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Session 5 – Revitalising Classrooms 

– Culture and Continuous Improvement – 
 
 
 

Hello and welcome to the fifth and final of our five short sessions 

on Personal Pedagogy – Revitalising your Teaching Practice. 

These hand-outs provide you with a few key materials to refer to during our face-to-face, and to 
take-away immediately after, if you want to work on anything that may interest you. A fuller self-
coaching guide for each session will be on-line as a PDF a week or so after this session. Other 
learning resources are being continually uploaded to a web-space for this program and we’ll 
continue to let you know by email as these become available for you to use. 

ä Session 5 is about creating and sustaining positive classroom cultures. It's one of the 
most crucial contributors to creating a successful, safe and inclusive learning climate, and to 
ensure we create connective classroom cultures that cultivate student engagement, inspiration 
and success, all teachers need to play the role of culture modellers and monitors. 

KEY LEARNING POINTS AND CONCEPTS OPTIONAL EXTENSION TOOLS/ACTIVITIES 

 Unpack components of classroom culture 

 Teachers as culture monitors and creators  

 Scanning classroom culture and impacts 

 Functional and dysfunctional aspects 

 Effects on learning and teaching behaviour 

 Vision/specifications for classroom culture  

 Learning Culture and the 5 Disciplines 

 Conduct a classroom culture scan 

 The CLEVER model of classroom culture 

 What do I know I’m not doing enough of? 

 Self-Challenge: my hold-backs & tune-ups 

 How I can make a contribution to culture 

 
 

ä This diagram shows the 5-Session structure of the PPP. 
As you've seen, it has a number of inner-circles.  

The most inner circle was the focus of Session 1 - you and 
your individual gifts and level of Personal Mastery.  The next 
circle out was the concern of Sessions 2 and 3 – 
Emotional and Social Intelligence and its affect on 
connectivity, engagement, climate and learning.  

Session  4: Mindful Teaching picked up themes from the 
next outer ring about harmony, calm and emotional balance.  

While our fifth and last session  in the series today, Revitalising 
Classroom Culture leads to the circle of classroom and school 

culture.  

You can review other sessions in emails sent to you already or see the What's this About? in  
the PPP web-space. Should anything come up in the sessions you’d like to talk over, please 
get in contact with me...   

Bill Cropper     Mob: 0429-687 513    Email: billc@thechangeforum.com 

mailto:billc@thechangeforum.com
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ä Our fifth and final session on Classroom Culture in a way is the pinnacle of the PPP...   

Whether it's a classroom, school, community or nation, we all 
live, learn and work inside cultures, and they often dictate what 
we value, how we behave, what we learn and even what we 
see, think and feel.  

Over time, you and others in your school community also 
generate quite a bit of your own culture.  At the same time, you 
operate within a larger school culture, and you’ll tend to get 
endowed with some of its characteristics too. Here's some 
topics we touch on: 

 Culture's at the core of much of what happens or doesn't in classrooms and across your school.  

 It's one of the most important factors for safe and successful learning engagement and it's also 
at the very heart of healthy school-life, learning success, constructive behaviour, social and 
emotional well-being and teaching excellence – all the subject of previous PPP sessions. 

 All schools constantly undertake various reforms to make them “better” but culture goes deeper 
than these and is more long-lived. Constructive and engaging school cultures are not created on 
demand by external decrees. They evolve and re-shape along with the people in them, often via 
processes that are subtle and hidden. 

 Whether you call it renewal or revitalisation, culture is at the bottom of any effort to enhance or 
reshape a classroom, year group or overall school’s directions. It governs what core beliefs and 
values we subscribe to, our sense of good learning and relevance and how we treat each other. 

 Getting the culture right’ may be the most critical facet to focus on for sustainable results in your 
classroom, your personal pedagogy and the "feel' of the school at large. For example, it helps 
build a common sense of pedagogical purpose, redirect  negative values, stem dysfunctional 
interactions and generate more enthusiasm, engagement and connectivity. 

