of 

external adaptation and internal integration, which has worked well enough to be 

considered valid, and therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct way to 

perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems. (2004, p. 17) 

 Schein (2004) continued that organizational cultures are shared amongst members as a 

control for determining and establishing norms, mores, and traditions; the unconscious and 

conscious, or implicit and explicit, guidelines imposed by an organization serve to regulate what 

actions, opinions, thoughts, and feelings are acceptable for members.  Organizational culture was 

conceptualized by Schein as the patterns of basic assumptions, understood and collectively 

shared amongst the organization, that are manifested in ways unique to the organization itself.  In 

other words, organizational culture is at the heart of any organization’s existence. 

 Schein (2004) argued that our failure to take culture seriously enough stems from our 

methods of inquiry, and ultimately from not treating organizations as the complex social systems 

that they are, systems intrinsically tied to complex political and economic environments.  

Methods of inquiry on organizational culture and development traditionally put a greater 

premium on abstractions that could be measured, rather than on careful ethnographic 

observations of organizational phenomena.  “Concepts for understanding culture in organizations 

have value only when they derive from observation of real behavior in organizations” (Schein, 

1996, p. 8).  Due to the intangibility of the concept of organizational culture, Schein (2004) 

recommended observing organizational culture through the lens of a deep anthropological model 

to help illuminate hidden and more complex aspects.  He has developed a multidimensional 

organizational culture model that allows for the in-depth cultural observation at three measurable 
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levels: cultural artefacts, espoused values, and the basic underlying assumptions of the 

organization. 

 Artefacts are defined by Schein (2004) as the elements of an organization that are directly 

observable, even to outsiders.  Artefacts may include, but are not limited to, the physical layout 

of an organization, the employee dress code, the formality of communication, emotionality, and 

statement of purpose.  Artefacts, while a definite indicator of organizational culture, are 

problematic in the sense that they are not necessarily reliable as they can be interpreted 

incorrectly if evaluated at face value.  Artefacts are only valuable if we can connect them to an 

organization’s underlying values and assumptions. 

 Schein (2004) referred to espoused values as the norms, ideologies, charters, and 

philosophies purported by those comprising an organization.  Values cannot be observed in the 

same way that an artefact can, but they can be revealed via open-ended or conversational 

interviews.  Such an interview may also begin to reveal inconsistencies between what is claimed 

and what has been observed, and these anomalies (observed or felt) form the layer of underlying 

assumptions.  It is in this last level that the organization's tacit assumptions lie.  Basic 

assumptions, according to Schein, have very little variance across a social unit because they 

become taken for granted; they are not debatable and extremely difficult to change.  The degree 

of consensus, for basic underlying assumptions, results from “repeated success in implementing 

certain beliefs and values” (Schein, 2004, p. 31).  Schein cautioned that the process of inquiry for 

understanding organizational culture has to be interactive, and suggested combining insider 

knowledge with outsider questions when attempting to bring especially the deepest level of 

organizational culture – underlying assumptions, to the surface. 
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Bolman and Deal (2003) defined culture similarly to Schein in regards to the framework 

used, but take a less linear approach and focus instead on developing a more organic, or 

ecological stance on organizational culture.  According to Bolman and Deal, the primary factors 

that shape an organization’s culture are the people who compose the organization itself, the key 

players who adopt and share the organization’s symbols, myths, visions, and values.  This 

understanding of organizational culture is defined as the “symbolic frame” (Bolman & Deal, 

2003, p. 242) and assumes that: (1) what is most important is the meaning behind actions; (2) 

actions and meaning are only loosely connected in the sense that different events will be 

interpreted or experienced differently by different people; (3) people create cultural symbols; (4) 

cultural symbols allow people to find purpose and passion in their existence; and (5) culture 

unites an organization around shared values and beliefs.   

 In their discussion of symbolic leadership, Bolman and Deal (2003) attempted to clarify 

the relationship between organizational leadership and organizational culture, and while they did 

not try to justify whether leaders shape culture or are shaped by culture, they did explain that 

leaders who understand the power of their organization’s symbols are in turn better equipped to 

be influential leaders.  The symbols emphasized by Bolman and Deal surround the importance of 

an organization’s myths, visions, values, heroes/heroines, stories, rituals, ceremonies, and 

metaphors that all work together towards communicating an organization’s culture.  

Cooke and Rousseau (1988) suggested that organizations can be categorized into cultural 

types based on how they embody and reflect various cultural practices.  While Cooke and 

Rousseau have been able to define these types (e.g. (1) humantic-helpful culture; (2) affiliative 

culture; (3) approval culture; (4) conventional culture; (5) dependent culture; (6) avoidance 

culture; (7) oppositional culture; (8) power culture; (9) competitive culture; (10) competence 
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culture; (11) achievement culture; and (12) self-actualization culture), they have also suggested 

that most organizations exhibit a combination of defining traits from each.  Though this 

categorization system can simplify the identification of an organization’s primary culture, 

organizational culture itself is still understood as being extremely complex and not easily 

influenced (Meenaghan & Gibbons, 2000). 

 Many organizational theorists continue to believe that organizational culture is a field too 

often ignored (e.g. Schein, 1996; Denison & Mishra, 1995) compared to its primetime or 

stronghold in the 1970s and 80s; however, its importance has been recognized through the 

subsequent development of specific organizational cultural studies.  In order to better understand 

organizational culture as it pertains to particular organizations, literature has grown up around 

the specialized study of organizational culture in corporations, the customer service industry, and 

in education, and it continues to be studied in regards to manufacturing and management.  The 

following section will aim to explain the relationship of the notion of school culture to the 

broader field of organizational culture. 

 School culture.  It is important to note the nuances of organizational cultures within the 

school context. For the purposes of this study, school culture is understood as a set of 

interconnected norms, values, beliefs, ceremonies, rituals, traditions, and myths that are 

solidified over the course of a school’s history by stakeholders in the community (Deal & 

Peterson, 2009).  I have elected to use this as a working definition due to its focus on the nuances 

of organizational culture in schools by recognizing the human element of education.   

Although Deal and Peterson (2009) have discussed the concept of schools behaving more 

like businesses, they have suggested a need to look beyond the basic functioning of the school as 

an organization and into the system of “folkways and traditions that infuse work with meaning, 
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passion, and purpose” (p. 1).  Much like Schein (1983, 1996, 2004) did in some of his work on 

organizational culture, Deal and Peterson also outlined that school culture is an often overlooked 

concept in the literature surrounding school performance and improvement.  They suggested 

establishing a better understanding of how school cultures function to meet the needs of their 

students. 

 The concept of schools having their own distinctive cultures emerged in the 1930s, when 

Waller (1932) identified an innate moral code in schools comprised of a set of rituals, 

relationships, folkways and mores.  What Waller attempted to pinpoint in 1932 still rings true 

with many educators, administrators, students, and parents today, who can all sense something 

special, unique, and indefinable about their schools (Deal & Peterson, 2009).   

 Like organizational culture in general, school culture is an ephemeral concept with 

different definitions, none accepted universally (Deal & Peterson, 2009).  Glover and Coleman 

(2005) focused on untangling the mass of definitions surrounding school culture in order to make 

way for the more cohesive and organized body of research that is emerging in the field.  They 

started by clarifying and distinguishing between the terms ‘culture’, ‘climate’, and ‘ethos’ and 

attempted to bring to light the necessity for a more appropriate use of each term in conducting 

investigations and/or reports.  Mainly, they stated that: (1) the three terms can, to some extent, be 

used interchangeably in order to describe the unique nature of schools; and (2) that there is 

something to be gained from a more consistent and distinctive use of each term.  Glover and 

Colman differentiated school culture from the other two terms as much more complex in nature 

and often used more interchangeably, and arguably incorrectly, than either ‘ethos’ or ‘climate’.  

Calling it the bringing together of climate and ethos, the authors proposed school culture to be a 

framework for subjective evaluations that could yield objective outcomes.   
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 Based on the work of various school culture theorists (e.g. Beaudoin & Taylor, 2004; 

Deal & Peterson, 2009; Glover & Colman, 2005; Sarason, 1996) it is understood that the cultural 

patterns (the interconnected norms, values, beliefs, ceremonies, rituals, traditions, and myths) 

comprising a school’s culture are highly enduring, and have a strong impact on how a school 

performs, and influences how those inside the building think, act, and feel (Deal & Peterson).  

Stolp (1994) emphasized that these patterns of meaning are historically transmitted and maybe 

understood to varying degrees by members of the school community.  Stolp continued that 

school culture correlates with teachers' attitudes toward their work.  Stronger school cultures, 

that fostered organizational ideology, shared participation, charismatic leadership, and more 

intimate collegiality, resulted in more motivated teachers who experienced higher job satisfaction 

and increased productivity. 

 The ecological perspective.  Another approach for understanding school cultures is 

through the ecological perspective, whereby schools are recognized as living systems.  This lens 

offers a holistic, and more authentic, interpretation of how social systems created by primary 

stakeholders within the school interrelate and evolve (Clarke, 2000), and can be understood as 

being similar to Bolman and Deal’s (2003) discussion of the “symbolic frame” in relation to 

organizational culture.  Ecological, or general systems theorists (e.g. Clarke, 2000; Conoley, 

1987; Mitchell & Sackney, 2009; Snyder et al., 2008; Wheatly, 1999), recognized this 

framework as a metatheory about the elements common to all living systems, primarily the fact 

that such systems are inherently unstable.  The ecological framework departs from the dominant 

paradigm of ‘organization as a machine,’ and appreciates organizations as complex, 

interdependent systems and networks that cannot be understood through analytical processes.  

Changing an old piece for a new one will not always fix the problem, and there are no quick 
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fixes.  The ecological model focuses on relationships between the members that comprise an 

organization, and sees these relationships as essential to creating mutual support, protection, and 

ultimately the sustainability of the organization and its members, such that would be impossible 

through the traditional mechanistic approach. 

Deal and Peterson’s definition (2009) of school culture, outlined earlier, focused on the 

role of people, or otherwise an organization’s members, and thus lends itself well to the 

ecological perspective.  Other school culture theorists whose work lends itself to the ecological 

perspective include Erikson (1987), and Wheatly (1999). 

Erikson’s (1987) discussion of school culture, which distinguished three main 

conceptions that he recognized to be the most relevant, also placed a large amount of emphasis 

on key stakeholders, particularly in regards to teaching and learning culture across generations. 

Key stakeholders are defined by Erikson as the people within a school who are the most 

influential in regards to creating and maintaining its culture; these people, according to Erikson, 

were faculty members.  Although school culture is largely perceived to be something created by 

all persons directly involved within the school community, and certain external communities and 

governing bodies as well, many theorists specifically focus their research on the important roles 

played by teachers and administrators (e.g. Hargreaves, 1994; Hinde, 2003; Leithwood, 2000; 

Peterson & Brietzke, 1994).  Similarly, for the purposes of my research, I review the literature 

surrounding the role of administrators and the role of the teachers in relation to school culture. 

Erikson’s three conceptions of school culture are as follows: (1) culture consists of small 

pieces of knowledge stored in a larger pool of information within the bounded social group; (2) 

culture is a structure that frames what is taken to be reality by the group members; and (3) social 

structure and culture are intertwined.  Each conception presumes a way in which cultural 
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knowledge is shared by the members of an organization.  While the first two conceptions account 

for intergenerational learning, and culture transmission via traditions, and socialization, the third 

conception is indicative of the fact that there is room for cultural change within a single 

generation, which still allows for cultural transmission and maintenance across generations.  It is 

also pertinent to note Erikson’s (1987) conceptions of culture suggest that culture is ideational, 

and not behavioural, providing a lens through which certain behaviours may be understood, but 

the behaviour of group members is controlled by, and is often a result of, factors that are beyond 

the scope of culture itself (e.g. biological or psychological responses), and so inquiries on 

member behaviour are largely omitted from organizational culture studies (Erikson, 1987; 

Schein, 2004).   

Wheatly’s (1999) work can also be interpreted from an ecological perspective, as she 

recognized school culture as a living system.  Wheatly focused on the role of individual 

members, recognizing them as paramount in relation to a school’s ability to create and sustain 

change, particularly in regards to the inherent need for people within schools to connect and form 

meaningful relationships through which cultural values are transferred. 

Leithwood’s (2000) work did not define schools as living systems, but rather as 

intelligent systems, providing another ecological frame for understanding the role of stakeholders 

in fostering organizational learning.  Leithwood (2000) synthesized bodies of research completed 

on understanding schools as intelligent systems, and in particular on the conditions that foster 

organizational learning, which recognized schools’ missions and visions, and policies and 

resources, as fundamental to impacting organizational learning and change.  The teachers 

discussed in these studies were also able to identify specific aspects of their schools’ cultures that 

impacted change, these being the norms that fostered collaboration and collegiality, which 
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subsequently promoted the sharing of new ideas and materials, as well as the willingness to take 

risks and accept feedback and constructive criticism.  Schools that allowed for greater 

participation in decision making from teachers and supported frequent planning, sharing, and 

problem solving sessions were portrayed as being more conducive to overall organizational 

improvement and sustained change. 

 Positive school culture.  Schools that are deemed to have a positive or successful culture 

are often described as fostering a shared sense of purpose amongst their members, as well as 

opportunities for continuous learning and improvement, collegiality, reflection, and sharing 

(Deal & Peterson, 1999).  Under the umbrella of these descriptors are elements such as staff-led 

professional development, well-defined improvement plans, and a collective understanding, and 

supporting, of the school’s purpose and mission statement (Peterson, 2002).  School culture 

theorists (e.g. Deal, & Peterson, 1999; Firestone, & Seashore Louis, 1999; Hargreaves, & 

Goodson, 2006; Peterson, 2002) also emphasize the fundamental importance of collaborative 

work cultures and democratic schooling in building a positive culture, and in turn look to 

teachers and administrators to support these systems.   

 Peterson and Brietzke (1994) outlined the importance of collegial relationships and the 

culture of collaboration in positive school cultures, defining collegial relationships as those that 

exist when teachers discuss problems and difficulties, and share work, projects, and ideas.  

Peterson and Brietzke also discussed that in schools where collaboration and interaction between 

teachers is the norm, professional supportive relations are not only accepted, but enhanced, 

encouraged, and ultimately perpetuated, having a key overall effect of the school environment.  

Strong collegial relationships can enhance productivity, staff development, and school 

improvement efforts as collegiality increases the capacity for change and improvement, because 
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collegial, collaborative relationships provide powerful constant stimulation, motivation, and new 

ideas (Peterson & Brietzke).   

 It is also important to note that Peterson and Brietzke (1994) and Hargreaves (1995) 

distinguished between collegiality and collaboration, as different types of collegial relationships 

can directly impact teacher collaboration.  Collegial environments favour in-depth problem 

solving through collaboration, and subsequently interactions among teachers and between 

teachers and administrators foster successful staff development, ongoing improvement of 

instruction quality, and overall refinement of teaching and learning (Peterson & Brietzke). 

   

Traits of a positive school culture do not necessarily include constant change and 

innovation, though a school’s reaction to impending change will often serve to expose the core 

values and assumptions of a school’s culture (Hinde, 2003).  If a school is operating effectively, 

school reform is not necessarily required.  It is important to understand the differences between 

positive school cultures and stagnant school cultures because oftentimes schools that work, 

particularly historic schools, are resistant to change, which is a trait that can often be 

misinterpreted as complacency, or otherwise as being indicative of a lack of development.  

School culture is deemed to be stagnant only when necessary reform or policy implementation is 

attempted and fails, or otherwise is required but not implemented (Hinde, 2003).  Schools that 

exhibit a stagnant culture, often also exhibit aspects of a negative or toxic culture (Peterson, 

2002).  Schools with negative cultures typically lack a clear direction, and perpetuate norms that 

foster apathy and inertia; such school cultures often also create actively tense or strained 

relationships between staff members and/or staff and students where, as a result, collaboration, 

professional learning, and ultimately progress are impeded.  In such cases, failure in school 
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reform, and the perpetuation of negative aspects of school culture, can be recognized through 

unchanging classroom practices, and declining results in student achievement (Waldron & 

McLeskey, 2010).   

 Administrators’ role in shaping school culture.  Principals are leaders that are vital to 

establishing a positive school culture, particularly in regards to their relationships with teachers 

(Hinde, 2003).  A competent principal in collaboration with his or her teachers is crucial to 

ensuring that teacher relationships with students and parents remain positive, and as such foster a 

positive self-conception supported by regular encouragement, celebration, and affirmation (Deal 

& Peterson, 2004).   

 Teachers’ relationships with administration directly affect their professional 

development, and subsequently their ability to implement change, and foster and maintain a 

positive school culture (Fullan, 2001).  While many teachers are passionate about fostering 

student, parent, and community relationships independently, research has been completed to 

indicate that professional development opportunities are fundamental to ensuring the overall 

creation of a positive school culture (MacNeil, et al. 2009).  The role of the principal in 

providing teachers with professional development opportunities, and particularly in relation to 

implementing policy or cultural changes, is thus central to establishing and maintaining a 

positive school culture (Fullan).  Fullan stated that effective principals understand the value of 

professional learning and knowledge, and make it a priority to establish and reinforce knowledge 

sharing, either through professional development practices, or through supporting inter-teacher 

knowledge exchange, such as that discussed in relation to collaborative learning.  In a 

collaborative school, the principal-teacher relationship is one where all teachers are allowed 

equal rights to be participative, and involved in the discussion surrounding decision making 
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(Hargreaves, 1995).  Schools that exhibit positive cultures are often those supported by a strong 

administrative team, one which works towards setting directions, developing staff members, and 

the overall development of the school as an organization (Riehl & Leithwood, 2003).  Scholars 

(Lightfoot, 1983; Peterson & Deal, 1998; Riehl & Leithwood, 2003; Roberts, 1993) consider 

principals to be the primary stakeholders, and key personnel, for shaping and sustaining 

successful school cultures.  Effective school leaders create and shape their schools’ culture in 

part by developing goals, statements of purpose, and/or vision or mission statements that follow 

the best principles of teaching and learning.  Such leaders also ensure cultural preservation by 

making their vision accessible to the community members who are meant to uphold it, 

particularly teachers and students.  Principals are also responsible for ensuring that their schools 

function as learning communities that support the performance of all key workers (Riehl & 

Leithwood). 

 According to Peterson and Deal (1998), effective school leaders attempt to guarantee a 

successful school culture by: (1) considering both its history and its present state, and always 

understanding “the deeper meanings embedded in the school before trying to reshape it” (p. 30); 

(2) exposing and defining the core values of the school; and (3) sculpting a positive context, in 

which the culture can be reinforced by key participants. 

