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Principals plays a decisive role in shaping school culture. First, based on teachers’ 
perceptions, this research explores indicators that differentiate schools with a positive 
culture from those with a negative culture. Second, it investigates potential perceptual 
differences between teachers and principals regarding school culture. The research 
approach is a grounded theory, utilizing unstructured interviews with principals, semi-
structured interviews with school teachers, and observations conducted over a two-month 
period. The study population includes teachers and principals from eight secondary 
schools. From this population, the study sample consists of 12 principals and 137 
teachers. The study findings evidenced that schools with a positive culture stand out 
for fostering a culture of cooperation among staff, celebrating school achievements, 
and collaborating in groups to develop curricular plans and programs. Furthermore, 
schools with a positive culture maintain strong connections with the community 
through participation in local ceremonies and adherence to community customs. The 
study concludes that the actions taken by leaders are closely associated with changes 
in school culture over time. Schools characterized by a positive culture cultivate a 
benevolent and productive environment, fostering satisfaction among staff. In contrast, 
schools with a negative culture often exhibit manifestations such as indifference, 
fragmentation, interpersonal conflicts, and a lack of job satisfaction.
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Introduction

Culture plays a fundamental role in shaping the life of a school, providing the foundation 
for the shared history, beliefs, and values among staff, students, and the broader community. 
It is visible through external indicators, such as the school’s climate, environment, behaviors, 
rules, and uniforms. However, the deeper elements of school culture—such as heroes, rituals, 
stories, values, language, assumptions, and norms—are less visible yet crucial in defining the 
character of the institution (Peterson and Deal, 2009; Schein, 2004; Weick and Sutcliffe, 2007).

The relationship between leadership and school culture is central to both internal 
development and the broader influence of the school on its community. As Bush (2021) 
highlights, leadership and culture are intertwined and can vary significantly depending on the 
social and cultural context. Leadership practices are influenced by social norms, which in turn, 
shape how leadership is enacted within schools. For instance, hierarchical leadership structures 
in countries like China and Saudi  Arabia contrast sharply with more collaborative and 
inclusive approaches in countries like the USA and Finland. This diversity in leadership 
practices underscores the importance of cultural responsiveness in school leadership, 
particularly in fostering an inclusive and effective school culture.

In this context, this study adopts grounded theory as its research methodology, applying a 
combination of Charmaz’s constructivist grounded theory (2006) and Corbin and Strauss’s 
grounded theory approach (2014), which allows for a deeper understanding of the less visible 
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aspects and indicators of school leadership. Grounded theory has become 
increasingly prominent in qualitative research, particularly in 
management and education, as a way to uncover patterns and dynamics 
that are often overlooked. Scholars like Maharani (2021), Makri and 
Neely (2021), and Stough and Lee (2021) have explored the evolution and 
application of grounded theory, highlighting its flexibility and adaptability 
across different research contexts. Maharani (2021) compares two 
approaches to data analysis within grounded theory: Glaser’s flexible, 
researcher-led method and Strauss’s more structured process. Makri and 
Neely (2021) note that while grounded theory is widely used, its 
application in management studies remains underexplored. Meanwhile, 
Stough and Lee (2021) emphasize its growing use in educational research, 
particularly with the rise of alternative approaches, such as Charmaz’s 
constructivist grounded theory, which can be tailored to various research 
settings (Apramian et al., 2016).

This research aims to address key issues in school culture and 
leadership. Specifically, the study has two main objectives: first, to 
identify the indicators that distinguish schools with positive cultures 
from those with negative cultures; and second, to examine possible 
perceptual differences between teachers and principals regarding the 
culture of their schools. These objectives will guide the investigation 
into the complexities of school culture and the pivotal role leadership 
plays in shaping and sustaining it.

Conceptual framework/theory

The landscape of educational leadership is shaped by the interplay 
between principals, teachers, and the broader school culture. Research 
has increasingly focused on how these elements contribute to school 
effectiveness, accountability, and student achievement. The role of 
school culture in shaping educational environments is crucial for 
fostering effective learning and collaboration among students and 
staff. According to Peterson and Deal (2009), school culture consists 
of unwritten rules, symbols, traditions, and shared language that 
create an “underground river” of values and norms, which profoundly 
influence daily interactions and experiences within the school. Schein 
(2004) emphasizes that culture is built upon shared assumptions, 
beliefs, and values that define an organization’s identity and goals. 
Dongjiao (2022) defines it as the system culture of a school, referring 
to the organizational structure, rules, regulations, and management 
culture that are shaped through the implementation of the school’s 
spiritual culture. This system culture determines which actions should 
be  encouraged, helps disseminate the school’s value system, and 
regulates the behavior of teachers, students, and staff.