 

ä Session 5 can provide you with a chance to reflect on: 

 What constitutes classroom culture and why it matters for learning and teaching approaches 

 Your classroom cultural patterns and how functional, safe and positive they are 

 Review our model of CLEVER CULTURE dimensions and how they apply  in your classroom 

 Strategies and techniques to create and maintain constructive cultures in your classroom 

 

In many schools, as soon as you mention improving the culture, lots of people seem to grow 
defensive and think to themselves – “What’s wrong with our culture!” or “My classrooms are fine – 
are you saying they're not?” Yet the reality is every culture needs a bit of renovation from time to 
time.  Take a minute to reflect on the importance of culture in your classroom.... 

 

 How does culture influence your classroom? 

 

 

 

 
  

 What makes for a good classroom culture? 
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ä Culture is commonly described as ‘the way we do things 
around here’ but it’s much more than that. 

 Culture evolves along with the people in it. It’s a set of deeply 
ingrained habits and beliefs we become accustomed to. We 
pick-up particular habits of thinking, feeling, interacting and of 
course, teaching and behaving in classrooms.  

 Some of these are constructive. Others less so. Either way, 
they’re familiar, well-worn and comfortable and we resist 
changing them, even if they’re not all that good for us, our 
classrooms, learning or the school in general.  

 

Over time, culture takes on a life of its own. A bit like the movie The Blob, it begins to shape our 
behaviour more and more without us realising it.  

Here’s our Definition of Culture: 

Culture consists of deeply ingrained, often unconscious and taken-for-granted patterns of 
thinking, feeling, talking and responding along with resident rites and rituals that dictate 
how individuals, teams and entire organisations operate and navigate their way through 
their environment, make sense of it and survive in it.  

 
 

ä Everyone contributes to cultural patterns. The diagram above shows 7 main patterns 
that make up culture 

You can use them to understand key aspects of your 
classroom and school culture. All these patterns are 
always present no matter what kind of culture you’re in. 
They’re deep, multi-layered and complex. But they leave 
tracks you can trace 

1. Patterns of thinking: prevailing values, beliefs, 
assumptions and mental models a team or an entire 
workplace hold collectively. These often operate 
unconsciously  

2. Patterns of behaving: accepted behavioural “rules’ in a team, not always stated explicitly but 
followed implicitly, that govern the way people interact with each other.    

3. Patterns of tradition: webs of stories, myths, legends, creeds, customs and rituals that store 
meaning and create cultural identity. 

4. Patterns of feelings: the emotions people most commonly experience, display or act out that 
effect how we treat each other, how we behave, how we think, how we cope with change, 
and how satisfied, productive and happy we are at work.  

5. Patterns of conversations: The nature and quality of conversations people have, including 
what topics are discussable or undiscussable. The way we talk to each other.  

6. Patterns of leadership: style and approach of leaders to how they lead, behaviours they 
model and reinforce, and how this resonates or not with the people they lead and how their 
words, actions, motives and directions are perceived by others.   

7. Patterns of responsiveness: the way the culture engages with and responds to changes and 
challenges in its environment. How it handles threats, crises, opportunities. 
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ä This tool takes you through a series of cultural pattern questions. It asks you to note 
down what you see in your classroom or school culture for each pattern.  

1. Culture consists of patterns of both thinking, feeling and talking, that are the most visible level.  

 What patterns do you see in your culture? 

 

 

 

 

 What are the impacts of these patterns? 

 

 
 

2. Patterns shape perspectives – the way we see situations, the meaning we put on things and 
the approaches we take – even what we take notice of or learn. ‘Perspectives’ is the layer of ideas.  
beliefs and mental models, the things people in a culture know and think.  

 What are  some of the prevailing mental 
models in yoiur classroom – helpful or un? 

 

 

 

 

 What behaviours or norm do these lead to? 

 

 
 

3. Patterns and perspectives drive our behaviour and responses. They govern to a large extent 
how people think, feel and behave. 

 What behaviour/norms typify your culture? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 What behaviour/responses need modifying? 

 
 

4. A lot of this happens below conscious awareness. These are core cultural beliefs or tacit 
assumptions, which are often invisible. If you want to get people to unlearn old habits and learn new 
ways of thinking and doing, you need to get them to see tacit assumptions they operate out of  

 What assumptions are core in your culture? 

 

 

 

 
 

 What new core assumptions are needed? 
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Culture seems so elusive and hard to grasp that we sometimes say it’s a bit like The Blob, 
that so-bad-it’s-good, pop-corn-spilling, 1958 horror movie starring Steve McQueen...  
 