 Teachers’ role in shaping school culture.  The role of a teacher, generally speaking, is 

to teach their students and help them effectively learn both the curriculum and how to function in 

society.  In order to fulfil this role successfully, teachers are on the frontline in providing 

students with a safe, comfortable, and supportive environment, in which their educational needs 

can be met.  Being able to create a safe learning environment involves a number of additional 
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processes, as well as the establishment of a series of relationships which in turn serve to create 

and shape a school or classroom culture (Hinde, 2003). 

 Hargreaves (1994) placed emphasis on the paramount importance of teachers in a 

school’s cultural makeup, good teaching being a core value for many successful schools.  

According to Hargreaves the relations that teachers have with their colleagues are critical to their 

professional socialization and the subsequent development of their schools; he called these 

relations ‘cultures of teaching.’ Teaching cultures consist of patterns of relationships among 

members through which the contents of these cultures can be realized, reproduced, and 

redefined.  Hargreaves distinguished between five primary teaching cultures: (1) fragmented 

individualism; (2) collaborative culture; (3) contrived collegiality; (4) balkanisation; and (5) the 

moving mosaic (an emergent teacher culture discussed as flexible, dynamic, and responsive).  

Hargreaves criticized the first four cultures, and favoured the moving mosaic.  He stated that in 

order for teachers to better meet the demands of the postmodern age schools must emphasize the 

fundamental necessity of honest, democratic, and ethical procedures for decision making and 

conflict resolution. 

 Similar to Hargreaves’s “teaching culture” is the concept of professional communities 

(Louis & Marks, 1998), which are measured as schools’ organizational structures with 

intellectually directed cultures.  Louis and Marks called professional communities the “defining 

element of school organizational culture” (p. 539), and suggested that professional communities 

have a positive relationship with school culture, particularly as they relate to student learning, 

academic performance, and authentic pedagogy.  Louis and Marks elaborated on the concept of 

professional communities, distinguishing them from other forms of school culture, by identifying 

five elements of practice that typify these school-wide communities: (1) shared values; (2) focus 
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on student learning; (3) collaboration; (4) deprivatized practice; and (5) reflective dialogue.  

While many of these elements are also characteristic of the school cultures discussed by other 

scholars (e.g. Deal & Peterson, Schein, 2004), Louis and Marks emphasized that in a 

professional community teachers are the primary stake-holders when it comes to affirming 

shared values and expectations; teachers make these affirmations through the expression of 

common beliefs and values underlying their assumptions about students, teaching, and learning, 

as well as their school and its relationship with the surrounding community and environment.  In 

a professional community, a collective focus on student learning and providing instruction to 

foster intellectual growth is fundamental, while sharing expertise through collaboration, advice, 

mentorship, teamed teaching, and peer observation is foundational to this culture.  A subsequent 

emphasis on reflection also serves to deepen teachers’ understandings of their practice, and “the 

process of instruction, and the products of teaching and learning” (Louis & Marks, p. 539).  In 

this sense the professional communities, as defined above, are very similar to the moving mosaic 

teaching culture suggested by Hargreaves. 

 Teacher-student relations are also important in a positive school culture, as such relations 

induce and support student effectiveness (Teddlie & Reynolds, 2000).  Teddlie and Reynolds 

looked at the effectiveness of schools in relation to student achievement, and more specifically 

school achievement as a whole, stating that teachers’ behaviour with students in the classroom 

not only determines the success of the curriculum, but also independently contributes to school 

effectiveness.  In effective schools, teachers set high expectations for their students, interact with 

them, set clear goals, and provide feedback, and do so with complete constancy (Teddlie & 

Reynolds). 
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 Barr (2011) focused on examining the relationship between teachers’ empathy and 

perceptions of school culture.  Specifically, he worked towards understanding teachers’ abilities 

to change their schools’ cultures through their understandings of and responses to student 

behaviour.  Barr took a very quantitative approach to the subjective concept of empathy, and 

strove to analyse perceptions of the teacher-student and student-school relationships.  Barr found 

that students’ perceptions of a teacher’s empathy directly influenced students’ perception of 

school culture being positive or negative.  Similarly, MacNeil and colleagues (2009) found that 

teacher morale directly impacted student achievement.   

 Teachers are also often the central point of contact when it comes to establishing 

relationships with students’ parents; this makes their role integral in regards to shaping their 

school’s culture externally, as well as internally (Deal & Peterson, 2009).  Having an open, 

collaborative relationship with students’ parents not only serves to strengthen student 

performance, but it also bridges the gap between the school and the community, allowing for a 

stronger overall support system.  Deal and Peterson continued that schools that support strong, 

natural relationships with their parents ultimately allow education and learning to flourish, 

particularly given the fact that the importance of the school is being acknowledged by parents, 

who impart this understanding onto their children. 

Organizational and School Culture Change and Maintenance 

The process of organizational restructuring can occur for a variety of reasons, the most 

common of which are to respond to major problems or opportunities, or to comply with external 

changes (Bolman & Deal, 2003).  Bolman and Deal recognized changes to the environment, 

technology, organizational size, and/or leadership to be the primary factors behind shifts in 

organizational culture.  While organizational restructuring must take place in order to remain 
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current and meet the changing demands of society, most organizations undergo change in 

episodic increments with long periods of little change being followed by brief moments of 

significant restructuring (Bolman & Deal, 2003; Silins, Mulford, & Zarins, 2002).  The 

restructuring of school culture is similar to that discussed in the broader context of general 

organizations. 

 Successful implementation of organizational restructuring also calls for careful attention 

to the value system already in place.  Weiner (1988) provided a detailed description of the 

formation, evolution, and change behind the value systems of organizational culture.  While 

Bolman and Deal (2003) discussed restructuring at great length, Weiner’s paper remains 

pertinent in regards to its greater consideration for the importance of the maintenance of the 

existing organizational value system during the restructuring process.  The purpose of 

maintaining an organization’s cultural foundation serves three main functions: (1) the 

identification of prospective new members, predisposed to adapt to the organization's culture; (2) 

the transmission of core organizational values to new members; and (3) the support and renewal 

of an existing value system (Weiner, 1988).  Weiner identifies three interventions for cultural 

change that work towards the preservation of the original value system in place: (1) recruitment 

and selection, (2) organizational socialization, and (3) rites and rituals.  In order to fully 

understand organizational culture change, it is important to understand which aspects of an 

organization’s value system have been preserved over time, and the process by which said values 

were identified and preserved, despite the restructuring of other elements. 

 The remainder of this subsection focuses on the literature surrounding school culture 

change, how schools are able to maintain and change aspects of their culture in order to adapt to 

the demands of new policy, school improvement, the job market, and society as a whole.  In 
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addition, it details the role of the teacher in school culture change and maintenance, and how 

professional learning and development can help shape this role by directing teachers’ 

responsibilities and providing them with the tools necessary to successfully implement the 

changes. 

 Shaping school culture: history, change and maintenance.  The majority of those 

involved directly with a school, as with an organization, fear the structural instability that 

accompanies change (Sarason, 1996).  Sarason stated that those who comprise a school’s culture 

often are not those who seek change, nor do they react enthusiastically to it.  Often this is due to 

their not having a clear conception of the complexity of the process of school culture change.  

Subsequent school culture research has largely focused on disentangling the process of 

restructuring the school, particularly as it occurs in response to policy change, or other external 

pressures regarding school effectiveness and improvement.  

 Barth (2002) stated that changing a prevailing school culture is one of the most difficult 

challenges faced by today’s educational leaders, recommending that rather than attempting to 

change a school’s culture individually, educators invite each other to join in the change as 

“observers of the old, and architects of the new” (p. 6).  This phrase encapsulates exactly what 

Weiner (1988) was referring to in regards to cultural maintenance.  Maintenance refers to the 

importance of making room for the improvement of an organization, while accounting for what 

already works well, and preserving the central value system in place, the core of a school’s 

culture.  Being able to identify and change the unhealthy elements of a school’s culture, while 

preserving the healthy ones (e.g. collegiality, trust, high expectations, experimentation, 

confidence, support, caring, and communication), can be difficult due to how immersed teachers 
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and administrators can become, but it is a task fundamental to the creation and maintenance of 

positive school cultures (Barth). 

 Important concepts to consider in relation to school culture maintenance and change are a 

school’s cultural roots, history, and stories.  Past events almost always have an impact on present 

practices, as a result knowing a school’s history is deeply important for understanding its culture; 

“recounting history transmits important precepts giving meaning to cultural practices and ways” 

(Deal & Peterson, 2009, p. 50).  A school’s history is of such paramount importance that Deal 

and Peterson have advocated for school leaders to publicly conduct in-depth, comprehensive 

histories of their schools in order to more effectively diagnose and treat areas that need updates, 

preservation work, regular maintenance, or even total restructuring.  Key questions that should 

be asked in regards to a school’s cultural history were outlined by Deal and Peterson as the 

following: (1) how long has the school existed?  (2) Why was it built, and who were the first 

inhabitants?  (3) Who has a major influence on the school’s direction?  What were core values?  

(4) What critical incidents occurred in the past, and how were they resolved, if at all?  (5) What 

were the preceding principals, students and teachers like?  (6) What was the school’s architecture 

supposed to convey? (p. 51). 

 A school’s cultural patterns evolve over time as they are shaped by the critical incidents, 

controversy, conflict, triumph, and tragedy surrounding them (Deal & Peterson, 2009).  The 

ways in which stakeholders cope with key issues over time leads them into routines and rituals, 

and traditions and ceremonies that eventually serve to reinforce the underlying values and beliefs 

established upon the outset; these become shared norms that cannot be broken (Deal & 

Peterson).  “Through trial and error people learn what works and what doesn’t.  Across time 
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triumphs and tragedy accumulate in cultural codes – a legacy of shared wisdom that lets people 

know what is the best or right thing to do” (Deal & Peterson, p. 50). 

 Hargreaves and Goodson (2006) conducted a study to examine the perceptions and 

experiences of educational change over three consecutive decades, as relayed by teachers and 

administrators through an interview process.  The purpose of the study was to examine the 

sustainability of school cultural change and reform.  Largely, they found that traditional norms 

and standards eventually pulled teachers and administrators away from the changes being 

implemented, which ultimately served to reaffirm the historic value system.  Hargreaves and 

Goodson stated that mainstream school culture theory is thus neglecting the study of the role of 

the historical and longitudinal aspects of educational change.  For change efforts to become 

sustainable and not transient, it is necessary to take a historical perspective on school and 

educational reform (Hargreaves & Goodson). 

 Senge and his colleagues (1999) also focused on understanding sustainable reform 

efforts, particularly in relation to dispelling the myth of the hero-leader.  They defined leadership 

instead as the capacity of a human community to shape its future, and sustain the process of 

change necessary to do so.  Senge and colleagues focused on understanding the leadership 

communities and internal networks that sow new ideas and practices, rather than the 

administrator whose role it is to facilitate this development.  A community’s energy to generate 

and sustain change comes out of ‘creative tension’ when people come together to articulate a 

vision for the future, while being honest about the current reality.  Often this process of change 

involves stepping out of the comfort zone, and into the discomfort zone, without moving too far 

into the ‘panic zone.’  While in the discomfort zone learning communities face a number of 

common challenges as they move through the transformation process, these challenges often 
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result from the tension that arises when the taken for granted assumptions and practices are 

contradicted.  Using the case study method, Senge, et al. focused on understanding how a 

number of prominent organizations were able to sustain development through the 

acknowledgement of these tensions, and the subsequent questions they asked themselves as they 

progressed through them.  Their work went on to develop a questioning model for learning 

networks and internal leaders to use as their organization approaches change, again moving away 

from educating administration, and focusing on the organization as a whole. 

Conceptual Framework  

My conceptual framework is based on bringing together the existing bodies of literature 

surrounding organizational and school culture research.  While the review of the literature on 

organizational culture and school culture is not exhaustive, it informed my research by providing 

a foundational understanding of the ecological perspective, an overview of the elements that 

constitute a positive school culture, and an understanding of the roles of the stakeholders in 

school culture change, maintenance, and sustenance.   

This conceptual framework served to inform my methodology, and ground my findings 

as I aimed to answer the research questions in order to establish an understanding of how one 

positive school culture has been shaped, maintained, and sustained over the past 40 years.  For 

the purposes of my research, I have applied my understanding of the ecological perspective to 

the data collection, particularly in relation to participant selection, and the interview questions 

asked.  Using the ecological perspective meant that I focused my inquiry on selected 

stakeholders, delimited to include administrators and teachers as per the literature’s identification 

of their roles being of primary importance in regards to interpreting the school’s culture, and 

their experiences in shaping and projecting it, particularly through their relationships with one 
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another.  The ecological perspective further informed my conclusions in regards to the case 

school’s cultural maintenance and sustenance system, whereas I relied particularly on Wheatly’s 

(1999) understanding of schools as intelligent, living systems. 

Barth’s (2002) conception of positive school cultures, Schein’s (2004) organizational 

cultural model, and Deal and Peterson’s (2009) understanding of school culture were 

instrumental in grounding the research findings.  Because my study has aimed to understand my 

case school as an example of a healthy school culture, I used Barth’s discussion of elements that 

comprise healthy school cultures to recognize which emerging themes could be interpreted as 

positive, and whether or not these themes were more prominent than others.  Schein’s 

organizational culture model allowed me to interpret the manifestations of my case school’s 

culture at each of the three levels he outlined.  I then applied Deal and Peterson’s understanding 

of school culture to connect my findings (on the school’s cultural manifestations) to the existing 

realm of school culture research.  

Summary  

The literature review detailed in this chapter outlined the organizational culture, school 

culture, and ecological perspective research in regards to understanding who the most influential 

stakeholders are in school culture development, sustenance, and maintenance, as well as what 

creates a positive school culture. The following chapter presents in detail the methodology of this 

study.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY  

 The purpose of this case study was to examine teachers’ and administrators’ perceptions 

of how a healthy school culture has been shaped, maintained, and sustained over the past four 

decades at one midsized Catholic high school in Southeastern Ontario.  My goal has been to 

examine how these stakeholders interpreted the school’s culture and how they understood their 

roles in reflecting it.  While the school is a building, the experiences that I focus on are about the 

people inside the building who make it a school, and work to build, shape, and project its culture.  

Therefore, a case study approach to the methodology was deemed to be the most fitting for this 

study. 

Case Study Research Design 

According to Stake (1995), a case study methodology is not a ‘choice’ of study at all, but 

something that researchers feel intrinsically obligated to find out more about. This statement rang 

true to my experience with the selected case school and its organizational culture.  Case study 

research enables us to enter a scene in order to pursue an interest in learning about how people 

function in their ordinary pursuits and cultural environments (Stake, 1995).  Stake (1978) defines 

the case study as an integrated or bounded system, not suitable for generalization.  Despite this, 

case study findings are often used to test a hypothesis or to support existing literature on 

specified topics (Stake, 1978).  This method is also a good fit for attempting to answer “how” or 

“why” questions anchored to exploring real-life contexts (Yin, 1989). 

My interest in studying this particular school has been directed by my positive 

experiences with its culture; as I result, I have looked to study the aspects of the school’s culture 

that first appealed to me in order to determine whether or not my experiences were shared with 

other stakeholders.  Because my focus on this particular school was informed by positive 
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experiences, the case study was approached with an Appreciative Inquiry lens. Appreciative 

Inquiry is a research philosophy that mobilizes investigation by focusing on the causes of success 

within an organization (Kwiczała, 2012).  Appreciative Inquiry works to uncover an 

understanding of how and why something works by asking questions centred on uncovering the 

positive (Reed, 2007).  While my study does, in small sections, detail my personal narrative in 

experiencing the healthy elements of the school’s culture first hand, the data collected was not a 

direct reflection of my own perception of the school’s culture.  The data reflect the perceptions 

of the third-party authors of the documents analysed, and the participants interviewed, through 

an Appreciative Inquiry lens. 

 In the realm of school culture research a case study fits well, allowing the researcher to 

observe organizational culture at the in-depth level called for by Schein (2004), while innately 

accounting for the individuality of distinct organizations.  Case study findings on school culture 

can be used to support existing cultural theory, or as an opportunity to synthesize different 

aspects of research in the field into one study.  Furthermore, Fullan (2001) stated that schools are 

responsible for teaching and learning, and yet remain terrible at learning from each other.  

Presenting an Appreciative Inquiry case study that outlines how a school’s positive culture has 

been maintained historically can contribute to the existing literature that serves to rectify this. A 

case study like this may help other schools learn from the experiences of the school under study. 

By looking at this school as a case study, I have attempted to gain a deeper insight to the 

subjective experiences that different teachers and administrators have had with the school over 

the course of its recent history, and have thereby developed an understanding of the motivations 

and actions taken to both preserve and change the school’s normative structure over the course of 

time.  Primarily, I aimed to examine how these teachers interpret(ed) the organizational culture 
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of the school at each of Schein’s three specified levels, also taking into consideration the external 

factors that might have been at play in regards to the significant provincial educational policies 

and school policies of the time.   

Data Collection 

 For this case study I collected data from two sources: (1) semi-structured interviews with 

teachers and administrators; and (2) a document analysis, “a systematic procedure for reviewing 

or evaluating documents” (Bowen, 2009, p. 27).  I approached the document analysis by 

searching for and analysing third person electronic and hardcopy sources that spoke to the 

school’s history.  I used what I uncovered to build a background on the school in order to better 

understand how it arrived at the period under focus. 

 Context.  I collected my data during a prominent anniversary year for the school to give 

myself the opportunity to assess and collect cultural artefacts for my document analysis that 

might have otherwise been less accessible.  The climate surrounding this year was one of 

nostalgia for the majority of the former and current teachers and administrators, many who were 

also students there.  Given the positive focus of my research this seemed to encourage 

participation in my study, and allowed me to use the assistance of the anniversary committee to 

facilitate data collection and participant invitation.  

Document Analysis 

 As part of my data collection, and in order to construct questions specific to pertinent 

external policies and school history, I conducted a document analysis on the school’s history, 

including artefacts such as yearbooks, newspaper articles, photographs, and other historical 

documents.  Because strong qualitative research should be informed by multiple sources of 

supporting evidence, the document analysis approach has enabled me to further triangulate my 
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findings by examining the convergence of the data collected between the two methods (Bowen, 

2009).  The review process included skimming (a superficial examination to determine 

relevance), followed by a thorough reading of the more pertinent documents, while making 

notations (Bowen).  The documents analysed were all third-person documents, which means that 

they were, inasmuch as possible, neutral and not focused on relaying individual perspectives.   

