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Abstract 

The design and implementation of school improvement programs is severely 
compromised by confusion concerning the role of schooling and the function 
of schools in the current economic rationalist environment. This is 
exacerbated by the continued influence of theories of organisational 
behaviour on school operations and pressure for application of corporate 
organisational development approaches in educational reform. The traditional 
role assigned to schools by society, the enculturation, learning and 
development of children, is difficult to reconcile with the economic rationalist 
press for efficiency and demonstration of effectiveness. 

In this paper, organisational learning, learning organisations, learning 
communities, school climate, school culture and learning community culture 
are examined. These concepts are critiqued in terms of their relevance to 
realisation of traditional societal expectations of the social institution of 
education. Adoption of a learning community conception of schools with 
attention to pedagogical and sociological constructs is advocated for school 
improvement research. 



Research methods for investigating the culture of learning communities are 
examined, specifically, holistic and transformative integrated mixed-method 
evaluations. The utilisation of common paradigmatic frameworks to ensure 
reliability and validity is recommended. Examples of learning community 
culture research into school restructuring, school improvement, teacher 
professional development, classroom learning environments and parental 
involvement in schooling investigations are provided. 

  

  

INTRODUCTION 

Investigating the culture of learning communities provides theoretical and empirical 
knowledge to inform school improvement. However conceptions of ‘culture’ and ‘learning’ 
are varied with different meaning ascribed in different contexts. Understanding the culture of 
learning communities requires clarification of these concepts and identification of constituent 
constructs pertinent to the educative purpose of schools. 

The first section of the paper is a theoretical examination of conceptions of schools derived 
from organisational theory, organisational development and school improvement literature. 
‘Learning organisations’ and ‘learning communities’ are compared and then ‘school climate’, 
‘school culture’ and ‘learning community culture’ are discussed. Adoption of a learning 
community conception of schools will be advocated as providing a theoretical basis for 
application in conceptualising schools and understanding how they can be improved. 

The second section of the paper examines research methods and paradigmatic frameworks 
applicable to the investigation of learning community culture and school improvement. The 
paper concludes with a brief explanation of specific research projects utilising these methods 
and frameworks. These include studies of school restructuring, school improvement, teacher 
professional development, classroom learning environments and parental involvement in 
schooling. 

THEORETICAL ORIENTATION 

Learning Organisations and Learning Communities 

The last 20 years of the previous century witnessed a revolution in conceptions of 
management and corporate development. In the 1980’s, Peters (1987), perceived the 
business environment to be characterised by chaos, uncertainty and an unprecedented rate 
of change. Leadership and organisational development required an understanding of 
paradoxes, particularly that of creating internal organisational stability without restricting the 
capacity for organisational change. "The firm must become a hotbed of tests of the 
unconventional ... an experimenting (and learning), adaptive, challenge-seeking 
organisation" (Peters, 1987 p.394). Emphasis on the maintenance of antecedent 
organisational structures and functions was replaced by emphasis on flexibility, adaptability 
and responsivity informed by empirically derived information. The needs of the market place 
and clients required internalising within the organisation to drive mission articulation and 
organisational growth. The vehicle for this process is communication with information flowing 
from the external environment into the corporation to fuel decision-making. There is a shift 
from a closed protectionist relationship with the environment to one which is more open and 
deliberately vulnerable to environmental pressures. When ‘openness’ occurs in conjunction 
with an internal emphasis on collective rather than self-centred behaviour, organisational 



learning is possible (Glaser, 2001). Organisational learning is "developing new knowledge 
that changes behaviour to improve future performance" (Barker and Camarata, 1998 p.1). 
According to Goh (1998), the core constructs in the notion of organisational learning are 
knowledge creation and the empowerment and learning of individuals. Organisational 
learning is crucial for organisational survival and successful organisations would be ‘learning 
organisations’ (Senge, 1990). Senge (1994) proposed that the ‘essence’ of the learning 
organisation was a ‘deep learning cycle’ with the development of new capacities with 
individual and collective shifts of mind. This results from a cyclical process in which new 
skills, capabilities, awareness, sensibilities and attitudes and beliefs evolve (Senge, 1990). 