The original movie poster on the left reads “The 
Blob – indescribable! Indestructible! Nothing can 
Stop it!”  It pretty much sums up how some of feel 
about the horrifying, toxic or all-devouring work 
cultures we work in!  

ä Culture, like the Blob, takes on a life of its 
own. Once the Blob absorbs us, we start 
acting unconsciously under its influence. 

Of course, when it comes to culture there are bad 
blobs and good blobs. The point of this movie 

metaphor though, is that culture, like The Blob, tends to take on a life of its own. No one person 
embodies all of it, but the culture embodies all of us.  

 It’s the collective, most often unconscious, personality of a team or organisation. No one solely 
controls or shapes it but it takes us over and absorbs us into it. 

 It ‘squelches’ around in the background, feeding off those well-embedded habits of behaving, 
thinking, talking and feeling that dominate and 
define our culture 

 Once The Blob absorbs us (it’s called 
‘acculturation’ but who wants to get technical) 
we start acting unconsciously under its malign 
and insidious influence. Or if it’s a good Blob, we 
should say ‘benign and beneficial’. 

 It begins to shape your behaviour more and 
more without you realising it.  (Oops – this is 
beginning to sound more like Invasion of the 
Body Snatchers now.) 

  
 

 What does The Blob in your culture look like?  What does it make people do or say? 
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Much of what happens in your classroom is also a reflection 
of the larger school culture. Ed Schein, long-time culture 
commentator and author of The Cultural Survival Guide,  digs 
down to unearth how culture has 4 layers or 'levels' that all 
hark back to a set of tacit assumptions or basic beliefs at the 
core of a culture.  

We can be tricked into thinking that what we can see and 
how the culture presents itself on the surface – the artifacts 
level of images, icons, mission statements, structures and 
symbols – is the culture, when it’s not.  

 We’d be gullible too, if we just accept at face value what the organisation says it values as its 
culture.  

 This is the level of espoused or stated values. But often what the organisation does or how 
people in it behave is at odds with what it says it values. Fast-food chains want us to believe 
they have our nutritional well-being at heart, and you’d have to question that one?  

 Simply stating values won't change things. While people may not say them out loud, there's 
often real values at play in a culture that may be at odds with the espoused values – and people 
still ‘think’ these things and act them 
out in various ways.  

 These ‘real’ values are deep-seated 
but we keep them undisclosed and 
hidden away in the culture, because 
they differ from things organisations 
say they value (espoused or surface 
value). 

 

We’re getting closer to the core of a 
culture if we look at the way people 
actually behave and act in it. This often 
shows that people operate out of, and 
are driven by different values and beliefs 
than what they think they are or what 
they tell us.  

 So what really drives their behaviour?  

ä Now we’ reach the core. It’s tacit assumptions. Deep-seated, hard-to-detect, mostly 
unconscious mental models or mindsets that dictate the way we think, feel and act. 

 Tacit assumptions are the deepest core level of culture. They’re unconscious, taken-for-granted 
beliefs people hold about themselves, the world, what works and the work they do, our 
relationships, and their ideas about the team or organisation they work in 

 In a classroom setting, you and your students may be operating from different tacit assumptions 
about things like: 

 What a good or a boring lesson or teaching method is 

 What a good teacher or student is supposed to look like 

 What a constructive classroom climate should be like 

 How much engagement takes place and what student-centred looks like 
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 Imagine you’re an investigative journalist that needs to get to the bottom of this school’s culture 
and understand where it came from. Get your class involved in the cultural investigation. 

The worksheet below is indicative. The first column has some information capture areas. The 
second is for reflecting on the moral or the meaning behind what you capture. This is what becomes 
enshrined as part of the culture’s core beliefs, customs or traditions. 

Cultural Facets in your School  Moral, Meaning or Message? 

1. Who are your school’s heroines/heroes? What is their 
story or legend? Why is it memorable?   

 

2. What are your school rituals, ceremonies, traditions? 
What is celebrated? What values do they reinforce? 
How do they tie into the culture? What do they embed 
in staff/students? 

 

3. What customs or traditions seem to have died out? Is 
that good or bad? Why?  What new customs have 
emerged lately? Is that good or bad? Why?   