The analysis strategy implemented was largely a content analysis, recommended by 

Bowen (2009) to extract pertinent or significant passages of text or data (in this case historical). 

Alongside the historical information collected, I was also able to pull relevant quotations from 

newspaper and yearbook articles interviewing people who were often deemed by my participants 

as key figures in shaping the school’s culture. 

 The document analysis also allowed me to gain some understanding of what external 

policy changes were pertinent at the time my participants were at the school.  Reaching an 

understanding of these policy changes was not included in the document analysis, and is not a 

goal of the study, rather they were used to better inform my interview questions for each 

individual participant, particularly in regards to how they were able to deal with policy changes, 

and whether or not they noticed any significant change in the organizational structure or culture 

of the school as a result.   

 The document analysis covered a full history of the school and briefly detailed policy 

changes from the past 40 years.  Some topics, for example, included the Jesuit fathers’ 

withdrawal from the school in the 1970s, and the 1984 Ontario Legislature announcement under 

Premier William Davis that the provincial government would move to provide full public 

funding for Catholic secondary schools until the end of Grade 13.  
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Qualitative Interviews 

 Participant selection.  The interviewed participants, with some overlap, represented the 

past four decades of the school’s history.  I have delimited my study to include only 

administrators and teachers as they are the key players in determining and shaping a school’s 

culture.  Therefore, I have conducted a series of eight, 45-60 minute long interviews with both 

current and former teachers and administrators. The majority of my participants are, or were, 

both teachers and department heads (which for the purposes of this study I have included as 

administrators).  My participant pool also included the school’s current principal, and the 

chaplaincy team leader; four participants had attended the school as secondary students, and four 

did not; two of these individuals attended other local high schools (Table. 1).   

I determined which teachers and administrators to interview using reputational case 

sampling to create a snowball sample.  I first invited prospective participants by consulting with 

the current principal at the school, and collected my snowball sample from those who he 

recommended.  I allowed the pool of prospective participants grow for a two week period of time 

before making my final selection, which I based on volunteers’ roles and the decades that they 

represented.  I then sent out formal letters of information (Appendix B) inviting them to take part 

in semi-structured interviews about their time at the school.   

Interviews were all held in person, in locations determined by the individual participants; 

interview locations included participants’ homes, the Faculty of Education at Queen’s 

University, and the case school’s conference room, library, and participants’ respective offices 

and/or classrooms.  I hoped that conducting the interviews according to the preference of my 

participants would allow them to feel comfortable and to speak candidly about their experiences 

at the school. 
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 I elected to use a reputational snowball sample because I aimed to collect information on 

the traditions, mores, and overall normative system that existed at the school over the years.  To 

best understand this, my sample included people in different decades and roles, which allowed 

me to best gain an understanding as to how the school’s culture has been shaped, changed, 

maintained, and passed down.  Furthermore, reputational sampling enabled me to come to know 

and contact participants who may have otherwise been difficult to reach. 

Table 1.  

Participant Pseudonyms, Roles, and Years Represented 

 

 

                            Roles 

 

             Decades Represented 

 

 
Pseudonym 

 

 

Student Teacher Administrator  1970 1980 1990 2000 

Mr. Young 

 

 

● ● 

 

 

 

 

 

● 

 

 

 

 

 ● ● ●  

 Mrs. Hartley 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

● 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 ● ●  

 

 

 Mrs. Fuller 

 

 

● 

 

 

 

 

● 

 

 

 

 

● 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

● 

 

● 

Mrs. Northrup 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

● 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

● ● 

Mr. Lane 

 
● ● ● 

 

  

 

 

 

● ● 

Mr. Irvine 

  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

● 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

● ● 

Mrs. Donnelley 

 

 

● 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

● 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

● 

Mrs. Monroe 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

● 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    ● 

 

Establishing rapport.  In order to establish rapport with my interviewees, I sent formal letters of 

information inviting them to participate in advance.  Each letter detailed why and how they were 

selected for the study, the purpose of my research, and what their participation would entail.  To 

thank them for taking the time to participate, everyone was offered refreshments during the 

interview; in the case of house visits, flowers were brought.  To avoid any potential difficulties, 



41 

 

 

such as availability, participants were not made aware of refreshments or gifts in advance.  No 

monetary compensation was provided. 

 Question structure.  Prior to conducting my interviews, I attended the school’s 

anniversary weekend and collected observations on the school’s appearance. O’Tool and Were 

(2001) have suggested that probing the physical context surrounding a research topic is 

fundamental, particularly in regards to understanding social and organizational relationships.  In 

order to identify the key elements of the school’s first layer of organizational culture, the cultural 

artefacts, I visited the school over the reunion weekend to take notes of what I was able to see in 

regards to the school’s physical state.  Being able to recognize some of the cultural artefacts in 

advance of the interview process allowed me to better tailor my research questions; by 

conducting an observation in advance, I was able to probe deeper during the question period, 

rather than focus on uncovering cultural artefacts through questioning, as this information was 

already available to me on a more transparent level. 

The questions asked of each participant varied depending on their position and the time 

period when they were at the school.  The questions were informal in the sense that they were 

preconceived, but they were often not read verbatim from the script, this allowed me to respond 

to participants’ answers in a more natural manner, conducive to establishing an open 

conversation.  These semi-structured conversational interviews allowed me the opportunity to 

clarify participant responses and my interpretations of them (Stake, 2010). However, I did 

maintain, and always ensured that I came back to, a predetermined set of enabling questions that 

supported my overall focus, which is how the school’s healthy culture has been maintained over 

time.  Inasmuch as possible, the questions asked in relation to the school’s history and policy 

were adjusted to reflect the time period that participants represented, while those questions asked 
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in regards to their experience with the school’s organizational culture remained similar across the 

spectrum.  Consistency in the questioning allowed me to infer how certain norms have been 

shaped over the years. 

Data Analysis 

Because I conducted a document analysis as well as an analysis of the interviews, I have 

taken both an emic and etic approach to inform my interpretation of the data.  The analysis is etic 

in the sense that I have examined how the school’s culture was shaped by provincial educational 

policy at the time.  My synthesis also utilized Schein’s Organizational Cultural Model to frame 

my interpretation of the school’s culture.  However, the analysis is also emic as I have used my 

own interpretation of the patterns and themes that have emerged from my interview analysis to 

determine how the school’s culture has been maintained.  

 Data transcription.  All interviews were recorded on two separate digital audio devices 

to ensure recording quality.  Upon the conclusion of each individual interview, I saved the digital 

recordings to my computer and transcribed them myself.  This process immersed me in the data 

and allowed me to become extremely familiar with participants’ responses.  While transcribing 

the data, I kept a separate file identifying emerging themes, and questions I wished to pursue 

further during the data analysis process.  I was careful to re-read my transcriptions while 

listening to each interview to ensure precise agreement with what was written and what was said 

– carefully punctuating each response in an attempt to achieve accuracy in the tone and 

perceived mood of the individuals interviewed. 

 Member checking was conducted both during and after the interview process as I deemed 

necessary; due to the fact that many of my participants are working professionals, I kept field 

notes during the interview process and made sure to ask for necessary clarification of potentially 
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ambiguous or confusing statements during the interview.  In the cases where I identified 

statements that needed further clarification, particularly due to the phrasing or tone, I made 

contact with participants after the transcription process to ensure the accuracy of my 

transcription.  I elected not to member-check all of my transcriptions due to the fact that 

electronic communication with my participants was often quite measured due to their having 

other obligations, such as being working teachers and administrators.  At the point of coding and 

interpreting my data I had already listened to each of the interviews multiple times, and had 

taken very careful notes, which has left me confident in having accurately captured individual 

responses. 

 Data organization.  I began my data organization by first creating a historical timeline 

for my document analysis, and mapping the materials I had extracted for review against it.  

Because the goal of the document analysis was to paint a rich picture of the school’s background 

leading up to the present day, I included any record I could find from its earliest periods, up to a 

description of my experience at the school’s reunion weekend.  I had begun the process of 

organizing my document analysis prior to conducting interviews so that I could better inform my 

interview questions. 

 My interview data were organized by creating a file for my working transcripts, which 

were those already given pseudonyms, as well as my transcription reflections, field notes, and 

signed consent forms.  I then made an inventory of the emerging themes found during the initial 

transcription process and cross referenced this with my literature review to determine the 

relevance of the themes I identified to the existing literature, and to my research questions.  I 

next mapped out a plan for coding my data.  After identifying the relevant themes, and excluding 

those not necessary for the purposes of my research, I created a table to ensure that I had 
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sufficient information to cross compare participant responses in relation to each theme across all 

decades represented.  If a theme was not adequately discussed in relation to a particular decade it 

was excluded as I wanted to focus on dominant cultural traits that have been maintained and 

sustained over the past forty years.  If a dominant cultural theme was identified in one decade 

and had no perceived relation to the others I deemed it irrelevant to the study – either having 

become less relevant since or otherwise was only emerging.  

 Data coding.  I did not code my document analysis in the same way as the interviews; 

while the documents included were analysed, they were done so only through close readings and 

note taking.  The primary use of the document analysis was to establish an understanding of the 

school’s history, including the periods beyond those of primary focus, its background, and 

ultimately the emergence of its culture over the past forty years.   

 I used ATLAS.Ti to facilitate the sorting and coding of the data contained within my 

transcripts, and attempted inasmuch as possible to approach my coding systematically.  Having 

pre-identified the relevant themes that emerged throughout the transcription process, I began my 

coding in two separate phases.  I determined my first set of codes through a close reading of my 

transcripts, and then by delimiting the cultural themes found to focus only those perceived to be 

of relevance to my study by eliminating: (1) those not relevant to answering my research 

questions; and (2) those not found across all four decades.  The themes were also determined by 

my preconceived understanding of what a positive school culture consists of, and what elements 

constitute a school’s or an organization’s culture.  This first phase of coding allowed me to 

identify the predominant cultural themes, while the second phase of coding found subthemes 

within each of the dominant themes identified.  The themes and subthemes are outlined as 

follows:  
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(1) History:  

(a) Religious Education 

(b) High Expectations 

(2) Administration:  

(a) Trust and Confidence 

(3) Community:  

(a) Collegiality  

(b) Support and Caring  

Many of the subthemes identified were often addressed in relation to one or more of the other 

main themes. 

 Because two of my main research questions set out to determine (1) how participants saw 

themselves as reflecting, and projecting the school’s culture, and (2) how the school’s culture 

was being maintained and sustained, I further examined the data to find answers to these 

questions; I was unable to do this through my initial examination of the main cultural themes 

outlined above.  To determine how participants saw themselves reflecting and projecting the 

school’s culture, all interviews included a direct question asking them to explain how they saw 

themselves portraying the school’s culture to their students and their colleagues.  When asking 

this question, I had hoped to receive responses that could be integrated with, and supportive of, 

the other main themes. While I could often stretch an application of some of the tags found in the 

participant responses, I decided it would be best to examine the responses to the question 

separately since the language used was often less unanimous, and responses were often relayed 

in a decidedly more laboured manner.  For the second question, I did not explicitly ask 

participants about change, and it could not be identified as an independent main theme in my 
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first coding phase, but could be seen as concern and a prospective subtheme across almost every 

decade in relation to many of the main themes, though this again was not unanimous.  Since I 

wanted to come to a further understanding of the school’s sustenance and maintenance system it 

was of paramount importance that I examined my participants’ perspectives on the change and 

preservation of their school’s culture. 

Trustworthiness 

 Disclosure of possible biases.  I have articulated my relationship and history with the 

case school in order to evidence personal bias: I am a graduate, the daughter of two former 

students, and have since returned to the school to complete a number of practice teaching blocks.  

My positive view of the school, as a school whose culture is working for its students, has very 

much been shaped by my own experience there.  While I have not excluded any findings 

contrary to my own experiences, I have decidedly focused my research questions on the aspects 

of the school’s culture that I believe have had a positive impact on students; this is because my 

primary interest is seeking to understand how those norms were formed and how they have been 

maintained.  Being aware of the biases I hold, I have attempted to prevent my research from 

becoming a narrative on my own experiences by taking detailed field notes and then checking 

my subjectivity throughout the review and triangulation process.  While I do discuss my own 

experiences in the study, examining my field notes and triangulating my data helped me to 

ensure, inasmuch as possible, that what I have presented as findings have come out of third 

person, objective documents, or otherwise the responses of my participants.  

 Due to their relationship with the school, many of my participants also hold personal 

biases.  This is particularly true because I used a reputational-case sample (McMillan & 

Schumacher, 2010) to begin my pool, meaning that my participants were recommended by 
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current and former administration, and other key players in the school’s recent history.  Based on 

the suggestions received for prospective participants, I also used snowball sampling to establish a 

wider network of teachers and/or administrators who were considered good candidates for my 

study.  As suggested earlier, a reputational-case sample was implemented as the most convenient 

way to learn about, and establish contact with the teachers and administrators from this school’s 

past decades.   

 Triangulation of data.  In order to triangulate my data and ensure that my findings were 

accurate, I used both member checking and inter-rater reliability strategies.  I member checked 

both during and after the interview process as deemed necessary.  As an interviewer, I did my 

best to ask for clarification of ambiguous statements without using leading questions, and 

followed-up with my participants after the transcription process when I needed further 

clarification to ensure that my interpretation of their statements is what they intended.  

Participants are aware that they reserve the right to correct my interpretations, or revoke 

statements from the analysis. 

 My supervisor, an experienced school culture and policy researcher, assisted in 

examining my coding and synthesis and has provided necessary feedback and editing 

suggestions.  I have also gone through the interrater reliability process (McMillan & 

Schumacher, 2010), having asked a colleague to review the coding of my transcripts in order to 

determine the extent to which we agreed with the coding system used, and the interpretations 

being drawn, before I began the synthesis process. 

 Ethical guidelines.  Because my study involved the collection of data from human 

participants, I completed a requisite course on participant protection; this course informed me of 

how to ethically collect data through interviews.  This study also took place following the 
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submission and approval of a detailed description of my projected research to the Education 

Research Ethics Board, which was forwarded to the General Research Ethics Board at Queen’s 

University.  Ethics clearance was granted on October 26, 2012 (Appendix A).  I also submitted a 

detailed ethics proposal to the school board of the school being studied and received a letter 

permitting me to conduct research on the school with the permission of the school’s principal, 

which was given to me in advance of the application.  This process ensured the protection of the 

participants of the study, as well as my own. 

Prior to beginning the interview process all participants were given a Letter of 

Information (Appendix B) and upon meeting were then asked to read and sign a Consent Form 

(Appendix C) detailing their rights and confidentiality to the extent possible, including their 

ability to decline to answer questions, and/or withdraw from the study at any time.  Participants 

were all also given a copy of this letter to retain for their records.  For the protection of 

participants only my supervisor and I had access to the data that were collected, which are kept 

on a password secure computer in a locked office.  All data will be stored there for up to two 

years before being destroyed.  To further protect the confidentiality of my participants, after the 

transcription process, pseudonyms were assigned to all participants, as well as places, details, 

and names included in their responses that I interpreted to be potentially identifying.  A list of all 

of the participants’ pseudonyms, along with their roles in the school, and the decades that they 

represented, has been included in Appendix E. 

Summary 

 In summation my research is qualitative, taking the approach of a case study, and 

including data obtained ethically from two separate sources: (1) third person documents; and (2) 

transcribed, individual, semi-structured interviews with teacher and administrator participants 



49 

 

 

selected through reputational snowball sampling.  Each set of data was analysed separately, the 

former in an attempt to create an understanding of the school’s past and present in a more 

objective manner, going beyond the main period of focus, and the latter in an attempt to 

understand the school’s positive cultural mores and its ability to sustain and maintain these over 

a period of forty years.  The data collected were triangulated to the most reasonable extent 

possible, and analysed through a carefully considered thematic coding process, which took place 

in two linked phases, and one separate phase, and delimited the focus to content that seemed to 

be understood across all four decades.  My findings are further interpreted through the 

conceptual framework previously established and based on the extant literature. 
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CHAPTER 4: DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS  

 

 This chapter presents an overview of the case school’s history and culture based on the 

document analysis and details the description and analysis of the school’s culture, and cultural 

sustenance and maintenance system, based on the perspectives of interview participants. 

Case School’s History and Culture 

 The following analysis is based on my personal observations during the school’s 

anniversary and a close study of history books, essays, yearbooks, anniversary pamphlets, and 

photos procured from the archives of the case school, and volunteered by select participants.  

The analysis aims to provide a history of the school from its beginnings to present day, and will 

serve to identify some of its key cultural elements.  This analysis was conducted before, during, 

and after the school’s anniversary weekend, and the completion of interviews, and in part served 

to inform interview questions. 

 School’s anniversary.  While it is not amongst the city’s revered heritage buildings (as 

the original building was torn down decades earlier), the school’s mismatched exterior plays host 

to an interior imbued with nearly two centuries of history.  Entering the school on reunion 

weekend, its walls, weighted with framed pictures hanging at eye-level whenever not sporting a 

window, or a locker, or a doorway, draw in my attention more than I can recall them ever having 

done over the course of my time spent here as student or student teacher.  As each frame houses 

a compilation of individual graduate photos ranging from the late 1800s to my graduation in 

2005 and beyond, it is not a difficult task to find generation upon generation of local families 

hanging smiling from these walls. I can trace my own lineage only as far back as the 1970s, but 

there are those who can trace their familial relation to the school through four generations, and 

well over sixty years.  Where not showcasing their throngs of graduates, the school also displays 
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group shots of sports teams and student council members, trophies, banners, student art, and 

artefacts from bygone eras including pictures of the school’s old buildings. 

 Spatially, the school appears as though it was made to accommodate as many pupils as it 

could, as quickly as it could.  The school is made up of tracks of hallways with clean, mostly 

neat, classrooms cut in at various intervals; but it does boast a few open spaces, including two 

large gyms, a large student common area with communal tables and skylights, a comfortable and 

well equipped library, a cafeteria/auditorium, and in the centre of it all, at the core of the school, 

the new and much anticipated chapel dedicated to its patron saint.  In each instance, common 

spaces are adorned with more reminders, to students and staff alike, that this school is much 

more than just a building; this something more can be seen in the hanging multinational flags, the 

large outdoor sign decrying the school’s annual theme above the main student entrance, and in 

smaller ways: the simple crosses hung in each classroom, the antique books displayed quietly in 

the library, and now also on small monitors projecting the latest in school news.  There seems to 

be an obvious push towards illustrating the school’s past, present, and future, and by way of 

doing so creating a palpable sense of community here, one that I would guess to be recognizable 

even to those from the outside.   