Traditional organisational and administrative theories, particularly systems theory, have 
been dominant in formulation of the approaches used in understanding schools and their 
administration (Sergiovanni, 1993 & 2000). Corporate, public and private sector 
organisational development principles and practices have been applied in school re-
structuring and improvement initiatives (Beare, 1995). School improvement has been 
associated with organisational learning (Scribner, Cockrell, Cockrell & Valentine, 1999) and 
the metaphor of learning organisation is being used to describe schools (Mitchell, 1999). 
However, when asked whether or not schools were learning organisations, Senge replied 
‘definitely not’ (O’Neill, 1995). The capacity of schools to function as learning organisations 
is severely comprised by cultural and political influences (Mitchell, 1999; Scribner et al., 
1999). Hargreaves (1995) expressed caution about ‘transplanting’ learning organisation 
theory into education. He was concerned about continuous improvement degenerating into 
interminable improvement with devaluing of heritage, tradition, continuity and consolidation. 
"In institutions that value cultural transmission and stable socialisation among their many 
goals, there are moments and places for consolidation and routine" (Hargreaves, 1995 p.5). 
Since the 1990’s, Australian schools and educational systems have been influenced by 
economic rationalist education policies developed at the state level and nationally. However, 
policy press for accountability, adaptability, efficiency and effectiveness has been 
accompanied by concurrent societal expectations concerning equality and accessibility to 
education (Caldwell, 1993). In contrast, business organisations exist in competitive national 
and international free market environments that place value upon capacity to generate 
financial dividends for invested capital and the nation, this demands adaptability, efficiency, 
effectiveness. Society has different expectations of schools and business organisations with 
schools being subject to more diverse influences and having to confront more complex 
issues. Understanding schools and the contexts in which they exist is crucial and predicates 
investigation of how they can be improved. Alternative conceptions of the nature of schools 
require exploration. 

Schools can be conceptualised as learning communities. The theoretical grounding of the 
learning community conception lies in sociology and pedagogy. From a sociological 
perspective, a community is a permanent group of persons located in a common area, 
interacting in both institutional and non-institutional roles and having a sense of identification 
with the community arising from this interaction (Merrill, 1969). The key construct in the 
concept of community is social interaction and communication between people. The 
existence and development of the community as an entity results from this interaction. This 
conception can be contrasted with a formal organisation in which the behaviour of people 
and their interaction is governed by organisational structure and specified roles. A 
community is the consequence of social interaction whereas in an organisation, social 
interaction can be considered a consequence of membership of the organisation. Viewing 
the school as a community provides an alternative perspective in which the behaviour and 
motivation of the individual result from the interdependencies and relationships which bind 
the community together (Sergiovanni, 1993). The educative purpose of schools provides a 
means of differentiating between the school and other societal communities According to 
Fullan (1993) the moral purpose of education ‘is to make a difference in the lives of students 



regardless of background, and to help produce citizens who can live and work productively 
in increasingly dynamic societies’ (p.4). Stoll and Mortimer (1995) provided a detailed 
explanation of ‘facilitating conditions’ within the school which would contribute to improved 
educational outcomes. In particular, they suggested there was a need for teachers to learn 
and practice new strategies for application in the classroom. This necessity for teachers 
themselves to be actively engaged in learning extends the notion of the learning community 
to include the learning of teachers (Boyd and Hord, 1993; Fullan, 1993; Southworth, 1993). 
Leadership within a learning community concerns the learning of all including that of the 
leaders (Wagner, 2001). Also, parents and the local community can be considered as 
members of a learning community. Coleman (1998) contended the involvement of parents in 
their child’s schooling to be a major factor in achievement of student learning outcomes. 
When commitment and responsibility is shared between parents, teachers and students for 
student success, a high level of trust, respect and agreement is attained through 
commonality of values and expectations. 

Adoption of a learning community conception of schools negates demarcation between the 
school and external or environmental influences. Social issues, political policies and 
institutional priorities are communicated within the community by those with membership of 
other organisations or groups. Inter-personal communication and social interaction allows 
expression of needs and values from this membership. The nature of responses to changing 
environmental conditions is moderated by an overall concern for maintaining cohesion within 
the community and realisation of common expectations of children’s learning. Peter’s (1987) 
paradox of maintaining internal stability in an unstable environment is not relevant since 
affirmation of core values and expression of intrinsic assumptions concerning the reasons 
for existence of the learning community provides stability. The need for equity and 
accessibility becomes personalised with attention given to the needs of specific students and 
groups of students. Organisational accountability for these matters is transcended by moral 
obligations and personal commitment to the learning of individual students and of all 
members of the community. The economic rationalist press for adaptability, efficiency, 
effectiveness and competitiveness is evaluated in terms of the educational needs of 
individual students and of the community. The mission of the learning community is 
educative with visions of its future centering on exploitation of emerging knowledge and 
technology to improve student learning. 