 

4. What memorable moments mark this school’s history? 
People still remember these. Were the moments 
traumatic or triumphal – or a bit of both? How do these 
moments still impact or resonate through the school? 

 

5. What monumental changes have we thrived on or 
survived from? How do people talk about these – 
good or bad? What changes have stuck? Which ones 
failed? Why? Did the school culture have anything to 
do with it? 

 

6. What stories circulate around your school? Are these 
constructive or destructive? What kind of language is 
used to tell these – celebratory, affirming, positive or 
cautionary, catastrophic or caustic?  

 

7. Who are the cast of characters in your school culture 
drama and what role do they play? For example: who 
are The Guardians? The Gossips? Culture-Watchers? 
The Heroes? Golden-Agers? Keepers of the Faith? 
Navigators? Pioneers? Cultural-Resistance? Negators? 

 

8. What aspects of the current culture are toxic and need 
to be weeded out? What is the effect on school beliefs 
& behaviour? What are discussables /undiscussables 
in our culture? What effect do they have? 

 

9. What does our school stand-for? What are the 
espoused cultural norms and values? What symbols/ 
signs can you see? What are the deeper, hidden 
norms/values? What symbols/signs do you detect of 
these? 
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Culture exists on at least 4 levels: artifacts, espoused values, behaviours, and the deepest and 
most powerful level – tacit assumptions.  

“Tacit assumptions drop out of your awareness. It is this unconscious quality of culture that 
makes it so powerful. You are not aware of your cultural biases until someone challenges 
them or until you have offended someone with a different cultural background.” Ed Schein The 

Corporate Culture Survival Guide p.19 

 

 1. List your espoused cultural values in the left-hand column below. These are things 
people say they value, what they say they stand for – or won’t stand for Eg. “Students come first 
here” “We take an individualised approach to classroom teaching" "we care for our students”  

 2. Now list actions and behaviours in the middle column.. This is what people say and do, 
that often reveal real values and beliefs that contradict espoused values. Note consistencies 
and inconsistencies. For example, for each value you note ask yourself: 

 Is this value consistent with the way people act or messages they put out?  

 We say we value this but we act like this... What’s the gap? 

 

Surface Values or Messages 

1. We value meetings as a way to 
share information/ideas 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Actual Behaviour 

2. People avoid, consistently late, 
cancelled, complained about  

 

Core Cultural Beliefs 

3. We value busy-ness – if you 

have time to attend meetings 

you’re not busy enough 

 
 

 4. Now list the real core beliefs at the bottom 
of your culture... 

 What things does your culture say it values?  

 Is this consistent with how people act or the 
messages they put out?  

 Can you see areas where your school says it 
values something but acts totally different?  

 What do you think are the real core beliefs at 
the bottom of your culture? 
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Before you can revitalise or improve any aspects of your 
classroom culture, you need to find out what it’s like now.  

 Here's 6 key areas to monitor classroom cultures. 
They're summed up in the acronym CLEVER... 

 

1. Conversations and Collaboration: the nature, quality, 
frequency and depth of classroom conversations you have. 
How we talk to each other is a most visible aspect of culture.  

This includes whether conversations are teacher-or-student 
directed, how open and inclusive we are and how much we 
support each other and collaborate on projects and learning.  

2. Learning Climate: the degree to which we create supportive and stimulating environments in 
which students can learn and teachers can teach. It cuts both ways. It include whether we create a 
culture of curiosity and inquiry, how focused and calm people are and how student-focused lessons 
and learning approaches are.  

3. Emotional  Safety: The frequency and kind of emotions most commonly generated, experienced 
and displayed in your class, effecting how we treat each other, behave, think, cope with challenges 
and stress and how productive and happy we are in class. Different class cultures display different 
emotional footprints depending on what feelings are expressed or  concealed. Recurrence over time 
of positive or negative emotional patterns get embedded in a culture and come to characterise it.  

4. Values, Visions and Aspirations: how much classrooms share a set of common, constructive 
values, beliefs, learning aspirations and behaviours – and how aligned people are to them. These 
include prevailing behavioural “rules’ resident in your class that govern the way people interact with 
each other inside and outside the classroom.  These rules aren’t usually stated explicitly but they’re 
implicitly, and again, unconsciously, followed anyway. 