 Today, reunion registration day, hundreds of alumni line up in school colours to collect 

their registration packages, and commemorative scarves for this evening’s football game and 

future daily displays of pride.  People chat happily with one another, admiring the new chapel 

that this weekend’s fees helped support.  I say hello to those who I know, former teachers, 

associate teachers, coaches, and counsellors, and those who I do not know, including fellow 

alumni, current students excitedly running to the football field, and other community members 

who have made the trek to support the school on this very big weekend.  To have the opportunity 
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to study the culture of this school, during a year of such paramount importance, is incredible.  

Years after my graduation, being here among the crowd of school affiliates, it feels as though I 

am with those of the walls - the faces that I spent years casually glancing up at as I marched 

between classes - here to show their gratitude, and pride, and to commemorate the anniversary of 

their very old and never forgotten high school community. 

 Historical overview.  The men’s college.  The school of focus saw its emergence in the 

early 1800s in what was still the British colony of Upper Canada, when one of its founding 

clergy members announced a proposal to the Legislative Assembly for the establishment of a 

college for the training of Catholic clergy (Flynn, 1973).  While the college saw its official 

beginning at the end of the 1830s, it was not until the mid-1880s that the focus shifted away from 

being exclusively a seminary; though students were still taught by diocesan priests, the school 

began to provide a classical education to young men, from secondary age upwards, from English 

Canada and some of the eastern United States.  By the 1860s the school’s curriculum was being 

compared to that of some of the best colleges in America, and within that decade it was in fact 

granted full university status by a Royal Charter; some of its early graduates (and many since) 

have been hailed as having made substantial contributions to the development of Canada and the 

United States.   

 Even with its early prominence as an academically successful school, the college 

experienced extreme financial difficulties throughout its first 25 years (Flynn, 1973).  Though 

many attempts, including the granting of degree conferring status, were made to broaden the 

college’s opportunity for income, they were all unsuccessful and the college closed by the end of 

the same decade.  It was only due to a perceived urgency for secondary education requirements 

to be provided in the city at the end of the nineteenth century that the college was reopened by 
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another of its founding clergy members. 

 By the 1930s, after several changes of location to different downtown buildings both 

temporary and permanent, which were purchased by a variety of the college’s early bishops, the 

English Province of the Jesuit Order was asked to take over (Bell, 1978).  Upon purchasing the 

college, the Jesuits agreed to waive tuition fees for twenty years, for any student from the 

archdiocese of the city. 

 As the college approached the 1950s, its standards for academic excellence were again as 

high as they were during its founding era.  The school provided what was described as a superior 

high school curriculum to the same population of young men as it had previously, as well as to a 

group of boarders from around the world, including South and Central America, Mexico, and 

China (Flynn, 1973).  The international reputation for excellence that the college had gained in 

its early years led to vacancies often being filled by the sons of foreign diplomats stationed in the 

capital (Bell, 1978).  Beyond being revered for its high academic and athletic standards, the 

college was also sought out for it focus on creating disciplined young men – the college’s Jesuits 

priests were often characterized as having tamed many pupils and as Bell states “a black eye was 

often said to come from walking into a door” (p. 10).  

 While there are generalized records of the college’s early history, its 100
th

 anniversary 

yearbook, published at the end of the 1930s, lists an apology on the editorial page accounting for 

the gaps of description – calling what is left of the college’s beginnings “fragmentary, 

incomplete, unsatisfactory,” and aiming for the publication to “serve as a beginning for a 

thorough exploration of its honourable history or as a rallying place for the dispersed alumni of 

the last forty years.”  This yearbook goes on to relay the same beginnings outlined here, taking 

time to also honour prominent graduates, and to display on its pages black and white pictures of 
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sports teams from the late 1800s to the 1920s – beneath many the caption “champions” is quietly 

written beside the teams’ names.  Also notated are tributes to the school’s oratorical contest, and 

the students’ parochial, dramatic, and musical efforts, and dispersed among these articles are ads 

for local shops and small businesses. 

 The college was keen on re-establishing and maintaining an arts degree program, aiming 

still at imparting a classical education to its pupils akin to that offered at Oxford and Cambridge 

(Yearbook, 1939); however, only two classes were able to graduate from this program before the 

Second World War prevented its graduates from continuing their education as many were 

quickly ushered into the military (Flynn, 1973). 

 Post-World War II the college was able to maintain its high standard of secondary 

education, but the tuition agreement with the Jesuits was now up and pupils were presented with 

the new challenge of funding their own tuition for the three years following the tenth grade 

(Flynn, 1973); by Acts of the Province of Ontario, the two junior grades remained funded.  This 

challenge, coupled with the fact the city now had a variety of publicly funded collegiate institutes 

available, meant that the college in the 1960s again felt the weight of maintaining the availability 

of a Catholic secondary education for its students, both current and prospective.  While the 

college boasted an extensive library, with well over 12 000 periodicals, along with a variety of 

alumni and parish donated fineries, its ability to compete with the modern facilities available at 

the public collegiate institutes was becoming continuously more difficult (Bell, 1978).  This, 

coupled with the constantly rising administrative and maintenance costs, had the school 

struggling to deliver in providing the quality education sought by its founders, which its affiliates 

were also determined to maintain, and so there began the discussion of merging the college with 

the girls’ convent high school to begin a coeducational Catholic high school.  This school was to 
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be solely responsible for the city’s Catholic secondary education needs moving into the end of 

the century.  

 The sisters’ school(s).  The early-mid 1800s marked the arrival of the city’s most 

prominent congregation of Catholic nuns.  The sisters’ arrival was in response to a letter written 

by one of the men’s college’s founding bishops to congregation authorities in a neighbouring city 

requesting that sisters be sent to open a school for girls (Flynn, 1973).  Only two sisters arrived at 

first and were left a residence downtown to use as their convent, but when it came to their 

school, much like the men’s college, a variety of buildings would have to be used during its 

foundational period.  Within the year of their arrival, the sisters had opened their school with an 

enrolment of 12 students – an enrolment that rapidly increased in a few months’ time, which is 

what first forced the nuns to seek larger quarters; once obtained, their school was funded by paid 

tuition (considered modest in comparison to those of other private schools in the province at the 

time), and accommodated a small selection of boarders, but the nuns also provided lessons to a 

class of students who were unable to afford to pay the school fees.  Nearing the middle of the 

century the nuns, now numbering five, catered to almost 200 students and again had to seek new 

accommodation; by 1854, the year of the creation of the Separate School Board, the sisters 

operated two schools, one for each boys and girls. 

 Throughout the latter half of the century the sisters opened and closed schools at various 

locations throughout the city (Flynn, 1973).  School closures came to be for various reasons: 

buildings being stationed too far outside the city centre, or otherwise not up to code; losing the 

backing of the General Council of the Congregation in the late 1890s; and, in the case of the 

north-end day school, because the community did not want to permit nuns to continue teaching 

boys.  Despite these tribulations, the sisters were able to maintain their practice in the city, and 
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were even among the first to respond to the Department of Education’s late century demand that 

all teachers in Ontario be professionally qualified.  The sisters obtained their permanent teaching 

certificates and teaching qualifications by 1900, which qualified the Separate School Board for 

some of the highest grants available in the province at the time.  The new teacher training further 

exhorted the community’s desire for the nuns to develop a Catholic high school for girls, which 

was supported by the existing archbishop and opened at the turn of the century. 

 The girls’ high school for day students and boarders at the convent started by offering 

Grade 9 and, after its success, Grade 10, but only catered to these junior grades for a full decade 

before the congregation was able to provide enough sisters to completely take over the secondary 

school, at which point the upper grades were also offered (Flynn, 1973).  By the 1930s the school 

had grown sufficiently to require more location changes, and financing the school’s development 

was a regular struggle.  In order to ease monetary strain, the Separate Board took over the junior 

grades, though classes were still conducted by the sisters of the convent. 

 The high school operated under the motto of “pietas, doctrina, honos,” and thus focused 

on providing young women with an education reverent to God, and in conformity with an ideal 

Christian education focused also on knowledge, dignity, responsibility, and accomplishment 

(“Historical Artefacts,” 1985).  Many parents wanted their daughters to be a part of this, 

believing in the quality education and structure provided by the sisters (Flynn, 1973); this 

ministry for excellence in girls’ education is considered the point from which the sisters were 

able to expand their mission to also educate girls in Western and Atlantic Canada (Hsu, 2012). 

 By the early 1960s, the high school saw a large decline in the number of resident students 

and its financial feasibility to exist as a boarding school ceased (Flynn, 1973).  The sisters had to 

desist offering a boarding option for students from outside of the city for the first time in their 
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nearly one and a quarter centuries teaching there; additionally, the convent building –of a similar 

age– was beginning to show its graces.  Within the first few years of the decade it quickly 

became obvious that new accommodation would be required in order for the day high school to 

continue operating at the same level of quality and to maintain the modern educational standards 

of the day.  Although the sisters began to look for new options, their struggles with declining 

revenue and increasing costs began to match those of the Catholic boys’ college, and by the 

middle of the decade the discussion surrounding an experimental solution of merging the two 

institutions was underway. 

 The merger: creation of the city’s first co-educational Catholic high school.  By the 

conclusion of the 1960s, after years of discussion, the official announcement was made 

confirming the amalgamation of the two secondary schools into one that would operate out of the 

boys’ college facilities in the northern end of the city.  At this stage the opportunity for boarding 

was no longer available, and the city’s only Catholic secondary school would remain a day 

school moving forward.  With the union of the schools, their governing bodies and the 

archdiocese hoped to see excellence in Catholic education continue unimpeded by former 

financial strains (Flynn, 1973).  Consolidating the two schools for financial purposes allowed the 

one new school an opportunity to compete with its publicly funded counterparts when it came to 

creating greater opportunities for its students, particularly in regards to offering more specialized 

programming (Bell, 1978).  By the beginning of the 1970s, the new school had an enrolment of 

nearly 500 students, and a much larger staff to support it; the merger allowed the school to cope 

with the many changes that took place in provincial educational policy throughout the 1960s and 

70s (Bell, 1978). 
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 Reflecting back on the merger, a former teacher at the college and then newly appointed 

principal of the co-ed school, Mr. Spencer recalled:  

When the boys and the girls were sharing the campus for the first time… the boys started 

to comb their hair and the girls discovered the magic of makeup.  There was a change in 

culture for each of the two schools.  Merging the cultures of a religious boys’ school and 

a religious girls’ school, and having sisters teach boys and priests teach girls, was a 

challenge for everyone. (Lea, 2012) 

Students and staff alike had to shift their perspectives on teaching and learning in order for the 

new school to continue along as successfully academically as it had in the past (Lea, 2012) 

 By the conclusion of the term in 1971, the Jesuit Order left the school to pursue other 

important mission commitments, and leased its building to the Separate School Board (Bell, 

1978); the sisters and lay teachers continued their roles within the school, and additional 

members were brought in to fill the staffing gaps left by the Jesuits (Flynn, 1973).  That said, the 

school continued to follow the tuition structure previously outlined: Grades 9 and 10 remained 

under the jurisdiction of the Separate School Board and were funded, and Grades 11 through to 

13 were not – rather they were now directed by a privately appointed administrative lay board 

(Bell, 1978). 

 Throughout the 1970s (and to the present day) the school relied on alumni and 

community supported fundraisers to allow it to meet funding targets (Down Through 150 Years, 

1989).  By the mid-1970s, a large drive for private donations allowed for the demolition of much 

of the original building and its replacement with a larger and more modern coeducational 

structure, this was also supported by grants from the Government of Ontario (Bell, 1978).  
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Despite continued financial strains and major changes to the school’s population, and facilities, 

Principal Spencer’s 1979 Executives page message stated: 

Frequently, the question is asked “why is [our school] so different from other secondary 

schools?”  While the answers to this question may be many and varied, people new to the 

school readily sense that our uniqueness is founded in the areas of common conviction 

and loyalty…  The numerous activities undertaken by students and their parents as an 

expression of their loyalty and support for [the school] is noted and accorded high praise 

by many who are not directly associated with our school (Yearbook, 1979). 

 Although Mr. Spencer’s message suggests that the school’s culture, as created by the 

merger of the boys’ school and the girls’ school, thus remained intact, financial constraints 

continued to cause tremendous pressure on the city’s Catholic community, students, parents, and 

staff alike as the school approached yet another decade (Down Through 150 Years, 1989).  A 

long awaited end to this pressure came in 1984 when Premier William Davis’s government 

mandated full funding for the Catholic system, which extended to students’ thirteenth year; while 

the decision was disputed it was upheld in courts and the policy continues to be implemented 

today (Anderson & Jaafar, 2003).  Public funding meant that the school no longer needed to 

maintain major fund-raising efforts to assist with tuition and other related costs; it also meant 

that the Separate School Board was able to open another school in the city’s west end to alleviate 

some of the overcrowding (Down Through 150 Years, 1989). 

 Seeing the end of some of the school’s financial struggles, and seeing it through the 

merger, to its modern incarnation, an excerpt from an interview with a former teacher and Sister 

at the school, published in the 150
th

 anniversary commemoration booklet, harkens back to the 

earlier days of both the boys’ college and the girls’ school: 
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I liked the closeness of the staff and felt that there was always an emphasis in [the school] 

to be a family, concerned with the joys and sorrows of one another…  I was impressed 

with the loyalty and pride that students showed in the school.  Our school spirit was 

demonstrated through the various activities.  For the future, I hope that the school will 

continue to foster a strong sense of Christian identity and community…   

 The school today.  The school continued to expand physically, both in regards to its 

building and its population; presently the student body is composed of over 1100 students, and is 

led by more than 120 staff members.  While still in the same place, wings have been added to the 

school’s structure to accommodate for the wide arrangement of programming that it offers.  The 

school now boasts a new chapel, a library, two gyms, four computer labs, a weight room and 

fitness room, eight science labs, a cosmetology lab, a broadcast technology room, a music room, 

drama room and stage, and a space for the school's life skills program.  Within the confines of 

this space, the school is able to host students from broadly ranging backgrounds –

socioeconomically, culturally, athletically, and academically, offering academic programming 

ranging from life skills to the International Baccalaureate Programmes; it also offers French 

immersion and extended program options.  In addition to academics, the school presents students 

with an array of opportunities to become involved in various athletic teams, both varsity and 

intramural, as well as arts, community and church, and student leadership incentives.  

 In regards to maintaining the high academic standards originally sought by the Jesuits, 

the school continues to rank highly within the province, with over 90% of its students passing the 

EQAO Grade 10 Literacy Test over the past five years, and its EQAO Grade 9 Assessment of 

Mathematics scores, in both the Applied and Academic streams, average higher than the board 

and the province (ALCDSB, 2012).  On the Fraser Institute Reports for 2011-2012, the school is 
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ranked among the top fifty in the province (Fraser Institute, 2012).  Many of the school’s sports 

teams and athletes continue to win or place at local, regional, provincial, and national level 

competitions; students continue to go abroad to complete mission work annually, are involved in 

annual food drives and charity events, and artistically inclined students also excel – most 

recently the school’s band was welcomed at Carnegie Hall where they performed. 

 The school’s goal, as advertised on their website under “Choosing [our school]” is to 

encourage and guide each student to develop as a whole person, imbued with the spirit of Christ 

and ready to assume a responsible role in the building of a better world.  This goal is very much 

in keeping with the original missions of the Jesuits and sisters that originally founded the 

institution almost 200 years ago.  A discussion of the extent to which current teachers and 

administrators at the school, and those who came before them, believe that this goal is achieved, 

is offered in the following data analysis, along with a description of their perceptions of the 

school’s culture and their ability to reflect it. 

Participants’ Perceptions of School Culture 

 This section provides a detailed description and analysis of the case school’s culture, and 

cultural sustenance and maintenance, over the course of the previous four decades through the 

interpretation of participants’ interview responses.   

 I have organized my interview data by categorizing it into the four most prominent 

themes that emerged during the interview transcript coding process detailed in the previous 

chapter: (1) History; (2) Administration; and (3) Community.  A fourth theme is also analysed 

below, one of paramount importance to obtaining an understanding of the school’s cultural 

sustenance and maintenance system, which is that of Change.  While Change is not identified as 

an element that typifies the school’s culture, it has been an inevitable part of its development and 
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was a central topic of inquiry during interviews due to the overall focus of the study.  Each main 

theme is further broken down into emergent subthemes that were common among participant 

responses within each category.  These subthemes serve to further describe the school’s culture.  

Furthermore, each thematic analysis below is organized chronologically, by the time period or 

decade represented by the participant being interviewed, this has been done to best illustrate any 

perceived changes or continuity in the school’s culture. 

 Understanding the school’s culture.  When asked to describe the school today, current 

principal Mr. Irvine responded using the words “spirited,” “history,” “traditions,” “high 

performing,” “engaging,” “involved,” “high expectations,” and “spiritual.”  Mr. Irvine’s 

sentiments largely echoed the words of other interviewees, those who currently work alongside 

him, as well as those who came before him.  In his reflections on time spent at the school as a 

teacher almost thirty years ago, Mr. Young (former department head, student, and parent to 

children at the school), called the institution “successful,” “positive,” and “contributing,” often 

alluding to the school as something special: “I sent my kids there, other parents sent their kids 

there.  There’s a feeling that this is the place to be;” he then went on to say, “I think there’s 

something there and I’m not sure what it is.” 

 “How I reflect(ed) the school’s culture…”  When asked, it was difficult for many of the 

participants to provide a concise description of the school’s culture, though the majority were 

able to offer an example of how they believed they reflected and projected their interpretation of 

the culture to other staff members and students.  In discussing her time spent teaching at the 

school in the late 1970s and early 80s, Mrs. Hartley, spoke to the fact that teaching at the 

Catholic school allowed her the responsibility to “teach the whole child.”  As the school’s 

demographics have changed since Mrs. Hartley’s time teaching there, the school’s current 
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chaplain acknowledged the fact that learning about how to be a good Catholic is not always the 

target goal of students attending today, but she still seemed to recognize and reflect the ideals 

pertinent to her own experience more than twenty years earlier:  

[When we offer the sacrament of reconciliation] we make them all go and say hi to a 

priest, if they’re not [Catholic] we hope they talk about baseball or something and we tell 

them that it’s because we’re here to help you become better adults and being a good adult 

is being comfortable meeting a stranger, and going out of your comfort zone to do so… 

We’re not just here for the good kids, or the good Catholic kids or wherever that 

stereotype is that you have to be to be in this space…  We’re just here to help you 

become your best self.   