Learning Community Culture 

Development of the concept of learning community culture can be traced back to early 
theories of organisational behaviour. The notion of organisational ‘climate’ was proposed to 
explain the social processes occurring within organisations. Getzels and Guba (1957) 
viewed it as a characteristic of ‘informal groups’ within the organisation which affected norms 
and group behaviour. This was subsequently applied in the field of educational 
administration. Halpin and Croft (1962) and Tagiuri (1968) used the term ‘climate’ to 
distinguish between the environments existing in different schools. Anderson (1982) stated 
that it included "the total environmental quality within a given school building", including 
aspects of the ecology, milieu, social system and culture of the school (p.369). These 
dimensions respectively comprised the physical and material aspects of the school; the 
presence of persons and groups; the patterned relationships of these persons and groups; 
and belief systems, values, cognitive structures and meaning. From this orientation, the 
culture of a school can be considered as one element of the school’s climate. Anderson 
(1982) commented on the paucity of findings linking the ecology, milieu and social systems 
of school climate to student outcomes. She considered the other dimension, culture, to have 
been proven to influence student outcomes. 



The concept of culture is not restricted to explanations of the school environment. In 
anthropology and sociology, it has a more widespread meaning associated with particular 
communities. Within a community, the interaction between individuals and groups leads to 
the development of common values, beliefs, behaviours, rules, products, signs and symbols 
which provide the community with cohesion; these constitute the culture of the community 
(Donahoe, 1993). Conceptualising schools as communities allows examination of their 
cultures from a sociological rather than organisational viewpoint. According to Sergiovanni 
(1993), the school needed to be perceived as a community with shared ideas, bonding 
between people and control being exercised through ‘norms, purposes, values, professional 
socialisation, collegiality and natural interdependence’ (Sergiovanni, 1993 p. 7). Cavanagh 
(1997) described the culture of a learning community as being manifested by the sharing of 
values and norms concerning commonality of purpose and actions intended to improve the 
learning of students and teachers. 

The culture of learning communities is characterised by the general attributes of a 
sociological community and particular attributes specific to schools. These attributes are: 

• The social processes which develop, maintain and transform the culture; 
• The group and individual knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, values, norms and behaviour; 

and 
• An emphasis on learning and attainment of educational outcomes. 

The culture is evidenced by the perceptions of community members of the psycho-
sociological environment. The culture derives from the collective meaning ascribed to these 
perceptions and the culture of different schools is delineated by the level of common 
understanding of these perceptions. Of particular importance are perceptions of conditions 
conducive to improved student learning and the assigning of high value to these conditions. 
Beliefs about personal and group capacity for learning and development are another 
important consideration with motivation and efficacy to effect improvement being contingent 
upon such beliefs. 

Learning in Organisations and Schools 

Viewing business organisations as learning organisations is the most recent development in 
a progression of organisational behaviour concepts concerning maximising the contribution 
of individuals and groups to organisational goal attainment. Emphasis is placed upon 
developing an organisational culture with high value on the learning of organisational 
members. Learning is the vehicle for organisational growth and facilitates responsivity to a 
turbulent economic environment. Application of corporate management principles and 
practices in educational settings has been proffered as a means for ensuring efficient and 
effective school operation. If the improvement of schools is viewed as a process of 
organisational growth focused on staff development, the concept of organisational learning 
is applicable. The eventual improvement of educational outcomes for students will result 
from the learning of administrators and teachers. However, adoption of a learning 
organisation conception of schools has implications extending beyond organisational and 
staff development issues. The development of new individual and collective mindsets which 
characterise a learning organisation assumes prevailing belief and value systems have been 
rendered inadequate or irrelevant due to changing environmental circumstances. The nub of 
the appropriateness of conceptualising schools as learning organisations is judging whether 
there has been a major shift in societal expectations of the purpose of schooling and of the 
social institution of education. Notwithstanding international educational reform and 
restructuring initiatives, schools are still assigned the major responsibility for the 
enculturation and formal learning of children. Discharge of this responsibility requires 
provision of learning experiences over a long time spans based upon societal requirements 



and the developmental needs of individual children. A learning community provides a stable 
environment for the long-term attitudinal and cognitive learning of children. The culture of the 
community is the vehicle for knowledge development, transmission and acquisition. 

