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Organizational Culture of Schools <

resently, Québec, like other industrialized societies, faces
two major problems, that is, the restricted efficiency of its
school system and the High rate of failure and dropout.
Several social, family and economic factors can partly
account for the academic progress of students as it relates

to success, as well as to failure or dropout. Recent studies have
focused on the influence of the school on student performance.
According to an American study, this factor was cited by 51% of
boys and 33% of girls who had dropped out of school as the
reason for having given up their studies. Family and economic

reasons ranked second and third.

Research on the contribu-
tion of schools to the academic
performance of students has,
among other things, exam.ined
the climate and effectiveness of
schools. It has been observed
that students perform best in
schools with a “participatory” cli-
mate at all levels and where
high but realistic expectations
for students are held. This is
also true for schools where posi-
tive behaviour on the part of stu-
dents is encouraged, where the
administration shows strong
leadership, where basic sub-
jects are greatly stressed and
where there is a consensus on
the objectives pursued.

Other factors may afso
increase a school’s effective-
ness. Factors identified include
the following: involvement of all
staff in the achievement of high
and clearly defined goals;
encouragement from the
administration and school
board; and a climate charac-
terized by openness, respect
and trust between members of
different staff groups.

Studies have clearly
demonstrated that better stu-
dent results are the main indica-
tor of the effectiveness and
excellence of scheols. It is seen

as desirable to establish in
schools considered to be “less
good" the particular conditions
that are found in good schoals.
However, it appears that these
particular conditions derive from
something that is deep, funda-
mental and related to group
dynamics which are present.
These cannot be replicated
elsewhere overnight. It is the
product of a “group specific cul-
ture”, a dynamic based on
values, beliefs, rituals and
norms. This is called organiza-
tional culture.

Currently, educators are
interested in organizational cul-
ture or the culture of schools.
The focus of this interest is to
understand the phenomenon in
a school environment and its
relationship to the performance
of members of the school.

The objective of this
research is toidentify one or
more models of organizational
culture. These models specify
and organize in a coherent
whole the factors contributing to
students' success and their
commitment to their studies.
This applies to both primary and
secondary schools, even though
only secondary schools were
examined in this study.

Definiition of the Concept

The notion ot culture is fami-
liar to us, however that of orga-
nizationa! culture is less so. It
refers to .he experience of life in
a group, and to the feeling that is
born when a person is integrated
into a group for a long period of
time, within the framework of a
common project. This is how one
vaguely feels upen entering an
establishment such as a school.
Indeed, there exists a particutar
group life which is obvious for
people who live in the schiool.

in attributing meaning and
values to the reality that surrounds
them, people and groups acquire
a way of seeing and understand-
ing things, thus giving themselves
a way of acting that they consider
normal, that is, which is in agree-
ment with the common vision or
culture of the group.

This culture has a history. It
is the result of members’ experi-
ence of the organization and
actions taken in the past. All
those who join an organization
should adapt to the culture of the
environment if they are to inte-
grate. This culture is required to
change since it is based on the
values and meaning that mem-
bers give to their organization, a
meaning that can be redefined
as needed.

An organizationa!l culture is
usually made up of sub-cultures,
indeed even of counter-cu:tures,
that confront each other in order
to define reality. The more homo-
geneous the vision shared by the
group and the greater the con-
sensus about certain values, the
stronger is the cuiture.
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Organizational culture thus
refers to the particular dyrnamic
that is established in the group,
to the relationship between
members, to the common vision
and language that emerge natu-
rally as soon as members come
together in pursuit of ccmmon
objectives. Organizational cul-
ture also includes the idea of
common values, ways of thinking
shared by the members, norms
to which they gradually adhere
and which make mutuai under-
standing and daily life easier.
Finally, organizational culture is
based on a history that contains
important and decisive moments
for the group, where a meaning
for their commitment is found.
This animates and inspires the
functioning of the group and
gives life and meaning to the
organizational and administrative
processes.

This concept has enabled us
to better understand organiza-
tions from the point of view of
human subjectivity. This subjec-
tivity can create value systems
and give meaning and dynamism
to these organizations. This con-
cept has also allowed us to bet-
ter define the essential nature of
high performance institutions.