These sentiments were further reflected by Mr. Lane, a current teacher and former student at the 

school, who took the approach of responding to my questioning about learning and projecting the 

school’s culture by giving me the name of the teacher who influenced him most during his time 

spent there in high school in the early 1980s:  

He taught me French, and I can get a beer on the ski slope, and I understand the three 

stars at the end of the Canadian’s game.  But, perhaps, that is really a good commentary 

about the real purpose.  I can’t speak French, but he’s my best teacher.  No question. 

 When talking about the teachers who work with him today, and how he perceives them to 

be reflecting the school’s culture, Mr. Irvine discussed their work ethic and the commitment that 

his staff shows: “it’s the kind of culture that really grabs hold of people once they arrive here… 

people like to be challenged, they like to be pushed a little bit, you know, to do their best, and for 

the most part that’s a culture that I think people really get engaged in.” 

 Much like the description of the school’s overall culture, few participants were able to 
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specify what exactly they did to reflect and project it, but they did focus on the fact that they 

strove to do so by helping their students become balanced, and “whole” individuals upon the 

conclusion of their secondary school experience.  The fact that participants were unable to 

provide a succinct explanation of any aspect of the school’s culture, aside from identifying 

physical artefacts or value statements, may suggest that the idea of “educating the whole person,” 

a concept largely derived from the school’s Catholic beginnings, serves as a basic underlying 

assumption.  While this concept is in fact reflected in the school’s current mission statement, 

almost all participants were unaware of what the mission statement was; the concept is also not 

directly defined in the statement.  Despite this, teachers and administration at the school seem to 

have a feel for what “educating the whole person” means and how it should look within the 

culture of the school; this was the factor often used to describe what made the school special.  

When given the opportunity to probe for further explanation as to what “educating the whole 

person” meant, participants typically focused on describing the type of relationship they strove to 

develop with their students, one that was about coming to know and care for each individual 

beyond their academic success.  “Educating the whole person” meant that teachers and 

administrators were concerned about the spiritual, physical, mental, and emotional development 

of their students, and this concern was something that they tried to make clear through the 

establishment of relationships that were often described as extending beyond the classroom. 

 History.  The school’s history is ancient by Canadian standards, that is to say that it 

began its existence before that of the country.  Among the documents analysed to provide the 

previously detailed account of the school’s history were anniversary pamphlets celebrating its 

many significant quarter, half, and century landmarks.  Each landmark, including last year’s, is 

celebrated with a reunion that is attended by former teachers, administrators, students, clergy 
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members, and other community affiliates who have been somehow tied to the school.  These 

celebrations, the school’s current interior décor, and the countless yearbook entries from the past 

thirty years, are all examples of dominant cultural artefacts that inextricably tie the school’s 

identity to its past – particularly in regards to its founding relationship with the Jesuit priests and 

congregation of sisters.   

 In each conducted interview, across the decades and roles represented, participants 

discussed the history of the school in a way that suggested that they were almost in awe of it – 

often they were unable to articulate what being a part of such a long-standing school meant to 

them, and what they hoped it meant for their students, or to the students of the school today.  

Among the responses given to questions regarding the school’s past are words and statements 

that include “wow,” “I am always amazed,” and “getting the depth of the place… There’s 

something more than, you know, just a stone building.”  While not overtly stated, the school’s 

historic subthemes can be identified as: (1) its foundational connection to providing a faith-based 

education; and (2) a tradition of maintaining high expectations among staff and students alike.  

These subthemes have been perceived to be the primary focus of the school’s history as it is 

preserved and passed down. 

 Religious education.  Mr. Young attended the boy’s college as a student and returned to 

the school, after its shift into coeducation, to work as teacher, coach, and eventually as a 

department head.  Our interview conversation focused on discussing his experiences as a teacher 

there in the 1970s, though he did not leave the school until the 1990s, which is when he went on 

to teach at another local Catholic high school.  Mr. Young’s perception of students’ 

interpretation of the school’s history is that the students are made to feel as though they can 

choose to become a part of something that is moving forward, and that has been moving forward 
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since its religious founding: “[it’s] somewhere where you have the patron saint’s relics in a the 

school, so there’s many areas that you can see it’s all part of you; it’s all part of me.”   

 Mrs. Hartley, who taught at the school at the end of the same decade and into the 1980s, 

commented that the school has long maintained its historic focus of educating its students in their 

faith first.  She explained that a large part of the school’s traditions are historically focused on 

outreach into the community, and recognizing the responsibilities that one holds in regards to 

helping those in need; she also commented on the fact that there are symbols of faith throughout 

the entire school, explaining that she found it liberating to be able to teach the values of 

Christianity for the first time since leaving her career in the public system.  Later on in our 

discussion regarding whether or not the school should elevate its many successful graduates, or 

teachers, Mrs. Hartley commented that as it stands currently the only figures that are elevated are 

those who are truly extraordinary, naming its patron saint and the founding Jesuits. 

 Mrs. Hartley’s sentiments are echoed by those of Mrs. Fuller, a graduate of the school 

who attended while Mrs. Hartley was just beginning her own teaching career there.  After having 

completed her post-secondary education, Mrs. Fuller returned to work at the school in the early 

1990s as a teacher, eventually also taking on some of the responsibilities that she holds currently 

as a librarian and department head.  When asked if the school is different than other schools, 

Mrs. Fuller responded by stating: “as you walk in these doors you know that this is different, this 

is a different place.  From everything we do, there is a culture of community here, and part of it 

is our… the Catholicism as the foundation.”  Mrs. Fuller expands on this idea as she discusses 

the school’s historical focus on Catholicism, and on creating and maintaining traditions similar to 

those of the sisters and priests that began the institution, many of which are either focused on 

celebrating the school’s patron saint, and recognizing its founding, or otherwise on 
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demonstrating Christian values to the greater city community, and beyond.  When I asked for an 

example of this Mrs. Fuller explained that such demonstrations were regular, both small and 

large in scope.  Though she, along with all of my participants, mentioned the school’s now 

longstanding charity basketball event (shared with the city’s other Catholic secondary school), 

she placed particular emphasis on an anecdote that she believed to be a true demonstration of the 

school’s Catholic culture:  

When one of the first soldiers who had a connection [with the city] was killed in 

Iraq/Afghanistan, when that motorcade came through… our kids were there, a whole 

group of our kids lined the street outside the school…  they didn’t know the soldier.  The 

soldier was not connected to our school, they weren’t a parent or anything, but [our 

students] went and showed proper respect. 

 All of the teachers and administrators interviewed who are currently at the school seemed 

to acknowledge that the school’s history is highlighted in regards not only to its Catholic 

foundation, but more specifically the tradition of preserving the focus of teaching Christian 

values outside of the classroom, as well as within.  The school’s current principal, Walter Irvine, 

has held the position since the early 2000s, and stated that the “school is where Catholic 

education in Upper Canada began; it should be a historical place.” Mr. Irvine goes on to explain 

that the most special day for him annually is the graduation mass:  

It’s on the same day as graduation so the people have lots of things to do and I know the 

girls want to get their hair done and all that kind of stuff, but they all come to that mass, 

and nobody has to, and that’s the best part of that whole day for me, because I see all 

those kids here who absolutely don’t have to be here; the music is beautiful, the kids are 

involved and engaged in the mass, and you know what?  I don’t know if they’ll ever go 
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again to be truthful, they might not, right?  But they know enough about what the mission 

of the school is so that they’re going to be there that day and they want to be a part of that 

community at least one last time and I think it’s a really cool thing. 

While the current teachers interviewed seem to acknowledge, as Mr. Irvine’s quotation above 

suggests, that the lives of students outside of school hours may not be as religiously-centred as 

they once were, particularly in regards to their direct involvement in their parishes, their 

involvement in the school allows them to recognize, understand, and participate freely in the 

school’s historic focus on Christian values.  Though the school has in many ways become more 

secular over the course of time to accommodate a changing student body, its tacit values are still 

very much intertwined with its historic Christian beginnings; students were reported as 

recognizing the fundamental importance of contributing actively to this community, either by 

participating in sacramental occasions (regardless of their faith), or otherwise by simply showing 

support and understanding for the community inside and outside of the school.  The school’s 

adornment of physical religious artefacts serves to further embed this cultural element. 

 High expectations.  The word excellence and a variety of its synonyms were used in 

every participant’s response to my line of questioning regarding the school’s traditions.  The 

school’s long standing emphasis on performing well academically, athletically, and artistically, 

alongside demonstrating and celebrating its Catholic roots, was made immediately clear in my 

discussions with Mr. Young who stated of his time as a student at the college: “we knew we had 

to work a little harder… and you know that was one of the things that attracted me to going back 

[as a teacher].  There was a sense that we can do this, and we’re part of the goal that we all have 

to be number one.”  Mr. Young was careful to emphasize that being “number one” did not mean 

parading around arrogantly, or thinking more highly of oneself than of students attending other 
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secondary schools within the community.  Rather it meant that there was an expectation in place 

for students to be their best selves, and that no teacher at the school would accept anything less.  

Mr. Young suggests that this historic tradition of excellence is not so very far removed from the 

school’s tradition in religious education, stating that teaching there meant “a bigger opportunity 

to influence young people by the fact that we can talk about the three things that are really 

important in everyone’s lives: spirituality, work, or school work, and family.”  Mr. Irvine echoes 

Mr. Young’s statement on behalf of the school’s expectations today: “it doesn’t matter whether 

we’re involved in athletics, the arts, academics, [or] social outreach… the expectation on every 

level is you know you’re going to do your very, very best.” 

 Mrs. Hartley’s impression of the school was similar to that of Mr. Young.  While she did 

not attend the founding girls’ high school, her experience as a teacher at the combined school in 

the 1980s allowed her to recognize the school as one that maintained the high academic 

standards that had always been expected by the Jesuits and sisters that taught before her: “it was 

always there in Jesuit tradition and the tradition [of the sisters]… the academics were always 

strong that was first and foremost.”  Mrs. Hartley also emphasized that winning was never to be 

done in an unsportsmanlike manner, and this was understood. 

 Current music teacher, Mrs. Monroe, was once completely unfamiliar with the school as 

she completed her secondary schooling at one of the community’s other high schools.  Mrs. 

Monroe began her career at the school in 2010.  Mrs. Monroe spoke to the fact that as a student 

in a different school, she always noticed the fact that this particular school was athletically 

successful in competitions against other local high schools.  She stated that the school’s 

reputation was such that its losses were always featured as prominent in the local newspapers: 

“the headline would say ‘Wolves lose’ not ‘Seymore Sages Win’.”  Mrs. Monroe noticed the 
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high expectations placed on performance immediately, for students and teachers both, and 

recalled her first encounter of this taking place during her time as a teacher candidate:  

I was watching our band perform [at a music festival], and it was a competitive class, and 

Mr. Irvine just happened to be watching too, and he came and sat down beside me, and he 

said “so, are they going to win?”  And I said “I hope so,” not having really talked to him 

before, and he said “well they better win,” and just walked away… I just thought okay, 

and he wasn’t joking at all, he was serious. 

When I questioned Mrs. Monroe about the competitive nature and the high expectations that 

were placed on students, and whether or not she perceived it to be a negative thing she was 

unsure.  While she did feel pressure to be the best, she also felt successful, and alluded to the fact 

that her efforts, and those of her students, were acknowledged by her colleagues and 

administration. 

 Mrs. Fuller, like Mrs. Monroe, came from outside of the city as a student, but made the 

decision to a take a 40 kilometre, there and back, trek into the school on a bus every day for five 

years until her graduation.  When asked why, she responded by saying: “because this was the 

best school that was available to anybody, I think, in the 1970s … [it] prepared me for my future 

– both my faith life and my professional life, and my university life.”  Without prompting, Mrs. 

Fuller continued her commentary on the school’s quality and concluded by stating that when she 

began her work as a teacher here in the 1990s “[it remained] the same – this is the best school 

you can offer your child in our area, there’s no one who can compete with our school, so I still 

think it’s the best; that part certainly hasn’t changed.”  Mrs. Fuller’s was careful to explain, like 

Mr. Young, that the school is “the best” in the sense that it strives to educate the whole person 

and all people, and expects the most from them. 
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 Administration.  Mirroring the literature reviewed prior to conducting my research, 

participant responses identified administration as being central to shaping and maintaining the 

school’s culture.  The school’s chaplain, and former student, Mrs. Michelle Donnelley stated that  

the principal plays a big role in the tone of a school, and we’ve had some great principals 

and vice principals -but there’s been some times when things were maybe not as great… 

you always worry what if someone comes in that doesn’t get it, doesn’t know what it 

means to be a Catholic leader…  Would this ship continue to go forward? 

 Mr. Irvine attributed the school’s relatively short roster of principals, in part, to its ability 

to sustain its legacy: “it’s been more by good fortune than by design, right?  I mean if they’d 

have been able to sort of do it by design then every five years there would have been a new 

principal here.”  Mr. Irvine walked me through the history of the school’s principals since the 

merger of the girl’s high school and the college in the 1960s:  

The legacy of this school is a subject that has to be protected from year to year to year.  

So, Mr. Spencer was the ultimate, he was here for 25 years as a principal; well, he built 

this  legacy that was handed down to him from the priests and sisters that had it before.  

Maurice Dubois protected it for a couple of years, [then] Gary White… 

The protected legacy of the school, as it stands in its current coeducational state, which Mr. 

Irvine described at length, has only changed hands four times.  It quickly became clear 

throughout the interview process that teachers and department heads that represented different 

decades believed that they were able to work more effectively as a result of the administration’s 

support, and the mutual trust and confidence existing between them.  This was particularly true 

in regards to policy implementation, and the fact that the school’s principals have largely focused 

on supporting teachers making only necessary changes, and not all of the changes that were 
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required by policy makers at “the top”.  The principal’s role in fostering community was also 

considered to be of paramount importance in regards to shaping the school’s culture.  

 Trust and confidence.  Over the past four decades of focus, participants indicated that the 

administration’s influence on the overall culture of the school was based on trust and confidence 

between administration and teachers, particularly in relation to the implementation of new board 

and provincial level policies.  There was a reciprocity in the relationships - the trust and 

confidence that the teachers have in their administration was mutual as the administration has 

historically shown trust and confidence in its teachers.  Supporting this process, and a popular 

focus in many responses regarding administration, has been the school’s external community, 

including parents, alumni, and the church.  

Mr. Young’s start at the school came at a very turbulent time financially, at the beginning 

of the merger, and when asked to describe how he felt about working there in the 1970s he 

explained that it “seemed as though we were fighting against something…like [the school] could 

be taken away from us at any time.”  Mr. Young explained that there was concern coming from 

community members that there would no longer be an option available to receive a Catholic 

secondary education in the city, which would have been significant given its long-standing 

history.  Mr. Young recalled the day when Mr. Spencer went into a meeting, and came out 

having been told that the school did not have sufficient funds to allow it to continue.  Mr. Young 

ended the story by explaining that Mr. Spencer’s determination, financially backed by a parent, 

allowed the endeavour to push on.  Mr. Young went on to say that “[Mr. Spencer] provided, 

that’s the thing that I think that a good principal would do… [he] was always front and centre 

and someone who could stand there and take the heat.”     

 While it seemed clear through our discussion that Mr. Young trusted Mr. Spencer’s 
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ability to see the school through its struggles, he also discussed the fact that he, as a teacher and 

department head, was trusted by his administration.  The story Mr. Young relays in this regard 

was focused on the provincial shift to using computers for keeping student records, and the 

headship he then held found him responsible for the transfer:  

 [Mr. Spencer] said to me, “you know you’re going to have to do all of this”… I said 

“well, can I get back to you on that?” And he was like “yeah sure.”  So I went and I 

researched all of this… [and] so I said to him “you know we don’t really have to 

[computerize all of the records] because we’d have to hire a lot of secretarial help to 

make this happen” and he was always able to understand… and expected me to know 

about what I was talking about – and I said that this could work and that was my 

understanding and he accepted that.  He was good to work with. 

 Mrs. Hartley’s trust in Mr. Spencer is also evidenced, as she attributes the school’s 

existence today to his leadership, along with the support of other internal community members, 

saying that he was “very highly professional and very supportive, and we quickly became 

friends.” 

 Mrs. Northrop, a current art teacher at the school, began her career there in the late 1990s, 

having not experienced the school previously.  Mr. Dubois, who by then had taken over Mr. 

Spencer’s role as principal, is described by Mrs. Northrop as extremely welcoming and 

encouraging, she states that he took the time to sit down and learn about her background and 

experiences, something she suggested to be valuable for someone like herself who was arriving 

from outside of the existing school community.  Mrs. Northrop also discussed the fact that any 

new provincial and board policies were typically handed down in staff meetings and then given 

to teachers “to work out different scenarios and ways to ... incorporate the new policies.” 
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 Mr. Lane, a current teacher and the school’s athletic director, attended the school as 

student in the early 1980s, and returned to teach at the end of the 1990s after having taught at 

another local Catholic secondary school.  When asked about how provincial and board-level 

policies have been implemented at the school, Mr. Lane took the time to express his concerns 

with what he recognized as a growing amount of “top down administration,” and an expansion of 

universal policies:  

up to a certain extent kids have to have, and parents have to have, something that… they 

can tie into… but not to the point where [teachers] who are incredibly innovative, 

incredibly skilled, in some cases experienced, can’t go off on their own and explore other 

things. 

Mr. Lane’s concerns were centred on the fact such policies often mean “fitting square pegs into 

round holes,” as those who are outside of the building do not always know what is best for those 

inside of it.  When I inquired further about how the school has been impacted by such policies, 

Mr. Lane responded by suggesting that it has not been, and attributed this to both the school’s 

history and its administration:  

I think to a certain extent [Mr. Irvine] is able to turn around and say “listen, look at our 

results… our results speak for themselves.  So why would we get in the way of people who 

are getting these results?  So there is nothing to fix, alright?”  