Summary 

The study of school improvement has been made complex by differing conceptions of the 
nature of schools and their function within society. The uni-directional exchange of 
knowledge between organisational and educational theorists in conjunction with the press 
for economic rationalism, has led to a biased conception of schools. Implementation of 
corporate business principles and practices in schools including organisational learning and 
the proposition of ‘learning organisations’ has further reinforced emphasis on organisational 
rather than educational attributes of schools. A continuation of this trend would result in 
schools losing their educational identity and their improvement becoming a process of 
organisational development. Conceptualising schools as learning communities provides an 
alternative set of sociologically derived constructs to guide school improvement. This 
orientation views the purpose of the school to be improved learning throughout the 
community which is given expression by the beliefs and values constituting the community 
culture. A knowledge of the prevailing culture as perceived by teachers, students and 
parents is vital when decisions about school improvement priorities and strategies are to be 
made. 

Researching the culture of learning communities 

Combining Qualitative and Quantitative Methods 

Evaluating the culture of a learning community requires collection of data from teachers, 
students and parents. Large population size makes quantitative data collection methods and 
statistical analyses applicable, particularly in large secondary schools. In student surveys, 
the curriculum structure in these schools requires a representative sample across all years 
and curriculum areas to be larger than the student population. This is due to multiple 
surveying of some students. Teacher surveying in large secondary schools also requires a 
sample size similar to that of the population. Teachers from different subject area 
departments have markedly different perceptions of their school’s culture and there is 
considerable variation within individual departments (Cavanagh, 1997; Cavanagh & Dellar, 
1996). Limited application of stratified sampling is possible but is potentially unreliable when 
the unit of analysis is at the classroom level in student investigations or at the subject 
department level in staff investigations. 

The capacity of quantitative data collection methods using survey type instruments to 
provide a valid representation of learning community culture is restricted by the reductionist 
processes used in instrument design and refinement. There may be aspects of the 
phenomenon not included in the initial theoretical framework informing instrument design. It 
is also possible for items and instrument scales concerning crucial constructs to be rejected 
during instrument refinement. In addition, the meaning conveyed by the data is limited to the 
precise wording of individual items and the operational definitions of instrument scales. 
Respondents are not able to qualify their responses or provide an alternative representation 
of the construct. The validity of learning community evaluations is greatly enhanced by 
application of qualitative data collection methods in a mixed method investigation. Greene, 
Caracelli and Graham (1989), developed a conceptual framework for mixed-method 
inquiries based upon an empirical study of 57 mixed-method examinations of educational 
programs. They identified five research designs; triangulation, complementarity, 
development, initiation or expansion. The sequencing of application of the two methods and 
the purpose of each data collection method characterises each of the five designs. More 



recently, they examined integrated mixed-method research designs and proposed 
combining elements of disparate paradigms can produce a more insightful understanding of 
the phenomenon under investigation. For example, in ‘holistic’ integrated designs, 
application of multiple methods provides depth of information through "particularity, 
closeness and contextualised understanding of local meanings" and also width of 
understanding through "generality, distance and analysis of regularities" (Caracelli & 
Greene, 1997 p. 27). Reliability and validity are ensured by the presence of a coherent 
theoretical framework facilitating complementary data analyses and triangulation. The 
principles of holistic integrated mixed-method designs are highly applicable when evaluating 
the culture of a learning community. 

Understanding the culture of schools is an important aspect of school improvement 
programs. School improvement has been proposed to necessitate transformation of the 
school’s culture. (Dalin, Rolff and Kleekamp, 1993; Fullan, 1993). The data gained from 
investigating the culture of learning communities has direct application in informing their 
improvement and it is possible for the research to be action oriented. Caracelli & Greene 
(1997), described transformative integrated mixed-method research being values-based and 
action-oriented with potential for restructuring the evaluation context. In cognisance of this 
objective, the research needs to identify conditions both potentially conducive and 
detrimental to school improvement and the research design to include experimental 
processes to test the effect of varying these conditions. Longitudinal investigations with 
multiple data collection and intervention phases allow examination and profiling of learning 
community culture and also of the processes by which it can be transformed. Interventions 
include provision of data to community members, professional development of school staff 
and modification of school improvement planning based upon empirical findings from the 
study. During all phases of the research, the impact of the research process and outcomes 
on prevailing conditions within the community has to be carefully managed. Transformative 
research of learning communities has an educative emphasis enabling learning of all 
community members through their participation in the project. 

