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What does your culture reflect about your district? 
While everyone acknowledges the importance of culture and its impact on school and district effectiveness, the concept of culture seems abstract and difficult to diagnose and change. M.L. Tushman and colleagues O’Reilly, Nadler and Bradach define culture as the predominant beliefs and norms that define and drive behavior in the district. In their works on Winning Through Innovation, A Model for Diagnosing Organizational Behavior and Organizational Dynamics, they explain that a district may have multiple sub-cultures, or be culturally atomized, as different schools or departments might have different norms and behaviors. Cultures evolve over time and often reflect the history of a district as well as its current leadership. Culture is often underestimated, Tushman and colleagues report, or overlooked as an area in which leaders can take specific action to reshape norms and behaviors, beyond simply developing a new list of shared values, beliefs and a mission statement. 
Adding to the culture vocabulary, Tushman and colleagues define beliefs as individual and organized notions of how the world works and norms as the spoken and unspoken rules and patterns that drive behavior. Many districts reframe explicit norms without much difficulty, but changing implicit norms and behaviors can be quite challenging. Staff behaviors in a district may differ a great deal from the articulated norms and are often driven by the differences in the stated norms and the individual beliefs. For example, rather than being open and collaborative, teachers may resist classroom observation and comments by others and view feedback regarding their instructional practices as inappropriate or demeaning. 
Oftentimes, the challenge for leadership is to engage people in specific behaviors that will reshape their existing individual beliefs about their own practices and student learning. Substantial empirical research on schools has indicated that “the effectiveness of districts, in terms of student learning and development, is significantly influenced by the quality and characteristics of district culture.” Some examples of norms and beliefs to consider are:
· attitudes and accountability

· orientation towards students and staff

· conflict resolution methods 

· the reciprocity between the district office and schools

· the approach to stakeholders
Taking a Closer Look at Culture
To create a culture of accountability and system that builds capacity, a district should explicitly define the norms at all staff levels. Examples of norms might be mutual respect, high expectations, collaborative problem solving and the belief that all kids can perform at high levels. Examples of behaviors might be frequent observations and feedback in classrooms, collaborative review of student work, effective delivery of constructive feedback and the separation of instructional coaching and formal performance evaluations.
Critical questions that all schools and districts need to address in assessing or reframing their culture are:
· What beliefs underlie our theory of action and strategy?

· What beliefs currently exist in our stakeholder groups and how do those influence their behaviors?

· What behaviors are needed from people throughout the district to execute the key action steps?

· What norms should be established to support the necessary behaviors?

· How can we engage people in behaviors that will shape their beliefs about the ability of all kids to achieve at high levels?

Voices from the Field: Creating a Culture of Instructional Leadership
Amber Thurman, principal at Abraham Lincoln Elementary in LaRue County, is a principal in the state’s School Administration Manager (SAM) program. The program is designed to provide more time for the principal to become the instructional leader of the school. A SAM supports the principal by attending to management issues that principals deal with, such as busses, cafeteria, custodial and behavior management. As a result, Principal Thurman now spends 70 to 80 percent of every day attending to instructional matters and providing classroom support and coaching sessions for her teachers.
This has been a culture change for Principal Thurman, her faculty, students and parents. The SAM, Kathy Ross, is now the first person that a parent or school visitor will meet, instead of the principal, because Thurman is in classrooms observing teachers, working with teachers on analyzing student work, helping students with class projects and classroom practice or conducting a scheduled coaching session with a teacher or group of teachers. The central office and the community now understand that a call to the principal might begin by first talking with the SAM.
Thurman admits that, in the beginning, she was unsure how the staff would react to her role as instructional leader and the amount of time she now spends in classrooms and working with students and teachers:
I was apprehensive, a little scared, and excited at the same time. However, with the support of the district, the state department, and the training I have received that focuses on developing a Learning Centered School, I am pleased to report that our culture has changed and as our SAM Surveys show, parents, teachers, staff and students now see me as the instructional leader of the school whereas before they viewed my roles as primarily the disciplinarian and the school manager. This is not to say that we did not go through some growing pains, but the change has been positive for the school and for me.  I believe that the SAM project has helped our school become more focused on student learning and student achievement is improving.  I can’t imagine our school without our SAM.  I was missing out on so many great things that our teachers and students were doing because I did not have the time to be in the classrooms and working with our teachers because I was spending so much time on management issues.
District Supervisor Amanda Reed also has become involved in the SAM project, along with all of the principals in LaRue County. “The SAM project has not only changed the culture at Abraham Lincoln Elementary and Hodgenville Elementary [two of the original SAM pilot schools], but throughout the district. We are a Learning-Centered School District as a result of the SAM initiative,” said Reed.
Coming Soon!
Registration opens May 1 for 17 high-quality, standards based, facilitated and interactive online PD courses. The ‘09 summer semester from e-Learning Kentucky will offer all of these PD experiences at $25 per participant. All online PD courses offer both PD and EILA hours. Courses begin June 17 and end August 5. More information and a registration link can be found at http://www.kyvs.org/webapps/portal/frameset.jsp?tab_id=_123_1.
The PD courses available are: 
· Adolescent Literacy: Supporting  Student Understanding in the Content Areas

· Best Practices in the Digital Age: More than Just a PowerPoint

· Differentiating Instruction to Accommodate Learning Styles

· Early Childhood Mathematics & Technology
· Economics: Taking the Eeek Out of Economics: Economics in the Elementary Classroom

· Instructional Approaches for Teachers of English Language Learners

· KET EncycloMedia 2.0: Interactive Use/Advanced Tools

· Library Media Programs and Services

· Making the Most of Adolescent Literature

· Proportional Reasoning

· Quest for Adventure: The Webquest Meets the Virtual Field Trip

· Reading & Writing: Integrating Reading and Writing Instruction

· Reading: Enhancing Vocabulary Instruction

· Reading: The Explicit Teaching of Comprehension Strategies

· Sexual Assault, Domestic Violence, Child Abuse: Awareness & Intervention

· Using ACT's Educational Planning & Assessment System (EPAS) to Guide Instruction

· Using Observable Phenomena to Make Sense of the Earth, Moon, and Sun

WebEx Opportunity
Our next Instructional Support Network WebEx meeting for ISN members who wish to participate in discussions of the articles in this month’s ISN Newsletter will be May 13 from 9 a.m. until 10 a.m. EST. Amber Thurman, principal of Abraham Lincoln Elementary, and Amanda Reed, instructional supervisor in the LaRue County school district, will be our district presenters. In order to participate in the WebEx, please register at ISN Meeting, May 13, 2009.  
Quotable Quotes
“A culture of discipline is not a principle of business; it is a principle of greatness.”

Jim Collins, Good to Great, 2001 
Education Links

ISN Web page      Content Networks (Kentucky K12 Education Conferences -2009)
  Refocusing Secondary
Professional Development Opportunities Bulletin Board        Improvement Planning Web Site
Teaching Tools                      SISI Toolkit                   Kentucky Education Cooperatives
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