Mr. Lane also suggested that the school’s ability to stand its ground is connected to the fact the 

school is extremely important to the community, and that many of these concerned members 

from outside of the building have a vested interest in its success, and are willing to back 

administration: “[Mr. Irvine] often jokes about, you know, being at a social function and getting 

advice from parents, like “that’s my school, that’s my kid’s school, don’t screw that up.”   
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 The participants who represented the school’s current teachers and department heads 

regarded Mr. Irvine’s leadership in high esteem; Mr. Fuller described the school’s current 

leadership as flexible, and stated that “[Mr. Irvine] wants us to do the very best that we can with 

our strengths.”   

Mrs. Monroe provided an anecdote on the school’s current policy implementation 

strategy; when discussing a new provincial policy she described the training and monitoring as 

careful, and thorough, but she also suggested that administration was not overly stringent on 

forcing teachers to follow every prescribed guideline:  “it was a lot about student-centered 

learning, and in music that can’t really happen all the time, because they’ve never played an 

instrument, they’ve never read music, they have no idea what they’re doing, so it has to be 

teacher-led learning.”  Here Mrs. Monroe expanded by explaining that the majority of her 

lessons to new music students have to begin as lecture-styled, teacher-led demonstrations.  Her 

described teaching clearly reflects a focus on student-centred learning, but she felt comfortable 

reverting back to the traditional chalk-and-talk for the purposes of her subject.  In the case of the 

new policy that Monroe was referring to, she explained that teachers were to indicate that they 

were focusing on one or two of the policy’s key elements that they perceived would work in, and 

improve their classes; the concern was not that they adopt the policy immediately and adhere to 

it completely. 

Mrs. Monroe’s response is indicative of the fact that the school’s administration trusts 

their teachers to determine and implement the aspects of new policy that would best serve their 

students and their practice.  This allows the school to maintain what it is already doing well; 

teachers are not weighed down by focusing on policy implementation, rather they are asked to 

learn some new policies, find out what would be beneficial to their classrooms, and implement it 
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accordingly.  Mrs. Monroe explained that this process was still monitored, recalling classroom 

visits and debriefs from the school’s vice-principals.  Implementing policy changes in this way 

allows the school to evolve over time, keeping up with the current field of education, but 

forgoing the overly zealous pursuit of catchphrases and trends; teachers are asked to focus on 

what is already working, to look at what is new, and to then reflect on and implement these new 

aspects to enhance the old, or otherwise improve their teaching and their students’ learning. 

Mrs. Donnelley also explicitly related the school’s current administrative approach back 

to the concept of trust:  

“administration trusts [teachers] enough to be professionals; you know, you did all this 

schooling, you’re doing the job… we should be able to trust your professional judgement, 

[and] their judgement is trusted, they feel trusted, so that they’re [going to] be confident 

in doing their jobs. 

 Community.  “I really do see that there is [a] big family community [here], where 

although not everybody is close, like best friends, there’s still a community that binds everyone 

together,” Mrs. Northrop stated during our interview, going on to suggest that there was also “a 

kind of cohesion” or “a kind of longingness to be part of [the] group.” 

 Many of the other teachers at the school, as well as those who came before them, also 

attended the school as students or otherwise had family who did.  Despite any past attachments, 

participants (new or returning) acknowledged a sense of openness and community about the 

school. In discussions surrounding what the school is like as a place to work, the majority of 

participants elected to focus on the community they experienced there.  In their narratives, 

participants often offered up a description of either the collegial environment, or otherwise the 

support and caring that is shown throughout the school among selected stakeholders.  The 
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aforementioned aspects of community life were also described as existing between students, 

alumni, members of the church community, parents, and local community members. 

 While not one of the foundational subthemes identified, the school’s uniform was also 

discussed as contributing to the overall community feeling of the school.  In discussing the 

uniform with participants, all spoke to the fact that it contributes or contributed to creating a 

sense of community at the school.  In my conversation with Mrs. Monroe, whose secondary 

school experience did not include a uniform, she discussed the fact that she was in favour of 

them and spoke to the lessons that wearing a uniform taught students, concluding by explaining 

that the uniform created community:  “when we come together for mass, and there are students 

sitting up the bleachers, when they look around and see like a thousand other people wearing the 

same thing as them… they must get some sense of community and togetherness.” 

 Collegiality.  “Collegiality” was often used by participants to describe their experiences 

within their teaching departments, and the school in general; it often seemed to be attributed for 

communicating, to new teachers and administration alike, that the school was a community.  

Mrs. Hartley, explained that during her time teaching at the school it was divided in two 

departments, which she identified as “where the warmth and the welcoming and the collegiality 

and stuff like that [came] in… the willingness to share and ... kind of let me in on the traditions 

and that sort of thing was just part and parcel of what they did with a new teacher.” 

 Having attended the school as a student did not seem to impact Mrs. Fuller’s ability to 

recognize, and appreciate the sense of community that Mrs. Hartley discussed.  Mrs. Fuller 

suggested that teachers who had not attended the school could still reflect and project the 

school’s culture to newcomers because they would have experienced something similar too upon 

arriving:  
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When you have your first staff meeting in August every new teacher is welcomed with the 

same ‘you’re now part of the community, you will find this a very special place whether 

you’ve taught at other schools or not, you’ve landed in a soft, gentle place and it’s a good 

place to be, a good place to work.’ 

 Beyond their initial welcome into the school, staff members felt acknowledged by 

administration and their other colleagues (including those outside of their departments), through 

the presentation of regular small gestures, which included colleagues’ presence at their events, 

mentions during school announcements, or even a quick hello and nod in the hallway between 

classes.  The chaplain, Mrs. Donnelley, spoke to the fact that she occasionally received notes in 

her mailbox recognizing her efforts: “that is so nice that they do that, like I don’t do it enough for 

other people, but I feel like there are people out there who are acknowledging the goodness of 

their co-workers.”  

The participants’ understanding of collegiality as part of their school’s culture can be 

interpreted through an ecological perspective. It is clear that the school’s culture has come to be 

understood by newcomers through the connections that they were able to establish with their 

colleagues, relationships further fostered by administration’s stringent focus on community. The 

school’s culture, particularly its traditions, expectations, and the general attitude of the 

organization, was passed down generation-to-generation through the pre-existing collegial 

system.  The existence of this system suggests that the school’s culture, and in particular the 

maintenance of this culture, is dependent upon teacher and leadership groups (in this case 

departments) and not solely on individuals, though there is an expectation of conformity to group 

norms.  Despite this, the majority of teacher participants alluded to administration as being the 

central figure in perpetuating and directing the development of the school’s culture.  It seems, 
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however, that administration’s most important role, again, relates to trusting its teachers, and 

fostering the school’s community centeredness.  

 Support and caring.  The support and caring alluded to by Mrs. Donnelley was also a 

part of the culture at the school in the 1970s, as suggested by Mr. Young’s discussion of the 

school’s community during his time there.  After a traumatic family event, and five years spent 

teaching at the school, Mr. Young recalled the roles his colleagues played in helping him 

recover:  

This friend of mine, after I had been back at school a little bit, said “let’s go running.” So 

he and I started running every night, well pretty soon there were three or four of us 

running every night after school… you know, he picked me up.  It wasn’t anything that 

he said or did, it was just that he listened and I, ah, I often think about that, you know?  It 

wasn’t like he was holding my hand, but he was holding me. 

 Similarly, Mr. Irvine relayed an account of an experience of support and caring that he 

had with the school community in the late 1990s before being appointed principal, acting then in 

the role of vice principal.  The event centred around a mass of hope for a member of the school 

community, a coach and a volunteer, who was sick and dying of cancer at the time; he was 

described by Mr. Irvine as “a real icon at the school.”  Mr. Irvine, at the time of the mass, was 

still very new to the school, and was still learning what it was all about:  

I was kind of an outsider and when I went to that mass there were 1500 people in the 

church.  All by word of mouth.  And the one thing, and I said this to my wife, the one 

thing that links every single person in this building is the school.  And it was remarkable 

because you have ninety-year-olds and thirteen-year-olds, and people who were students 

and they are all linked by this school.   
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 Community acts of support and caring at the school are not always made through such 

obvious gestures and, as Mr. Lane suggests, do not have to come through solely during times of 

sorrow.  While acknowledging that the majority of community support and collegiality in the 

school is shown within individual departments, particularly due to time constraints and the 

spread-out layout of the building, Mr. Lane spoke to the fact that this does not impede the 

collective support for the overall school community: “I want to be the first guy to jump up and 

down, and clap when the band does something, just for the sake of the fact that the band will 

jump up and down and clap when my particular interest is successful.”  He further commented 

on an instance particularly reflective of this type of attitude: 

I was taken – you ask about specific things, specific incidents – we won OFSAA soccer 

in ... I think it was ’06, and ... Mr. Irvine had an assembly, where every kid in the school 

goes down and it’s a nuisance, right, ‘cause I mean maybe you have a test that day, 

maybe -whatever, it doesn’t matter,  we’re all going down there, we’re all going to jump 

up and down…So this young man, is the soccer coach, and he’s nervous as a cat….and he 

starts talking about our math program.  There’s a gentleman here in the math department, 

who is a math focused guy, who started a pre-September math program where if you’re a 

kid in elementary you can come in and ... you’ll get a little extra math (clearly not my 

thing) the last week of August…and ... we got our soccer coach, who just won OFSSAA 

gold, at home, talking about the math program. 

Mr. Lane added that the fact that support and care in the school are strongly driven by 

what he has interpreted as Mr. Irvine’s desire to create a community that serves all people, and 

all needs; “It’s more about that, you know, everyday belief that you are part of something special 

that really links people I think,” Mr. Irvine stated in response to my questioning what traditions 
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help define the school.  The traditions noted by the current principal had little to do with the 

events, school colours, uniform, or any sort of cultural artifact as I had anticipated. Rather, he 

focused on what he identified as the primary legacies: “it’s about excellence; it’s about 

community; so those are the legacies that really bind the school together in terms of traditions.” 

Change.  While all of the participants were able to describe the school’s culture as they 

interpreted it, few were able to identify how, when, or by whom, they came to their 

interpretation.  Despite this, the school’s culture has been passed down, for better or for worse, to 

new students, teachers, and administration alike and has eventually arrived in its current state.  In 

addition, as is suggested by the continuity shown between the decades described above, within 

the cultural themes and subthemes outlined, little has changed in regards to the school’s overall 

culture.  Despite this, and the school’s long-standing history, the majority of participants were 

sceptical about the school’s strong track record and historical foundation being sufficient cause 

to believe that the existing positive culture would be impervious to change in the case of bad 

leadership, or otherwise the loss of public funding.  While the study initially set out to focus on 

the sustenance and maintenance of the school’s cultural systems, as themes were identified as 

relevant to these systems it quickly became obvious that a fear of a loss or change in the school’s 

culture was in fact a part of the culture itself, particularly in the sense that it was discussed as 

something that needed to be guarded.  The majority of participants who are currently working at 

the school were again in agreement with one another in what I interpreted as concerned 

responses.   

 Mrs. Monroe, newest to the school, responded to my question regarding whether or not 

the school’s culture would be drastically altered by a change in leadership saying:  
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I think about that like at least once every couple of months [laughs], because it kind of 

scares me… I value his leadership.  ... and I think that if the next person isn’t as 

passionate about the school’s traditions that it could take a while to like get that back, or 

even you might not get it back. 

 When presented with the same question, Mrs. Fuller also responded that the school’s 

history would not be sufficient to stave off the damage that could be done by a weak leader.  I 

inquired further and asked Mrs. Fuller if there would not be enough of a community left behind 

to maybe protect the school in spite of a change in leadership, to which she responded: “I want to 

say yes, but I am not fully confident in that answer.” 

 Mr. Lane’s response to my question was slightly more positive in his referral back to his 

own high school principal, Mr. Spencer: “I mean, Mr. Spencer was incredibly successful here, 

and he does it way different than Mr. Irvine does, in a totally different climate.  So the people of 

that age, or that generation, leaving isn’t necessarily bad.”  This attitude seems to reflect some of 

the statements made by Mr. Young, and Mrs. Hartley, who have also watched from a distance 

(since leaving the school in the late 80s, early 90s) as the school’s culture continued to evolve 

positively, slowly changing to reflect a new student population and educational trends.  Mrs. 

Fuller’s discussion best supported this claim when she explained the change she has noticed in 

the school from a highly academic institution during her time there as a student, to a school 

designed today to provide the best available education to students whatever their learning needs. 

 After what will have been over 10 years of helping to write his own chapter in the 

school’s incredible history, Mr. Irvine’s stance is one that also acknowledges and expresses 

concern for what he describes as impending change:  “things are changing and people move 

around a lot more than they used to, and I suspect the next principal here might be here for at the 
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most five years right, so [it is] hard to say what will happen then.”  Mr. Irvine further explained 

that whoever does take on the role has to make the decision that they are “going to push forward 

with the cultural development” and “support of the culture that currently exists.”  The alternative 

is outlined by Mr. Irvine as choosing to be “slavishly supportive to board and provincial policy.”  

Mr. Irvine seems to portray the cultural sustainability of the school as a choice made by the 

principal based on the options he or she is presented by the province and the board: “It’s a 

choice, right, so someone along the way is going to make the choice that they’re more concerned 

about provincial and board policy than they are about our school’s culture.” 

Summary 

 In this chapter I outlined the history of my case school from its very beginning to the 

present day; this was done through the study of a third person document analysis.  Within this 

analysis I also included excerpts from personal interviews, yearbooks, and newspapers, when I 

felt that the statements made were relevant to the time period being discussed.  The document 

analysis was meant to provide a foundation for better understanding the culture of the school as it 

emerged over the past forty years of focus discussed in the interview findings. 

 The data analysis included here presents the findings of a close study and coding of 

verbatim interview transcripts.  This chapter served to discuss the dominant cultural themes that 

emerged as common across the four decades studied, for both teachers and administrators.  The 

findings served to identify the school’s history, particularly its tradition of Catholic education 

and high expectations, as a central aspect of its culture.  Also fundamental to shaping the 

school’s culture were the role of administration and the relationship maintained between 

administration and teachers.  The trust and confidence that administration has shown the school’s 

teachers, and the teachers towards the administration, have served to allow the school to 
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implement new policy changes smoothly, without negatively impacting the existing culture.  The 

collegiality and support throughout the staff community reinforces this model of trust and 

confidence.  The findings also outline the responses of participants in relation to their roles in 

projecting and reflecting the school’s culture, as well as their reactions to change (as they 

experienced it, or considered it when thinking about the future of the school).  Each outline was 

presented in chronological order, in as much as possible, to indicate how each cultural element 

has been viewed over the course of the decades represented by the individual participants.  The 

various thematic topics also included a brief description of my participants as they were 

introduced. In the following chapter, I interpret the themes, discuss these findings in relation to 

the research questions and extant literature, and outline the implications and limitations of the 

study. 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND CONCLUSIONS 

 This final chapter serves to present the conclusions of my research, outlining answers to 

the questions proposed by integrating my data analysis with the existing literature reviewed.  My 

conclusions are organized in relation to the questions they attempt to answer.  The chapter 

concludes with a summary of the research and a commentary on implications for the continued 

cultural maintenance of the case school, followed by an outline of what I have determined to be 

the limitations of my work, and suggestions for further research.  

Overview of the Study 

 The purpose of this case study was to examine the teachers’ and administrators’ 

perceptions of how a positive school culture has been shaped, maintained, and sustained over the 

past four decades at one midsized Catholic high school in Southeastern Ontario.  In particular, 

the research presented strives to make sense of a school’s organizational culture, the perception 

of this culture, and the actions and motivations of the teachers and administrators to preserve the 

core underlying assumptions amidst internal and external changes and pressures.  Largely, the 

conclusions drawn within this chapter fulfil the purpose of the research by outlining an 

understanding of how these selected stakeholders, through the internalization of the school’s 

underlying assumptions and espoused values, were able to bring the positive aspects of the 

school’s culture through times of change.  My research ultimately strove to find answers to the 

following five questions: 

1. What is the perceived nature and manifestation of organizational culture in this 

school? 

2. How are mores and traditions kept, modified, or enhanced in order to continue to 

foster the development of the social organization?   
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3. How are external policies incorporated into the school in a way that allows it to 

preserve its founding, tacit values?  

4. Who are the stakeholders who influence and contribute to the maintenance, and 

sustenance of the culture already in place? 

5. Has this school’s culture been sustained in a way that has also allowed the school to 

evolve and improve over time? 

I explored each of these research questions by conducting a document analysis on the school’s 

overall history, and also by completing an analysis of the data obtained from a series of 

individual interviews with teachers and administrators who represent each of the past four 

decades. 

Discussion 

After having conducted the document and data analysis, I have interpreted my findings in 

relation to the literature and the guiding research questions.  The findings are discussed below in 

relation to each research question, as well as the existent literature. 

 Nature and manifestations of organizational culture.  Sifting through the cultural 

elements repeated across all of the represented decades revealed findings consistent with some of 

the elements identified by Deal and Peterson (2009) as being significant contributors to shaping a 

school’s culture: (1) History; (2) Administration; and (3) Community. The data emphasized the 

importance of religious education, high expectations, a need for trust and confidence, 

collegiality, and support and caring as manifestations of organizational culture in this school. 

These are analysed below through Schein’s (2004) levels of culture. 

 Schein (2004) recognized cultural artefacts as the most basic level of an organization’s 

culture; artefacts are often also the most visible cultural elements, and can appear somewhat 
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superficial. Despite this, identifying cultural artefacts can be difficult as they are filtered and 

interpreted through individuals’ value systems.  Based on participants’ responses to questions 

focused on establishing an understanding of the school’s culture, I have come to recognize that 

many of the school’s artefacts were related to historical development and community presence. 

However, the school’s cultural artefacts were not a main point of focus in my data analysis 

because they were not discussed by the participants as being markedly significant to the 

preservation of the school’s culture, often not being mentioned without additional probing.  The 

participants responded to explicit questions about the school’s culture by discussing the school’s 

role in academics, athletics and the arts, as well as the school’s participation in the community, 

both internal and external.  On each of the subjects of academics, athletics, and the arts, the 

discussion typically revolved around the school’s history, its focus on excellence, or the school’s 

overall sense of community.  That being said, within these discussions I was able to identify a set 

of common artefacts mentioned by the majority of participants in relation to the preservation of 

the school’s history and focus on community.  Such artefacts included the school’s uniform, 

traditional events, the school’s historical yearbook, the yearly theme banner, the school’s mission 

statement, student council, and crosses hanging in the classrooms, and pictures in the halls. 