Paradigmatic Frameworks 

As was previously stated, the theoretical conception of a learning community culture 
comprises three dimensions. The first dimension is the process of social interaction amongst 
community members and the outcomes of this interaction. The key construct is 
communication leading to partnerships with bonding, trust and mutual respect. The second 
dimension concerns the different groups who constitute the community. Teachers, students 
and parents all influence the culture of the community, but the contribution of each group 
cannot be assumed to be identical. Although the ideal situation is congruence of 
expectations and values, individual and contextual differences within and between the three 
groups are expected to produce differing perspectives. For example, how teachers perceive 
the emphasis on learning within the school may differ from parental perceptions. 
Identification of similar and dissimilar perceptions of a common construct is important, but 
more importantly the contextual influences specific to each group which shape these 
perceptions need identification. The third dimension concerns the nature and outcomes of 
student learning. Arguably, the most important learning outcomes concern valuing 
education; having the confidence to engage in life-long learning and knowing how to learn. 
These ‘outcomes’ are not independent of the current learning community culture and should 
not be viewed as only being realisable in the distant future. They provide day-to-day 
motivation and stimulation for learning and are part of the prevailing learning community 
culture. 

Theoretical framework explication has necessitated identification of core constructs and 
explanation of conceptual differences; the three dimensions of learning community culture 



previously presented are neither disparate nor separate. They collectively comprise the 
culture of a learning community. 

The following frameworks were developed to investigate teacher, student and parent 
perceptions of the culture of their learning community. These are preliminary conceptual 
frameworks for research design purposes and not validated models of the phenomenon. 
However the results of empirical studies have evidenced their utility in soliciting data for 
theoretical purposes and model validation. There are similar constructs embodied in all three 
frameworks to enable triangulation of findings; contextual constructs specific to each of the 
three groups are included; and the educative purpose of the community is reflected by the 
presence of constructs concerning improved student learning outcomes in all the 
frameworks. The overarching concept is that the relationships between leaders, teachers, 
students and parents should reflect the values constituting the culture of the learning 
community, particularly an emphasis on collective efforts to improve educational outcomes. 

Teacher Framework 

The following constructs were identified from school culture, effectiveness and improvement 
research (Cavanagh & Dellar, 1996). 

Collaboration - interaction between individuals and groups to realise the school’s educative 
mission. 

Collegiality - interaction between individuals resulting from a need to maintain or develop 
inter-personal relationships. 

Mutual Empowerment - the deliberate motivation, affirmation and confirmation of the ability 
of others to exercise judgments. 

Parental Involvement - development of partnerships between teachers and parents to 
improve student learning. 

School-wide Planning - a formal process of cyclical school improvement in response to the 
needs of the school and the educational system. 

Shared Visions - commonly developed, accepted and implemented expressions of the future 
state of the school. 

Teacher Efficacy - belief in the application of pedagogical principles and practices to effect 
changes in the development of children. 

Teachers as Learners - teachers who are learners have a commitment to their own learning 
and professional growth. 

Transformational Leadership - sharing of power to facilitate a school improvement process 
that engages human potential and commitment. 

Student Framework 

The following constructs were derived from school, classroom and teacher effectiveness 
research into conditions conducive to improving student educational outcomes (Cavanagh, 
Dellar, Ellett & Rugutt, 2000). 



Educational Values - valuing of education and the benefits of schooling 

Emphasis on Learning - attention given to learning in the classroom. 

Classroom Support - development of mutually supportive relationships amongst peers 

Classroom Discussion - student communication about schoolwork and learning. 

Shared Planning and Organisation - student influence on the learning environment. 

The Teacher - student based instructional practices. 

Teacher Caring - protective and nurturing teacher behaviour. 

High Expectations - teacher expression of high standards for learning and behaviour. 

Parental Involvement - interaction between parents and the teacher about classroom 
activities. 

Learning Outcomes - student perceptions of their academic progress and behaviour 
conducive to learning. 

Parent Framework 

This framework contains many of the school effectiveness and improvement constructs used 
by Coleman (1998) in a study of parental involvement. It has been applied to investigate 
parental involvement in Western Australian Secondary schools (Cavanagh & Dellar, 2001). 