Schein identifies three levels of culture: visible artifacts, espoused 
beliefs and values, and unconscious underlying assumptions, 
emphasizing that leaders must understand these deeper cultural layers 
to lead effectively. Aspin (2005) defines values as shared standards of 
behavior, while beliefs are deeply held cognitive views about truth and 
identity, which are difficult to change. Peterson and Deal (2009) 
suggest that in schools, values guide decision-making, while beliefs 
shape attitudes towards teaching and learning, both of which can 
be  resistant to change. Weick and Sutcliffe (2007) describe an 
“informed culture” as one that aligns with a community’s values and 
beliefs, fostering reflection and thoughtful decision-making.

The studies by Chiang et al. (2016), Harris (2009), and Jabonillo 
(2022) offer diverse perspectives on the relationship between 

leadership, school effectiveness, and the roles of principals. Harris 
(2009) emphasizes the importance of evaluating teacher contributions 
to educational policies and student achievement, arguing that teacher 
involvement in decision making is crucial for school success. In 
contrast, Chiang et al. (2016) question the utility of school effectiveness 
as a metric for assessing principal performance, highlighting that 
school value-added models do not reliably predict principal value-
added. Similarly, Jabonillo (2022) explores the connection between 
leadership and school culture, noting that while leadership influences 
school culture, there is no significant relationship between school 
culture and school effectiveness.

Diverse studies have highlighted the central role of principals in 
fostering collaboration, school culture, and teacher development, 
though they approach these concepts in different ways (Çoban et al., 
2023; DeMatthews, 2014; Gumuseli and Eryilmaz, 2011; Jabonillo, 
2022; Karadağ et al., 2020; Sahlin, 2022, Turan and Bektas, 2013). 
Gumuseli and Eryilmaz (2011) emphasize the principal’s role in 
promoting professional learning communities (PLCs) to enhance 
school quality, a view supported by DeMatthews (2014), who 
advocates for distributed leadership to empower teachers through 
PLCs, thereby fostering collaboration and improving student 
achievement. Karadağ et al. (2020) expand on this by examining the 
role of spiritual leadership and school culture, concluding that both 
factors positively influence academic performance. This perspective is 
aligned with Turan and Bektas (2013), who find a significant 
relationship between leadership practices—such as vision creation and 
personnel encouragement—and school culture. Sahlin (2022) 
similarly underscores the importance of principals in leading school 
improvement through active participation and clear direction. Lastly, 
Çoban et al. (2023) emphasize the importance of building trust with 
teachers and prioritizing instruction to foster collaboration and 
enhance self-efficacy. Collectively, these studies illustrate the 
multifaceted role of leadership in shaping a positive school 
environment, with a shared emphasis on leadership’s role in promoting 
collaboration, school culture, and teacher effectiveness.

Allton (1994) posits that principals serve as cultural leaders, akin 
to artists who shape the identity of their schools. This perspective 
underscores the essential role of school leaders in actively fostering a 
positive culture that enhances instructional effectiveness. In this 
context, Johnson et al. (1996) expand on the concept of school culture 
by introducing the idea of school work culture, which refers to the 
collective work patterns within a school. They argue that productive 
organizations are driven by shared goals and collaborative efforts, 
reinforcing the notion that a strong school culture enhances overall 
effectiveness and productivity. Building on this, Gaziel (1997) 
emphasizes the crucial role of school culture, particularly in 
institutions serving disadvantaged students, where a commitment to 
continuous improvement, staff dedication, and clear policies can 
significantly enhance performance. Phelps (2008) further enriches this 
discussion by advocating for the cultivation of teacher leadership, 
arguing that empowering educators to assume leadership roles fosters 
a collaborative environment that benefits both teachers and students. 
This innovative approach to school improvement underscores the 
interconnectedness of effective leadership and a supportive culture, as 
highlighted by Atkinson (2000), who asserts that meaningful progress 
cannot rely solely on individual talent. Instead, he advocates for a 
dedicated and collaborative team effort to create a thriving 
school environment.
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Friedman (1991) and Fullan (1995) emphasize the critical role of 
school culture in fostering teacher well-being and effectiveness. 
Friedman explores how a supportive environment, in which teachers 
are recognized as professionals, can significantly reduce burnout, 
ultimately enhancing their engagement and performance. Similarly, 
Fullan advocates for continuous learning among educators, arguing 
that a culture prioritizing academic achievement and teamwork is 
essential for sustained improvement. He cautions against the isolation 
of the “lonely martyr” teacher, emphasizing that collaboration and 
support among educators are crucial for long-term success. 
Complementing these ideas, Killion (2006) discusses how a positive 
school culture can enhance teachers’ willingness to engage in 
collaborative professional learning. She argues that transforming 
traditional professional development into collaborative practices 
increases both teacher and student learning time, highlighting the 
reciprocal relationship between school culture and 
professional development.