5. Energy and Engagement: Degree of positivity and energy students have and level to which they 
are fully engaged and focused on what is happening. This includes how we manage disruptions and 
collectively find focus and stay on-task. It also extends to other aspects like joy, flow, mindfulness 
and connectivity in classrooms that all contribute to this dimension 

6. Relations. Respect and Rapport: Quality of relationships and how distant/close relations are, 
degree to which we identify and belong, and whether we feel acknowledged and included or 
rejected and excluded. It includes ‘having a feeling of harmony' and how much respect or ‘mutual 
positive regard’ and ‘likingness there is Of course is also includes connecting well with others. 

 Note functional & dysfunctional aspects you notice under each CLEVER Dimension...  

FUNCTIONAL Aspects DYSFUNCTIONAL Aspects 
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Some people think debate, discussion and dialogue are all 
the same kind of conversation yet they’re not. This diagram 
shows them to be quite different ways of talking. You can 
put them on a scale with Argument or Debate at one end 
and Skillful Discussion and Dialogue at the other.  

 Debate’s a hostile, inappropriate style for resolving 
issues, sharing learning or making decisions. 
Mindful conversations and meaningful interactions 
call for us to dialogue… 

At the core of constructive conversations is the ability to facilitate free flows of information and 
ideas, exchange meanings and arrive at better, mutual understandings. We openly express 
opinions, ask crucial questions, share feelings and perspectives – even when some people’s views 
go against the stream, are controversial or hot. And that’s what dialogue does.  

 It’s a conversation where there’s a free-flow of meanings and ideas between people. Everyone 
openly and honestly says what they think or feel about things, without being shut-down or put-
down. Everyone can put forward their views in an equitable climate of trust, mutual respect and 
safety regardless of status, position or identity.  

 Everyone states their views even if what they say goes against the grain, is controversial, or hot. 
Dialogue unpacks a range of different views people have on an issue in a safe “no-argument” 
environment. It pools everyone’s views without needing to decide whether they are right or 
wrong. Dialogue can stop debating and get people to open-up and share ideas in a way they 
might not normally 

  

Dialogue – ‘Conversation with a Centre, not Sides’  “The art of thinking 

together”. That’s how William Isaacs, director of the Dialogue Project at 
MIT's Organisational Learning Centre, defines it – “a conversation with a 
centre, not sides” – an apt pun on the oppositional nature of 
conventional discussion. “The essence of dialogue is an inquiry that 
surfaces ideas, perceptions, and understanding that people do not 
already have.. In this way you begin to think together – not simply report 
out old thoughts. In dialogue people learn to use the energy of their differences to enhance 
their collective wisdom.”  William Isaacs, The Dialogue Project – Sloane Institute of Management 

 
 

Dialogue builds a sense of collaboration. It provides a space for paying attention to our mental 
models and thought processes and helps highlight the meanings people give to certain events, 
issues and ideas. Invites us to reveal our tacit assumptions and unspoken beliefs. It creates 
opportunity for us to examine our preconceptions and prejudices. It holds the mirror up to us as 
each listener is able to reflect back to each speaker  

Dialogue isn’t designed to force consensus. The intention is finding common ground, shared 
meanings and experiences in which differences are recognised and respected. The outcome isn’t 
closure in the form of solutions or decisions, but pointing towards questions that matter. Other 
discussional forms can be used to make decisions and identify courses of action 
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The protocols in this tool aren’t strict ‘rules’ – see them as useful suggestions to follow.  

 1. Preparing to dialogue: Draw chairs into a single, complete circle. No obstacles or barriers 
(eg. tables) Be careful to phrase the topic in an open way, rather than in a closed way that may 
restrict the richness and diversity of responses 

 2. Suggest some ‘protocols’: Before starting the dialogue, suggest that following some of the 
“groundrules” (previous page) may encourage the freer flow of meaning.  

 Here are the protocols we follow in running a Dialogue session... 

  Everyone is equal. Leave your position outside the room. To enhance this sense of 
equality, no personal names. Call others ‘speakers’.  

 Focus eyes on the centre of the circle when you speak. This gets people to hear what’s 
said, not who said it and it stops ‘disapproving’ looks  

 Say anything you want about the topic. There is no turn-taking and no censorship 

 Accept there will be silences. Uneasy but OK.  

