


“School leaders will be explorers, adventurers, trailblazers … 
leaders of leaders. They will gather around them people 
who have the future in their bones.” 

Gibson (2011) in “Rethinking the Future”

https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/1286279.Rethinking_the_Future


Defining School Culture

• A lot of research shows that school 
culture is a key element of school 
success;

• It's difficult to define (elusive), and 
naming its components is challenging;

• But once a common understanding of 
what constitutes culture is derived —
that its not just a hazy mass of 
intangibles — a cultural vision is 
possible



School culture

Refers to a complex pattern of norms, attitudes, beliefs, behaviors, values,
ceremonies, traditions, and myths that are deeply ingrained in the very core of the
organization.

It is the transmitted pattern of meaning that has the power to shape what people
think and how they act



Visual feel of Sandbox Schools (Two Examples)

Albert Luthuli Primary School
Dikubu Primary School



Albert Luthuli



Dikubu Primary School



Exploring understandings of  School Culture (Sandbox School Principals)

What are the school 
principal’s understandings of 

what is school culture? 
(Metaphor Drawings)

What common 
understandings can be 

derived from their 
description of school culture? 

(Metaphor Drawings)



Theme 1
People/Community/Relationships



Sub-Themes

• “It takes a village to raise a child”

• “Distributed leadership – relationship 
building, trust, common vision”

• “Working together – all for one and one for 
all”

• “Love as a primary component of culture”

In this theme…
School culture is reflected in the relationships 
the leader builds with all stakeholders (with 
love being a primary aspect) including the 
learner so that there is a common vision that 
everyone buys into and collectively work 
towards.



Tree/Living 
System

“The roots anchor the “culture” tree 
into the ground holding it firm 
allowing the trunk to hold the leaves 
up high”

Root – Learning, Teaching and the LE

Trunk – Shared Vision and Mission

Leaves – Various components like 
(partnerships, empathy, creativity, 
innovation, collaboration, resources, 
accountability, efficacy, agency, 
improvisation, funds of knowledge, 
culture etc.)



Sub-Themes A living system in which there is inter-dependence, 
and participation by all stakeholders even the 
learner. The root and trunk does not change, but 
the “leaves” change with time and demands made 
on education – as goals of education change…

School culture is reflected in key components that 
make up a living system, each component 
depending on the strength of the other with the 
roots anchoring and the trunk supporting the 
leaves (as goals of education)



Process/Integration 
of roles/
Flow/cycle



Sub-Themes • “A cycle of integrated events that making 
learning possible”

• “A process that must be account for 
learning”

• “An integration of roles that support 
learning”

School culture is depicted in a series of 
processes and an integration of events that 
must be accounted for so that schools are 
conducive spaces for learning.



Sandbox Principals
Common understandings 

Their definition of school 
culture

“A living system of relationships – a way of 
being - built by every member of the 
learning community including the learner, 
so that the core of teaching and learning 
supports the changing goals of education 
capitalising on every resource available 
(digital or otherwise) that makes schools 
in any context a conducive space for 
innovation in, of and from learning.”



Insights – School 
Culture as a 
conduit for 21st

century skills 
development

• The need to create a culture of learning that 
acknowledges the need for digital skills development has 
become an imperative;

• Strengthening school stakeholder partnerships has 
become a core component for decision making. 
Participation by all stakeholders an important part of 
being (as you would have heard in the principals 
presentations)

• The importance of learning culture that depicts a 
“Maslow Before Bloom” approach.

• The value of distributed leadership – co-opting younger 
teachers into the SMT and into committees responsible 
for T&L innovation; and

• Strategic resource allocation so that the T&L agenda is 
strengthened.



“School cultures are complex webs of traditions 
and rituals that have been built up over time as 
teachers, students, parents, and administrators 
work together and deal with crises and 
accomplishments. Cultural patterns are highly 
enduring, have a powerful impact on 
performance, and shape the ways people think, 
act, and feel.” 

Deal and Peterson (2019), “Shaping School 
Culture: The Heart of Leadership”