Commitment of teachers to working with parents - parent perceptions of the willingness of 
teachers to involve parents in the child’s classroom activities. 

Culture of the school - parent perceptions of the school’s mission and vision for the future. 

Parental confidence to communicate with teachers - parents feeling assured teachers will 
react positively to parent initiated interaction. 

Parental confidence to support the child’s learning - presence of personal and family 
attributes to support the child’s learning at home. 

Provision of information from teachers - Teacher-initiated communication with parents about 
their child’s progress and school activities. 

Provision of information from their child – child-initiated communication with parent(s) about 
educational progress and school activities. 

The child’s educational progress - parental perceptions of the child’s academic progress and 
behaviour conducive to learning. 

The child’s values about schooling - parental perceptions of the value assigned by the child 
to education and the benefits of schooling. 

Collectively, these three frameworks portray theoretical dimensions of learning community 
culture and their complementarity enables obtaining multiple perspectives on the 



phenomenon (Boland & Cavanagh, 2001; Cavanagh and Dellar, 2001). These frameworks 
also have utility in separate investigations of staff culture, classroom learning environments 
and parental involvement in schooling. 

Empirical Application of the Theoretical Frameworks 

All three frameworks have been applied in the development of quantitative survey type 
instruments, interview schedules, observation checklists and qualitative surveys. The 
quantitative instruments used in the following studies were refined by factor analysis of data 
obtained from multiple school sites. The School Cultural Elements Questionnaire (SCEQ) 
(Cavanagh & Dellar, 1996, Cavanagh, 1997) profiles staff perceptions of the culture, the 
Classroom Cultural Elements Questionnaire (CCEQ) (Cavanagh, Dellar, Ellett & Rugutt, 
2000) profiles student perceptions of the classroom culture and the Parental Involvement in 
School Questionnaire (PISQ) (Cavanagh & Dellar, 2001) profiles parent perceptions of the 
culture. 

Evaluation of School Re-structuring 

Boland, Cavanagh and Dellar(2001) examined the culture of a Perth secondary school 
before and after restructuring. Following a major review of educational provision in the local 
education district, three comprehensive senior high schools were closed and replaced by an 
upper secondary senior college and two middle schools. Teacher, student and parental 
perceptions of the culture of one of the senior high schools were obtained in 1999 prior to its 
transformation into a middle school. The SCEQ, CCEQ and PISQ were administered to 
solicit quantitative data. After one year, the surveys were re-administered concurrently with 
qualitative data collection procedures also based upon the three frameworks. Statistical 
analysis of variance of quantitative data from staff, students and parents revealed significant 
positive differences in teacher, student and parent perceptions of elements of the community 
culture after re-structuring. Semi-structured and open-ended qualitative surveys confirmed 
and provided examples of the change. 

School Improvement 

The SCEQ, CCEQ and PISQ were administered to solicit teacher, student and parent 
perceptions of the learning community culture of a large Perth secondary school (Cavanagh 
& Dellar, 2001). The school investigated was a large comprehensive secondary school with 
over 1100 students and a staff of 77. Stratified sampling of students across all year groups 
and curriculum areas required surveying of 1440 students in 63 class groups. Staff data 
were presented to the School Development Committee for incorporation in the formal School 
Development Plan. The findings of the student and parent surveys were presented to 
meetings of the entire school staff. This resulted in a voluntary professional development 
program focused on improving classroom learning environments and increasing parental 
involvement. Parent survey data was presented to parents as part of a school initiated 
program to increase their understanding and participation in the school’s instructional 
program and their child’s schooling. 

Professional Development 

The SCEQ contains actual and preferred form items. Actual form items profile staff 
perceptions of the prevailing culture which indicates readiness for school improvement 
activities. The preferred form items allow expressions of the desired future state of the 
culture. Differences between the prevailing and preferred culture identify aspects of the 
culture requiring attention. 



Systemic level staff performance management procedures in the Education Department of 
Western Australia are grounded in assumptions about the presence of a collaborative and 
collegiate staff culture leading to improved teacher effectiveness. The teacher framework 
and the SCEQ have been incorporated within a professional development program designed 
to complement formal performance management of staff (EDWA, 1998). The module 
"Ensuring our School Culture Supports the Performance Management Process" enables 
teachers to profile their perceptions of the culture to identify potential problems prior to 
engagement in the performance management process. 