The second layer of culture in the school, its espoused values, tends to be manifested 

through the strategies, goals, beliefs, and philosophies of the school (Schein, 2004).  The 

espoused values I identified as comprising the second layer of the school’s culture include its 

high expectations of students and staff, the support and caring shown between staff and students, 

and the collegially amongst the staff.  The trust shown by administration to teachers, and the trust 

that teachers put in their principal is another organizational value at the school.  Participants 

shared these beliefs and values across all four decades.  Each value was identified as significant 
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because they typically served as the main point of focus in participant responses. 

 The espoused values in the case school align with thoughts in the literature (e.g. Deal, & 

Peterson, 1999; Firestone, & Seashore Louis, 1999; Hargreaves, & Goodson, 2006; Peterson, 

2002; Teddlie, & Reynolds, 2000) that regard many of these as contributing factors to the 

creation of a positive school culture.  Specifically, Barth (2002) recognizes the “healthy 

elements” of a school’s culture, those that should be preserved, as collegiality, trust, high 

expectations, confidence, support, caring, and communication, which is directly reflected by 

some of the identified subthemes. 

 Schein (2004) defined the deepest level of organizational culture as the basic underlying 

assumptions of an organization.  These are the taken-for-granted beliefs, perceptions, thoughts 

and feelings of the organization, often experienced by the people who comprise it.  Ultimately, 

the underlying assumptions are considered the main source of action in an organization, though 

people are not always consciously aware of this.  While the majority of my participants seemed 

very aware of the cultural elements discussed in response to my questions, and could recall them 

as being obvious and learned elements of the organization that were made expressly clear to all 

members, identifying the school’s underlying assumptions proved more challenging.   

Based on a close analysis of my findings, I have come to understand the school’s 

underlying assumptions as “educating the whole person,” as well as the cultural elements that 

were discussed in relation to providing a foundation for this ideal.  Each participant ultimately 

seemed aware that their fundamental goal as a teacher or administrator at the school was to help 

students become their best selves; this was discussed in a very broad sense, and did not focus on 

targeting specific skill sets, or individual students.  Educating the whole person, as I interpreted 

it, related to all students, in any and all facets of their lives.  This concept can also be recognized 
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in the document analysis, as both the Sisters’ schools and the Jesuits’ school were reported to be 

institutions of academic excellence, as well as an important part of the city and church 

communities, and in the case of the latter, documents were also found reporting on the school’s 

success in athletics and in the arts.  Historically, the school has striven to create well-rounded 

and disciplined students. This belief was held across all four decades, and shared by all 

participants at least once in each interview.  While this pursuit of “educating the whole person” 

can be recognized as an underlying assumption in itself, so can the values that serve to support it, 

particularly the school’s Catholic faith, and its deep-rooted history, which are also intertwined. 

The school’s focus on religious education, in the tradition of the Jesuits, is closely linked 

to the assumption of “educating the whole person.”  Participants representing the 1970s and 80s 

largely recognized “educating the whole person” as being intrinsically tied to Catholic education 

and spirituality, and while this has been sustained throughout the 1990s and 2000s the school’s 

changing population, with fewer practicing Catholics, and many non-Catholic students, has 

moved it to adapt and also focus on the values of the religion rather than just the spiritual aspect.  

The school continues to work towards shaping what one participant described as “good people,” 

who are doing their best in school (in each and every endeavour), and involving themselves as 

much as they can. 

 The school’s religious foundation is inherently tied to its long-standing history.  Deal and 

Peterson (1999) recognized a school’s history to be of paramount importance in shaping its 

culture.  The school’s underlying assumptions have been entrenched at this point for almost 200 

years, and while the school continues to evolve, this cultural backbone has remained intact. 

 While administration, as a prominent element of the school’s culture, cannot be organized 

into Schein’s model, it has still been recognized in my analysis as a significant contributor to the 



90 

 

 

case school’s culture, and is discussed in greater detail in response to research questions three 

and four, which focus on the integration of external policy and selected stakeholders.  

Furthermore, the absence of administration in the nature of the school’s organizational culture is 

discussed in regards to question five, which relates to the school’s cultural maintenance system. 

 Development of the social organization.  The second question I attempted to answer in 

this study revolves around how mores and traditions are modified, kept, or enhanced in order to 

aid in the development of the school’s culture.  Largely, answers to this question can be found by 

examining the school’s community values, including collegiality, and support and caring, and 

indirectly, its historic past.   

Participants’ perceptions of the case school are indicative of the fact that its culture is an 

example of thick organizational culture where members understand and share the same core 

values and underlying assumptions.  Teachers and administrators wanted to belong to this 

culture, and ended up sharing the core values that ultimately served to, over the course of the 

school’s history, enhance the thickness of its culture and subsequently strengthen it as an 

organization (Schmalz, 2012).    The sense of belonging created by such a pervasively thick 

culture in turn serves to inform the school’s on-going development as new members are brought 

in (Van Oord, 2008).   

The traditions, and cultural mores of the school largely came to be passed down through 

the school’s community focused culture, allowing stakeholders to maintain them over the course 

of forty years.  Ultimately, manifestations of the school’s culture were consistent between all of 

the decades studied, though when expressly asked how they came to learn the culture of the 

school no participant was able to give a direct answer.  Participants instead explained their 

experience learning about the school’s culture by providing an anecdote, usually a short story 



91 

 

 

conveying a moment when they began to feel welcomed into the case school community, or 

otherwise a moment when they began to recognize the depth and breadth of community itself.  

The school’s culture has thus been maintained by and through the existing community, by 

projecting and passing down the important cultural mores, the first of these being the school’s 

strong sense of support and caring, and collegiality.  This suggests that the school’s culture is 

largely dependent upon the group, or the community as a whole, rather than on individual 

stakeholders; though stakeholders are responsible for conforming to and largely perpetuating the 

existing culture. 

Wheatly’s (1999) understanding of school culture was largely informed by an ecological 

perspective, and recognized schools as living systems that are able to form through a recognition 

of shared interests.  Wheatly stated that culture systems are created at the human level through 

our need to connect with one another, creating relationships that add meaning and purpose to our 

lives.  This interpretation of the creation of cultural systems is fundamental to understanding the 

development of a healthy school culture, and is particularly true in regards to the case school.  

The school’s culture was passed down through generations by what Wheatly recognized as a 

living system, understanding that everyone who participates in a school is a living being working 

towards self-organizing by reaching out to network with others who share similar beliefs.  

Within the case school, the process of creating a network through shared beliefs is already 

simplified by the nature of it being a Catholic community whereby the majority of the staff is 

practicing Catholic or are otherwise Christian.  Sharing the values and beliefs of the religion on 

which the school is founded has allowed for all of the teachers and administrators to connect 

through that basic underlying assumption, and then form further relationships within the existing 

framework.  Having one unifying system based on religious education, or the values purported 
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by it, rather than on the many small systems that Wheatly described as typically characterizing a 

school, serves to strengthen the sense of community that members feel or have felt. This unifying 

system, creating a sense of community, can largely be held accountable for the seamless 

preservation of the school’s culture across decades - maintaining what works and incorporating 

changes when beneficial to the school’s growth and overall development. 

 The school’s approach to the development of its social organization is also in alignment 

with the moving mosaic identified by Hargreaves (1994) in his discussion of teaching cultures.  

Hargreaves purported that the moving mosaic teaching culture was flexible, dynamic, and 

responsive. This aligns with the collegiality, support and caring that new teachers recognized 

upon their arrival at the school, as was discussed by Mrs. Hartley’s experience of the school's 

departments in the 1980s, and Mrs. Fuller’s discussion of the first staff meeting of the year in the 

2000s.  The aspect of responsiveness identified by Hargreaves' discussion of teaching 

communities directly resonated with Mr. Irvine’s, Mr. Lane’s, and Mr. Young’s cultural learning 

experiences where they identified community driven responses to victories and times of sorrow 

within the school.  These collaborative teaching communities are also recognized by MacNeil 

and colleagues (2009) as fundamental to the overall creation and maintenance of a healthy school 

culture, harkening back to the manifestations of the school’s culture discussed in relation to my 

first research question. 

 Participants also identified the school’s history as playing an important role in coming to 

understand the school’s culture, though it was not articulated how exactly they came to know 

about the school’s past, aside from artefacts discussed as existing within the building.  

Participants responded using phrases such as “wow,” “I am always amazed,” and “getting the 

depth of the place… There’s something more than, you know, just a stone building.”  There 
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seems to exist an understanding of the school’s historic past that teachers and administrators at 

the school come to over time.  This is an important aspect of cultural maintenance according to 

Deal and Peterson (2009) who understand that a school’s history be fundamental to giving 

meaning to cultural practices, advocating for school leaders to publicly conduct in-depth, 

comprehensive histories of their schools in order to more effectively diagnose and treat areas that 

need updates, preservation work, regular maintenance, or even total restructuring.   

Hargreaves and Goodson’s (2006) study suggested that in history-based schools 

traditional norms and standards eventually pull teachers and administrators away from the 

implemented changes, which ultimately serves to reaffirm the historic value system.  The study 

of my case school further echoes this, not in relation to understanding which mores and traditions 

are kept and how, but rather in relation to understanding which policies are introduced and how 

successfully, which is discussed further in response to question three. 

 Incorporation of external policies.  The third question asked in this study attempted to 

find an answer to how external policies are incorporated in the school’s existing structure in 

order to allow it to preserve its founding, tacit values.  This can be answered through an 

examination of the school’s leadership, and in particular administration’s relationship with 

teachers.  The school’s administrative structure, when it comes to policy implementation, focuses 

on trust and confidence in the existing system and in teachers to do what is necessary in order to 

implement changes without being micromanaged.  A principal who actively demonstrates shared 

responsibility for learning and policy implementation, who is also able to delegate authority to 

teachers, is considered central to the success of effective schools (Kutsyuruba, Walker, & 

Noonan, 2010).  This interpretation of effective leadership, particularly in regards to policy 

implementation, reflects the move in the early 1980s from principals as gatekeepers to principals 
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as instructional leaders (Fullan, 2001).  School leaders who are able to maintain positive school 

cultures, make decisions at the building level, and provide vision for their schools are trusted, 

and effective and meaningful communicators who should not be seen as master implementers of 

multiple policies, but rather as the people who focus on working for the betterment of the school, 

doing so by enabling others. 

 When teachers and administrators at my case school were asked about how external 

policies were implemented they explained that policies were introduced at staff meetings to 

department heads, and then disseminated through departmental meetings.  Despite the fact that 

board and provincial policies were being integrated and monitored, the dominant cultural values 

were not impacted and in fact remained similar across the generations interviewed.  Much of the 

reason for this seemed to be due to the fact that policies were not, and evidently are not currently, 

integrated in a rigid manner. While they are taken into consideration to an extent, stringently 

implementing new policies does not seem to be part of the school’s culture.  Mr. Irvine suggested 

that his priority as the current administrator is to push on with the school’s cultural development, 

which is not always synonymous with the goals of new policies.  Leadership’s approach to 

integrating new polices was discussed by Mr. Young, and Mrs. Hartley in a similar manner – 

such as was indicated in Mr. Young’s anecdote relating the computerizing of student transcripts. 

Mrs. Monroe, Mrs. Fuller, Mrs. Donnelley, and Mr. Lane all spoke to the fact that new policies 

are given to teachers with trust and confidence that they will incorporate them as best they can, 

in a manner appropriate to the school’s existing culture.   

To some, it may seem that the culture of this school is stagnant. However, because the 

school’s culture works, and has been functioning well throughout its history, the hesitation to 

implement new board and provincial policies (doing so only as teachers and administration see 
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as potentially beneficial) does not evidence stagnation.  Policy changes are recognized and 

studied by administration, and teachers ultimately become familiar with current educational 

trends, but they are given the opportunity to focus on what is best, which is not necessarily 

synonymous with what is new.  The school has maintained many key features of a healthy 

culture throughout its history, which can be understood as being reflected in its students’ 

academic and athletic performance, their community involvement efforts, and in what can be 

recognized as generally happy teachers and administration. 

 This attitude towards policy integration also reflects Hargreaves and Goodson’s (2006) 

study on educational change over three consecutive decades.  Examining the sustainability of 

school cultural change and reform, they found that traditional norms and standards pulled 

teachers and administrators away from the policy implemented, which further affirmed the 

existing historic value system. Peterson and Deal (1998) also stated that effective school leaders 

should be able to ensure a successful school culture by considering both its history and its 

present state, and also through understanding “the deeper meanings embedded in the school 

before trying to reshape it” (p. 30). Good leadership, according to Peterson and Deal, emphasizes 

the importance of exposing and defining the core values of the school, and then sculpting a 

positive context in which the culture can be reinforced by key participants. 

While my research is indicative of the fact that the case school has been successful in 

maintaining a healthy school culture over the past forty years, there was also a large amount of 

concern discussed in relation to the potential for policy to create changes for the worse.  The idea 

of external policy harming the existing school culture is discussed in relation to who the selected 

stakeholders are at the school in research question five. 
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 Selected stakeholders in culture development.  The fourth research question set out to 

understand who the school’s cultural stakeholders are; who are the people perceived as being 

influential in contributing to the maintenance, and sustenance of the culture already in place?  

This question can be answered through a further examination of all of the school culture at large, 

and in particular by looking again at the school’s administration and focus on community.   

It should be noted that I entered the study having already attempted to identify who the 

most influential stakeholders were in a general sense, as I had established an understanding, 

through the existing literature, that it would be appropriate to delimit my study to include only 

teachers and administrators in my participant pool – these are the roles speculated to be of 

primary importance in establishing and maintaining a school’s culture.  In the case of the school 

studied, teachers and administrators were in fact identified as being the most influential 

stakeholders; however there was a greater emphasis placed on the role of the head administrator 

or principal, and there was also an underlying focus on the school’s greater community including 

parents, the church, the city, and alumni.   

 Examining the data collected through the lens of this question is most pertinent in regards 

to establishing a sense of how the ecological perspective can be applied to the case school.  

While I was able to frame a description of the school’s culture with Schein’s (2004) 

Organizational Cultural Model, Bolman and Deal’s (2003) symbolic frame offers further insight 

as to how the school’s culture is tied intrinsically to the people within the building; the culture of 

the school is not an entity in itself, it relies on stakeholders.  Approaching school culture in this 

way is much less linear than Schein’s model, and is often recognized as a metatheory relating to 

the elements common to all living systems, which are considered inherently unstable.  Because 

this model acknowledges that the organization is not a machine it cannot be understood through 
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analytical processes.  Organizations here are comprised of relationships between members, 

which are essential to creating support, protection, and ultimately the sustainability of the 

organization and its members – the players who adopt and share the organization’s symbols, 

myths, visions, and values.  Establishing this understanding would be impossible through the 

traditional, mechanistic approach.    

 My case school, and this study in particular – comprised of individual interviews with 

people who represent decades of teaching and leading at the school over the course of forty years 

– is well suited to the ecological cultural framework, particularly given the findings that 

emerged. The school’s history can be interpreted through an ecological lens in the sense that its 

long standing focus on the Catholic faith and high expectations relate directly back to the 

stakeholders; these traditions are aspects of the school’s history that are directly reliant upon the 

teachers and administrators for their perpetuation.  Of further importance here is the role of the 

school’s community centeredness in relation to sustaining the historical culture of the school.  

The school’s focus on community, as outlined in chapter four, indirectly supports the concept of 

teachers as primary stakeholders, as do participant responses to the question regarding how they 

saw themselves as reflecting the school culture.  The ideals of “educating the whole person,” 

collegiality, and support and caring were often discussed in relation to teaching – whether or not 

the teacher being interviewed was also working in an administrative capacity.  The school’s 

community focus has largely been perpetuated by teachers supporting other teachers within the 

community, and through “old” teachers welcoming “new” teachers into the community in such a 

way that allowed them to interpret the cultural expectations. 

 Administration’s role, particularly that of the school’s principal, in relation to 

maintaining and sustaining the school’s culture was also identified as being of primary 
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importance.  This was made evident in participant responses to such an extent that administration 

was identified as a defining cultural feature of the school.  This was largely due to the fact that 

within the forty years focused on, five principals have been held accountable for the leading of 

the school, and within that time little has changed in regards to the positive aspects of the 

school’s culture.  Administration, through the trust and confidence that they bestow on their team 

members, and their relationship with the greater school community, have been able to preserve 

the school as a functioning organization.  This has largely allowed for the successful integration 

of necessary external policies and programming, as can be seen through the Fraser Institute 

Reports, without changing the organization’s tacit values.  The responsibility for maintaining 

trust in schools often falls to administration to model and extend in order to cultivate trustworthy 

norms of behaviour among the faculty, staff, and students alike (Kutsyuruba et al., 2010).   

Kutsyuruba et al. stated that “one of the most powerful actions of a school leader is to articulate 

and enforce norms of behaviour that will foster a greater level of trust in the school community” 

(p. 28).  The principals of the case school were described by participants as ultimately being 

responsible for the fate of the school.  Administration were trusted by their colleagues to do what 

was best at the building level; the administration in turn trusted teachers to do what was best for 

the school and its students with little supervision or micromanaging, reinforcing the norm of trust 

as part of the school’s culture.   

 The school’s reliance on administration to protect its culture also speaks to the 

importance of understanding this school through an ecological lens; trust is essential to the health 

of the living system of a school, acting as an antitoxin (Kutsyuruba et al., 2010).  Despite the 

school’s history, cultural values, and the constant investment of community members (teachers, 

students, alumni, parents, and the church), as discussed by participants, few believed with 
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confidence that the school’s culture could be sustained without the guidance of a strong leader 

who would keep the school’s culture at the forefront of their planning and consideration; 

participant discussions about impending changes largely pinpointed administration as being of 

pivotal importance. Participants, regardless of the decade they represented, feared the impact of 

external policies on the school without an administrator to incorporate it in the way that the 

school had before.  This fear of cultural sustainability being dependant on one person is 

discussed by Senge, et al. (1999) in their study on sustainable reform efforts.  Senge and his 

colleagues worked towards dispelling the myth of the hero-leader in favour of acknowledging 

the capacity of a human community to shape its future, and sustain the process of change 

necessary to do so.  Senge’s study established an understanding of cultural dependence on 

leadership communities that integrated new ideas and practices, and did not depend solely on 

administrators.  While the administrator may be responsible for facilitating development, an 

organization’s energy to generate and sustain change often comes out of leadership communities.  

This study supports the work of Senge et al.; despite the fact that the case school has had some 

very revered leaders in its past, considered to be protectors of the school’s culture, their role has 

largely been, as is indicated by participant responses, to trust their teacher communities, to 

perpetuate the community feel, and to not overly enforce external policies that are not deemed 

conducive to the school’s existing success.  