Organization Culture,
Motivation and
Performance

The current interest in orga-
nizational culture originates from
Japan, where firms are con-
cerned with maintaining a high
level of performance.
Theoretically, the relationship
between culture and perfor-
mance is conceptualized as fol-
lows: if culture creates strong
ties and leads to a common
vision shared by all members of
an organization, if it brings about
greater support for objectives,
high performance ~an be expect-
ed.

Organizational Culture and
the Educational Mission of
the School

Few studies have explored
the link between culture and per-
formance in institutions with an
educational mission. There is lit-
tle literature on this subject and
the conclusions thus far are pre-
liminary.

Any stable group acquires itc
own specific culture after a while.
Schools possess an organiza-
tional culture which determines
ways of being and acting. How-
ever, the dynamism of this cul-
ture varies from one school to
another. According to some
authors, a strong organizational
culture is especially characte-
rized by the dynamism,
coherence and articulation of its
various components. [t gives rise
to a greater degree of support for
commcn values and greater
commitment to pursuing group
objectives.

A strong organizational cul-
ture is made up of characteristics
such as shared cuitural symbols
in the organization, the ability of
the cultural model to influence
the organization’s members and
a coherent value system to
which the group adheres.

School Culture and
Leadership

It is the principals’ role to
promote and develop the
school's culture in a given direc-
tion. Their influence is exercised
through actions and deeds {hat
express the vision of the school,
as well as through their manage-
ment style and the values and
symbols put forward.
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Organizational Culture and
Academic Progress

Few studies have dealt with
the relationship between organi-
zational culture and the academ-
ic progress of students. This
refationship can be understood
at a theoretical level. In reality, if
the culture creates strong links
and a common vision, if it fosters
greater support by rnembers for
academic goals, better academic
results can be expected. To our
knowledge, few studies have
explored the link between culture
and performance on a large
scale. Authcrs who are interest-
ed in the culture of schools rely
on the observation, which is
often made after the fact, that
so-called “effective” schools
have common cultural character-
istics: high expectations; a
strong, clear educational project;
strong leadership from the
administration, etc. The literature
dealing with organizational cul-
ture is still too recent and not
sufficiently developed to draw
out definitive conclusions. The
present study attempts to
increase our understanding of
this issue.

In the light of the resuits of
this research, it would appear
that the presence of a strong
organizational culture in a
school, rather than the different
mcdels of culture that may exist,
account for academic success.

One of our ‘irst realizations
was of this omnipresent reality in
schootls. This is a vibrant,
culturat reality, which is both
revealing and historically rich.
The administrators and staff are

‘not always aware of this global

cultural reality. The notion of
organizational culture can
become an important leadership
tool within a school environment.
While it is a source of stability for
the group, it can also underlie




resistance to change, especially
for those who are questioning not
only the way things are done, but
also the beliefs and values
adhered to by the group. Any
atiempt to innovate that does not
take the culture of the school into
account risks being resisted or
simply ignored.

It was found that values and
cultural symbols are most shared
by the staff in School A. Itis in
this school that the greatest
sense of pride and belonging
was evident.

it was found that Schools B
and C present interesting
aspects in their culture, however
support for common values and
a strong sense of belonging were
not as clearly evident.

Certain practices can work
against the development of a
school's culture: automatic trans-
fer of administrators, fimiting the
possibility of acquiring a common
vision; the policy of locking
doors, limiting the participation in
sports and other activities; the
presence of security guards, pro-
jecting an image of police con-
trol: the absence of a gathering
place, which would encourage

meetings and discussions
between members of different
staff groups.

In the light of the results of
this research, it 1s possible to
establish a link between the aca-
demic progress of students and
the presence of a strong and
dynamic organizational culture,
such as the one defined in this
study. However, given the pauci-
ty of siudies carried out in this
area, our conclusions should
therefore be interpreted cautious-
ly. it appears that a strong orga-
nizational culture including a
sharing of values and goals,
dynamism, commitment and par-
ticipation, contributes to the
achievement of students.

This approach is not intend-
ed to be a slopgap measure or a
last-minute solution to the
problems that schools are cur-
rently experiencing. Rather its
aim is to revive the school’s edu-
cational mission. This approach
offers the possibility for renew-
ing, if not improving the life and
climate of schools.
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