The SCEQ was also used to evaluate the Professional and Comprehensive Evaluation 
System (PACES) in Dade County (Florida). PACES is a teacher accreditation project with 
strong emphasis on professional development centred upon improving student learning. The 
SCEQ was administered in 80 schools prior to PACES trialing and then re-administered to 
determine if the professional development had caused changes in culture. Overall project 
evaluation is not yet complete, but data from initial surveying has been analysed (Bobbet, 
Cavanagh, Olivier, Ellettt & Dellar, 1998; Olivier, Bobbet, Ellettt, Rugutt, Cavanagh & Dellar, 
1998). 

Comparison of Classroom Learning Environments 

Cavanagh, Mollon and Dellar (2001) compared single gender secondary school English 
classroom environments. The CCEQ was administered to students in seven lower 
secondary English classes in one school. Statistical analysis of variance was applied to 
examine differences in classroom learning environments due to class membership and 
gender. This revealed differences between the seven class groups, however these 
differences were not related to the gender of the class groups. A detailed examination using 
student interviews, teacher interviews, classroom observation and videotaping was then 
made of two single gender classes, a boy’s class and a girl’s class. This confirmed the 
quantitative findings and provided additional data on teacher behaviour, instructional 
strategies and the social interaction within the classes. Although the learning environments 
were similar, there were differences in the selection of instructional resources and minor 
differences in teaching strategies. 

Parental Involvement in Schooling 

The PISQ was administered to parents of students in three Perth secondary schools situated 
in differing socio-economic localities (Cavanagh & Dellar, 2001). Analysis of data from 526 
parents revealed both similarities and differences in parental perceptions of their 
involvement between the three samples. Parental capacity to support the child’s learning at 
home and parent perceptions of their child’s educational values and learning outcomes 
positively related to socio-economic locality. Perceptions of teacher attributes and 
expressions of the school ethos appeared dependent upon teacher and school-initiated 
communication with parents. The study found general parent dissatisfaction with the role of 
teachers in providing parents with information about classroom activities and the 
instructional program. 

Conclusion 

The focus of school improvement programs is shaped by expectations and understanding of 
the mission and operations of schools. The study of organisational behaviour has been 
highly influential on school and educational system organisational structures, operations and 
management. This influence is continuing with application of emergent corporate 
organisational development principles and practices in educational settings. In particular, the 
notion of organisational learning is now being applied in schools and the capacity of schools 



to be learning organisations is under examination. Increasing impetus for knowledge transfer 
from business organisations to schools is resulting from national and international 
rationalisation of educational provision based upon economic principles. This trend is 
leading to increased emphasis on school efficiency with de-emphasis on the teaching and 
learning process within classrooms. This approach fails to recognise the societal function of 
schooling concerning enculturation of the young and accessibility and equality of educational 
provision for all children. Alternatively, conceptualising schools as learning communities 
recognises the learning of the individual child as the prime function of schooling and the 
social process occurring within the school enable this to occur. Mutually supportive inter-
personal relationships provides the cohesion and stability within the learning community 
essential for effective learning. School improvement is not perceived as a process of 
organisational development, it is instead the development and maintenance of a culture of 
learning. Changing conditions in the environment external to the school are interpreted and 
given meaning by the prevailing values within the community. The instructional core of the 
school is protected and even policy mandates may be resisted or implemented with a lack of 
fidelity. 

Researching learning community culture and school improvement requires application of 
differing methods of inquiry. The validity and reliability of resulting data is enhanced through 
research design being based upon the principles of integrated mixed-method evaluations. 
The development of coherent and complementary paradigmatic frameworks allows 
triangulation of results from different methods and overcomes the limitations inherent in the 
use of a single method of investigation. The subjects for this research are teachers, students 
and parents with the resulting portrayal of the culture being a blend of perceptions of 
individual and collective attributes of the community. Whilst separate investigations of culture 
from the perspective of each of these three groups provides are valid, an integrated 
approach with concurrent complementary data collection provides increased validity. 

The findings of learning community culture investigations have multiple applications in 
evaluative and transformative school improvement research. Clear understanding of beliefs 
and values throughout the school community and of the interaction between community 
members, enables profiling of the attributes within a single community, comparisons 
between communities and longitudinal examination of cultural stability and change. This 
knowledge is essential for the planning and execution of school improvement activities 
intended to transform prevailing conditions to enable development of learning community 
cultures conducive to the professional growth of teachers and improved student learning. 
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