 Because the school’s culture is not linear, or mechanical, one missing or broken part 

should not be totally detrimental to its sustainability (Wheatly, 1999), as long as the key 

community stakeholders are still working towards its preservation.  An administrator who does 

not perpetuate the cultural values outlined, specifically in regards to maintaining trust and 

confidence, and a strong focus on community, and/or who does choose to stringently implement 
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external policy changes, could impact the overall school culture –particularly because this is 

feared by so many of the school’s current teachers.   

 Cultural sustenance.  The final question I examined centred on whether or not the 

school’s culture has been sustained in such a way that has allowed it to also evolve and improve 

over time.  While my findings indicate that the school’s cultural manifestations have largely been 

maintained over the past forty years, the extent to which I was able to interpret improvement and 

evolution was less clear.  This in part came out of the fact that those interviewed, representing 

the 1970s to today, largely discussed the school in ideal terms.  The analysis of the documents 

suggests that the school was able to evolve, overcoming significant financial hardship, increasing 

its student population (including non-Catholic students), programming, changing its building, 

and, as was discussed in one interview, even updating its uniform.  Despite these changes, the 

school’s positive cultural elements remained consistent. 

 An example of how the school’s culture has been sustained is evidenced through an 

examination of the evolution of the school’s basic underlying assumption: “educating the whole 

person.”  While this assumption has arguably remained at the foundation of the school’s culture 

across the decades studied, intrinsically linked to the school’s Catholic foundation, there is a 

slight dissonance between how this was discussed by participants representing the 1970s, and 

those in the school today.  In the case of the latter, “educating the whole person” was often 

related to a participants’ ability to focus on spirituality or Catholicity, in addition to the other 

fundamental aspects of education, within their practice.  While the participants who represented 

the school today still reflected the fact that “educating the whole person” is a basic underlying 

assumption of the school’s culture, its direct connection to Catholicism is vaguer.  Though the 

concept is still rooted to the school’s Catholic values, the focus is now more secularized, having 
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moved away from spiritual development and towards moral development in order to 

accommodate for non-Catholic, or non-practicing students.  Mrs. Donnelley’s comment in 

relation to attending reconciliation, regardless of your faith, to learn how to speak to a stranger is 

a good example of this evolution. 

The school’s positive culture, defined in relation to Barth (2002), and Deal and 

Peterson’s (1999) work, can largely be attributed for its strong performance academically across 

the two main Ontario streams (e.g., Fraser Institute, 2012).  A school’s academic performance, 

according Louis and Marks (1998), is often directly related to the positive teacher communities 

within a school and teachers’ abilities to reaffirm shared values and expectations through 

language, action, and the expression of common beliefs and values underlying their assumptions 

about students, teaching, and learning.  Furthermore, my study’s participants also indicated that 

they believed the school performed well in community/city-related tasks and events, as well as in 

the arts, and athletics – much of which is further supported in reports on the school board’s 

profile for the school.  The overall student body, and the school itself, seem to be doing well in 

these measurable aspects.  More importantly, those working at the school all reported to be 

happy in their work there. Ultimately, over the forty years of focus the school has evolved in a 

variety of ways, while sustaining what are entrenched cultural values. 

Overall, the school’s ability to sustain and maintain its culture can be attributed to the 

approach of educators being “observers of the old, and architects of the new” (Barth, 2002, p. 6), 

evidenced by the school’s approach to integrating policy changes, or their ability to adapt to their 

changing student body.  New teachers are welcomed into the existing community and learn about 

the school’s history, traditions, expectations, and goals; they are immersed in its culture and find 

themselves reflecting and projecting it, and sustaining it in the face of change.  The school’s 
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teachers and administrators are able to do this while implementing external policy changes, and 

adjusting to societal changes in ways that have allowed the school to flourish.  

Implications for Theory 

The findings of this study serve to further affirm research findings in the existing 

literature on positive school culture.  The school’s manifestations of culture, as understood 

through Schein’s (2004) organizational cultural model, are in alignment with Barth (2002) and 

Deal and Peterson’s (1999) interpretation of what constitutes a positive school culture.  The 

majority of the school’s values, and underlying assumptions reflected what Barth recognized to 

be healthy elements of school culture, those which need to be sustained throughout the process of 

change.   

The study’s focus on the roles and relations of the selected stakeholders (teachers and 

administrators) in regards to cultural sustenance and maintenance allowed for the application of 

the ecological perspective.  Taking this perspective allowed me to integrate Schein’s (2004) 

linear, more mechanistic approach, with one that placed a greater emphasis on understanding the 

cultural networks and interpersonal relationships that provided the foundation upon which the 

case school’s organizational culture has been built.  In this regard, Wheatly’s (1999) 

understanding of self-organizing and the establishment of networks around shared interests 

served to inform my identification of the school’s underlying assumptions, and as such helped to 

indicate the importance of recognizing schools as living systems, and examining their culture 

accordingly as a concept that is different from organizational culture (Deal & Peterson, 1999). 

Hargreaves and Goodson (2006) called for further emphasis to be placed on the 

examination of school cultures retrospectively.  The study they conducted focused on 

educational change in relation to school culture sustainability over thirty years, and largely found 
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that taking a historical perspective of school reform was necessary in order to ensure that 

implemented changes would not be transient.  This case study serves to help fill the gap in the 

literature identified by Hargreaves and Goodson, reaffirming their findings in relation to 

understanding the importance of a school’s historic value system in cultural sustenance.  The 

study builds off of the suggestions made by Hargreaves and Goodson, focusing on cultural 

sustenance and maintenance over a longer period of time, and also by providing a close analysis 

of the school’s history at large. This study may serve to help other schools learn from the 

experiences of the school under study, as suggested by Fullan (2001). 

This study also presents implications for understanding the principal’s responsibility as a 

trust broker.  In detailing a description of the mutual trust that has existed between administration 

and teachers at the case school, the study serves to address, in part, the desire for further probing 

into the issue of trust and moral agency in the role of principals that exists within current school 

culture literature (Noonan, Walker, & Kutsyuruba, 2008).  The interpretation of effective 

leadership offered in the case analysis supports existing research that has been completed to 

show a move away from principals as policy focused directors, to principals as instructional 

leaders and enablers who trust their team members, and make decisions at the building level 

(Fullan, 2001). 

Limitations of the Study 

I encountered several major limitations over the course of this study, the first of which is 

in regards to the length of time I had to complete my research.  Due to the scope of the study 

being confined to what I could feasibly accomplish within the master of education program, I 

had to delimit my study to a fairly restricted participant population.  Including the perspectives of 

support staff, community members, parents, students, and former students would have allowed 
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for a more complete picture of the school’s overall culture, rather than on relying on the selected 

stakeholder interpretations.  The cultural perceptions collected in the study may have also 

differed if I was able to interview more than one or two teachers or administrators per decade.  

The method of sample collection chosen, while ethically sound, seemed to encourage 

participation from people who had similar, positive experiences at the school, and was not 

necessarily representative of the entire population.  The fact that the study took place during an 

anniversary year, while convenient for accessing participants, may have also contributed to the 

celebratory perspective in interviewee responses.  Ideally, there would have also been a more 

discrete division between each decade represented, rather than the existing overlap, which made 

examining the school’s cultural maintenance slightly less clear.   

It might have also been beneficial to interview some of the existing population who had 

experienced teaching or leading at the boys' and girls’ high schools and then went on to 

experience teaching at the merged product.  This would have allowed me to further integrate my 

interview findings with the school’s historical past.  My study was also limited by the fact that 

my snowball sample did not collect participation from former administrators in the role of 

principal or vice principal, and so the administrative figures interviewed were often department 

heads.  Given the participant’s adulation of some of the school’s administrative figures, having a 

greater representation of former principals would have contributed to the richness of the data 

collected.  Additionally, spending time in the school observing current teachers and 

administration from a more neutral, ethnographic perspective would have also allowed for richer 

data, as I would have had the opportunity to make my own interpretations of the school’s culture, 

particularly from an ecological stance focused on relationships, without having to rely strictly on 

participant perspectives. 



105 

 

 

In relation to the school’s history, a further limitation can be recognized in the fact that I 

did not acknowledge the doctrine of the church, and in particular Vatican II, and its role in 

shaping the culture of Catholic schools during the period under study.  This focus was omitted 

from the study, as was an in depth focus on any of the external documents pertaining 

Catholicism, or otherwise educational policies, because the study was not meant to be historical.  

The lens used to understand the shaping and sustenance of the school’s culture was focused 

through the perspectives of the selected stakeholders’, and the history on the school included in 

the document analysis was meant solely to provide a backdrop from which to understand its 

beginnings.  The analysis was not inclusive to all of the external documents that could have 

potentially impacted the school’s development, and ultimately its existing culture. 

Delays in receiving ethical clearance at the school board level also limited my study – 

particularly in regards to restricting my ability to complete my data collection and analysis in a 

manner conducive to performing thorough research within the parameters of the program. Had I 

been able to obtain ethical approval for my study in a more timely manner, I might have been 

able to collect and include some quotations taken from speeches made during the school’s 

reunion celebrations, which would have contributed to creating a richer background for the 

study.  

 Lastly, I am a novice researcher and my interpretation of the data was extremely reliant 

on the review I had done previously in relation to the existing literature on school culture.  While 

I attempted to conduct my research as rigourously as possible, conducting a research project on 

this scale was a first for me and came with many trials and tribulations, further amplified by my 

desire to complete the study in a timely manner. 
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Implications for Further Research 

Creating recommendations for the continued cultural maintenance of the school was not 

the purpose of this study; however, despite the school’s overall positive culture, I interpreted a 

prominent fear of change, particularly in regards to external policy changes and new 

administration.  Based on the literature, particularly Senge et al. (1999), I would recommend that 

future research at the school focus on studying the existing teaching and leadership communities, 

and their ability to overcome change in the absence of a hero-leader – the type of principal that 

they have come to cherish.   

In further research, it would also be interesting to continue to examine how the school’s 

culture has been maintained and sustained across future decades and in particular in the wake of 

any major external changes at the provincial or board level.  It would also be pertinent to 

examine the school’s culture without the restrictions and limitations described above.   

In regard to the limitations, and in particular to the constraints accompanying the breadth 

of this study, it would also be pertinent to examine the success of the school’s culture in relation 

to students’ experiences of the school, and perhaps to extend this focus to measure students’ 

ability to conform to the school’s cultural ideal of becoming well-balanced young adults.  Based 

on the existing document analysis it is clear that the school continues to perform well 

academically, and has a strong community presence, particularly in the realm of the arts and 

athletics.  Understanding the student perspective in this regard would help complete the puzzle, 

and allow one to come to a better understanding of why the school’s culture is one that seems to 

work so well for those who it is designed for. 

Regardless of the direction, it is imperative that this case school (and those like it) 

continue to be studied as an example of a school that works.  While this study has served to shed 
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light on the school’s cultural manifestations, and its ability to maintain and sustain what was 

found to be a positive culture over the course of time, there is much left to be learned in regards 

to how each of these cultural elements is practiced and reinforced on an ongoing basis.  

Understanding the daily implementation of a positive school culture would contribute to the 

existing literature, particularly since every school studied functions in its own unique way; 

continuing to research the culture of beacon schools will be instrumental in better understanding 

how to build and direct effective school cultures.  

Concluding Thoughts 

The opportunity to conduct this research came at an ideal time; the school’s anniversary 

year allowed me the opportunity to witness the nostalgia of a tightly knit community of former 

administrators, teachers, parents, and students.  Having the chance to again experience the 

school’s wealth of history, and support and caring in advance of interviewing participants, 

reasserted my conjecture that this school had more to teach me.  As outlined by Stake (1995), my 

desire to learn more about the culture of this case school was something that I had felt 

intrinsically obligated to do.  Ultimately, it has given me further insight to the workings of an 

organization that I have always admired as a beacon school – as both a student, a teacher, and 

now as a researcher.  

I hope to be able to apply what I have come to understand about positive school cultures, 

in the context of this school, to my experiences as a future teacher, particularly in regards to 

grasping an understanding of the culture of the schools that I work in, and becoming a 

contributing member of the teaching communities in existence there.  Conducting this study 

affirmed for me the fundamental importance of understanding and honouring a school’s 

beginnings, and building off of what works rather than simply looking to the implementation of 
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the new.  I also have come to understand that a school’s culture is not just shaped by the people 

within its walls, but it is also built upon them.  A school’s culture is reliant on its stakeholders 

and their ability to form networks and establish relationships with one another that allow for the 

sharing, transfer, and preservation of cultural values, and norms. 

This study represents a great period of personal growth in my life, albeit it was also 

marked by significant periods of frustration.  Having had the opportunity to delve further into the 

concept of school culture maintenance and sustenance, focusing on a case subject so dear to me, 

has ultimately been extremely gratifying and enlightening.  Over the course of my research, I 

have had the opportunity to meet and learn from a number of extremely talented and dedicated 

teachers, administrators, professors, and colleagues; I will be forever grateful for the their 

willingness to impart their knowledge, and dedicate their time and patience to my education.  
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APPENDIX B: Letter of Information 

 

Standing the test of time: 

The role of teachers and administration in the sustenance of a school’s culture 

  

Dear Participant: 

 

This research is being conducted by Shannon O’Connor, Master of Education (M.Ed.) candidate 

in the Faculty of Education at Queen’s University in Kingston, Ontario.  This study was granted 

clearance by the General Research Ethic Board for compliance with the “Tri-Council Policy 

Statement: Ethical Conduct of Research Involving Humans”, and Queen’s policies. 

 

What is this study about? This study is about how [school under study] has been able to 

maintain a positive school culture.  This study will examine (a) teacher and administrative 

perspectives about [case school], and (b) documents concerning provincial legislature and the 

school’s policies and its history. 

 

What does this study involve and why you have been invited to participate?  Your 

participation in this study will involve taking part in a 60 minute conversational interview with 

the researcher, Shannon O’Connor, which will focus on your experience at [case school].  You 

have been selected by [name of reference through snowball sample] as someone perceived as 

projecting [case school] culture in your time at the school as a [teacher/administrator]. 

 

Is my participation voluntary? Your participation is entirely voluntary.  You may withdraw 

from the study at any time for any reason, without pressure or consequence of any kind, and you 

may request the removal of all or part of your data from the research.  You should not feel 

obliged to answer any questions that you find objectionable or that make you feel uncomfortable.  

To withdraw from the research please contact the researcher Shannon O’Connor 

(4so16@queensu.ca: 613-539-0502). 

 

What will happen to my responses?  We will keep your responses confidential to the extent 

possible.  Only the researchers will have access to this information.  The data may be published 

in professional journals or presented at conferences, but any such presentation will be of general 

findings and will maintain individual confidentiality to the extent possible.  A pseudonym will 

replace your name on all data that you provide to protect your identity.  The researcher’s 

supervisor will have access to the data only after the pseudonyms have been inserted by the 

researcher who collected the data.  If the data is made available to other faculty or researchers for 

secondary analysis it will contain no identifying information, data will be retained for five years 

after which time it will be destroyed.  Should you be interested, you are entitled to a copy of the 

findings. 

 

Will I be compensated for my participation? You will not receive any monetary compensation 

for your time.   

 

What if I have concerns?   Any questions about study participation may be directed to the 

M.Ed. candidate, Shannon O’Connor, at 4so16@queensu.ca or 613-539-0502.  Any ethical 
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concerns about the study may be directed to the Chair of the General Research Ethics Board at 

chair.GREB@queensu.ca or 613-533-6081. 

 

What do I do if I am interested in participating in this study? If you are interested in 

participating in this study please reply to this email or call Shannon O’Connor directly at 613-

539-0502 to arrange an interview.  If you agree to participate, please sign the accompanying 

consent form and bring it to the interview.  There will be an additional consent form at the 

interview if needed.  Please retain a second copy for your records. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Shannon O’Connor 

M.Ed. Candidate  

Faculty of Education, Queen’s University  
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APPENDIX C: Consent Form 

 

Standing the test of time: 

The role of teachers and administration in the sustenance of a positive school culture 

 

Name (Please print clearly): ________________________________________ 

 

1. I have read the Letter of Information and have had any questions answered to my satisfaction. 

 

2. I understand that I will be participating in the study called: Standing the test of time: the role of 

teachers and administrators in the sustenance of a positive school culture.  I understand that this 

means that I will take part in an interview where I will be asked to describe my experience at 

[case school].  I understand that the interview will be audio recorded, take approximately 60 

minutes and be conducted at a location agreed upon by both myself and the researcher. 

 

3. I understand that my participation in this study is voluntary and I may withdraw at any time.  If I 

do withdraw, I understand that I may request removal of all or part of my data from the study.  I 

understand that the researchers will maintain confidentiality to the extent possible.  Only the 

primary researcher, Shannon O’Connor, and her research committee, will have access to this 

data.  The study findings may also be published in professional journals or presented at scientific 

conferences, but any such presentations will be of general findings and only pseudonyms will be 

used to maintain individual confidentiality to the extent possible.  Should I be interested, I am 

entitled to a copy of the findings. 

 

4. Any questions about study participation may be directed to the Master of Education candidate, 

Shannon O’Connor at 4so16@queensu.ca; 613-539-0502.  Any ethical concerns about the study 

may be directed to the Chair of the General Research Ethics Board at 533-6081 or 

chair.GREB@queensu.ca.  

 

I have read the above statements and freely consent to participate in this research. 

 

Signature: ________________________________              Date: _________________________ 

 

I would like to request a copy of the results of this study sent to the following email or postal 

address below: 

 

*Please sign one copy of this Consent Form and return to Shannon O’Connor.  Retain a 

second copy for your records.* 
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APPENDIX D: Sample Interview Questions  

 

1. Please describe the role(s) you have held at [case school]? 

 

2. What words would you use to portray [case school] in during your time there and why? 

 

3. Please explain whether or not you believe these words can still be used to describe the 

school today. 

 

4. (After an explanation of my definition of school culture) How did you interpret [case 

school] culture?  How, and by whom, was this passed down to you? 

 

5. What responsibilities did you see yourself holding in your role at [case school]? 

 

6. Do you believe that you used your position to contribute positively to the existing 

atmosphere of the school? 

 

7. How did you project the school’s schools culture as you interpreted it? 

 

8. What traditions were in place at the school before you arrived there, that continued 

throughout your employment? 

 

9. Did any specific traditions change or were new ones added, and why? 

 