 Speak from “I” perspective. Own what you say      

 Ask questions. Even if you haven’t got ideas, put in your “wonderings” (eg. I’m 
wondering…) 

 Don’t argue with others. Speak to share not win 

  Stop judging. Listen openly. Put away your critical voice. Don’t disagree. Say you see it 
differently 

 Clarify assumptions. If you give an idea, say what you assume. Ask about other’s 
assumptions  

 Explore Differences: Find out why and where you differ. Explore difference rather than 
argue about it. 

 Stop talking. Listen. If you always jump-in first, take a vow of silence now and again. 
Listen to understand without jumping in to judge  

 Connect with others using a 2
nd

 gear “sounds like you think or feel” formula to 
acknowledge people 

 Build on other’s ideas first. Before you say what you want to say, build on or appreciate 
something they’ve in what they’ve just said first.  

 Share perspectives: Invite different views. Make it OK for people to disagree with you 
(eg. “That’s my thinking and I’m sure it’s not the only one.’). 

 Dialogue don’t decide. The idea is to share views not push for solutions or decisions  

    

 3. Start the dialogue: with an “induction“ that should always include: 

 Reviewing the theme for the dialogue, its context and significance  

 Explaining the purpose of the dialogue process and its protocols 

 Focusing the group on the meaning, which they should imagine building up 
in the centre of the dialogue circle. 
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Connecting and respecting go hand in hand. If we 
respect someone, we’ll want to connect. If we 
connect with someone, we’re more likely to find 
respect for them. 

We’ve all witnessed disrespect in class. Use this list 
to explore respectful/disrespectful behaviours with 
your class-groups  

 1. Everyone ticks any behaviours they see in 
your class. Compare everyone's results (The 
Respectful column is blank on purpose.) 

 

 2. Brainstorm Respectful Behaviours to counter items in the Disrespect column. 

 

 Disrespectful Behaviours... Respectful Behaviours… 

 Constant put-downs or criticisms of others  

 Criticising/complaining about others behind their backs   

 Sarcastic – joking at someone else’s expense  

 Being dismissive, insensitive or uncaring  

 Condescending, speaking down, patronising   

 Ignoring what others say, talking over the top  

 Blaming someone when you know you really contributed too   

 Domineering, intimidating, commanding, being overly-directive  

 Taking out your bad moods or frustrations on others  

 Withdrawing, excluding or shunning people  

 Abusing, yelling, name-calling and being personally insulting  

 Deriding/dismissing other’s ideas/concerns  

 Making up ugly stories or rumours about others  

 Acting intolerant or belittling people  

 
 

 Share your insights with others in this class.  Try to build up a picture of: 
 

 What behaviours do you associate with respect or disrespect in this class 

 What could we do to improve respectful behaviour in this class 
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 For an extended version of this Tool see the Activities section @ PPP on-line 

ä Over the course of the PPP, it 
would be beneficial to you if you 
decide to identify a few improvement 
goals and some real-life learning and 
teaching challenges you can talk over 
with others and try out some of the 
tools and self-reflections on.  

 1. So think about a few classroom or 
teaching challenges to work on.   

These should be a dilemma, a change 
opportunity or improvement – and not 
something you’ve already resolved or for 
which you have a firm answer. 

 What is this situation about? Why is this significant and/or challenging for you?  

 What will this mean for me and my teaching practice? What about my students? 

 

 2. Here’s a goal formula to follow to write your goals.  

What’s your Goal? 
How can I… ? 

I want to be more / 
less ? 

What I want to do 
differently 

What I need to learn  

If I do this, it will help 
me and my students 

by… 

 

 
 

   

 
 

 3. Construct an Inquiry Framework to help you identify goals and challenges. Put simply, 
an Inquiry Framework is a set of questions you can frame for yourself around a problem, situation or 
improvement area that you feel is worth finding answers to.  

 Generate a list of possible inquiry questions around your challenge. For instance, start with: 

 How can we….?  What would it take to…?   What would happen if….? 
 

Your 5 most promising questions about 
improving Personal Pedagogy 

 Actions you can take to find out answers to this? 
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Insights I have gained… Things I need to work on… 

 

 

 

 

 

My PP Approach Now My PPP Goals My PPP Approach Future 

 
 

 

Challenging Situations Try-out Actions 

  

 