Organizational culture plays a fundamental role in shaping 
identity and behavior. Schein (1990, 2004) highlights that shared 
assumptions and values significantly influence organizational actions. 
Derr et al. (2002) examine the impact of national culture on leadership 
development, asserting that cultural values, norms, and artifacts are 
pivotal in shaping leadership practices. They emphasize the 
importance of culturally responsive leadership that accounts for 
diverse contexts, a principle essential for educators navigating the 
complexities of school environments. March and Weil (2005) argue 
that fostering mutual trust and delegation is critical for enhancing 
individual commitment to organizational goals. Additionally, Weick 
and Sutcliffe (2007) stress the necessity of resilience amid uncertainty, 
advocating for a culture that prioritizes open communication and 
encourages error reporting to improve organizational performance. 
Teasley (2016) underscores the vital role of leadership and 
collaboration in cultivating a positive school culture. He also explores 
the dual effects of school culture—both positive and negative—on 
effectiveness, morale, and student learning potential, emphasizing the 
need for a deliberate approach to create a supportive and collaborative 
environment essential for educational success.

Recent studies also emphasize the importance of leadership in 
fostering a creative and innovative educational environment. 
Shamasneh (2022) emphasizes the role of motivational leadership in 
enhancing creativity among teachers. The study shows that effective 
leadership practices can significantly improve teacher motivation, 
contributing to the development of a culture of innovation. This 
finding aligns with Pažur et al. (2020), who discuss the correlation 
between democratic school leadership and democratic school culture. 
Principals who practice democratic leadership contribute significantly 
to fostering a culture that nurtures creativity and teacher engagement, 
ultimately enhancing student learning. Additionally, Mutohar et al. 
(2021), found that principal leadership behavior, teacher role models, 
and a positive school culture are essential in shaping student character 
and preparing students to adapt to a globalized world. These elements 
of leadership and culture align with findings from Nelianti Fitria and 
Puspita (2021) observed that principal leadership and school work 
culture directly influence teacher professionalism, with both factors 
contributing to an environment that promotes teacher growth 
and performance.

The role of transformational leadership in fostering organizational 
learning and school culture has also been highlighted by Kızıloğlu 

(2021). His study indicates that transformational leadership, when 
supported by a positive organizational culture, can significantly 
improve learning outcomes. The importance of leadership styles is 
further supported by Gyimah (2020), who found that transformational, 
transactional, and instructional leadership styles positively impact 
both school culture and performance. These studies reinforce the idea 
that leadership styles directly influence the quality of school culture 
and, in turn, contribute to improved school performance. Finally, 
Zepeda et al. (2022) highlight the significance of teacher voice in 
shaping school culture. By fostering an environment where teachers 
feel empowered to share their ideas, schools can create a culture of 
continuous improvement. Teacher agency, rooted in trust and respect, 
enables teachers to contribute meaningfully to school development.

Methodology

Participants

The participants in this study include a total of 149 individuals 
across three phases. The first phase involved 12 school leaders 
(N = 12), comprising 8 principals and 4 vice-principals from 9-year-
old schools in the Durrës district. The second phase included 137 
teachers (N = 137) from various departments including science, 
social, and elementary education subjects. In the third phase, an 
observation was conducted involving both teachers and principals 
from the five selected schools, coded Sa, Sc, Sd, Se, and Sm.

Instruments

Data were collected through a combination of unstructured 
interviews, semi-structured interviews, and surveys. In the first phase, 
unstructured interviews with the school leaders focused on indicators 
of school culture, including celebrations, stories, common sayings, 
taboos, rituals, ways of rewarding, communications, and events, as 
outlined by Stoll (1999). In the second phase, semi-structured 
interviews were adapted from the “School Leader’s Tool for Assessing 
and Improving School Culture” (Wagner, 2006) and focused on 
aspects such as Professional Collaboration, Affiliative Collegiality, and 
Self-Determination/Efficacy. These interviews included a mix of 
closed and open-ended questions. In the third phase, a manual 
observation tool was utilized, where teacher-observers manually 
recorded words and phrases frequently expressed by the principals 
and teachers in the selected schools.

Data collection procedures

The data collection was carried out in three distinct steps:

 1 Unstructured Interviews with School Leaders: Preliminary data 
were gathered through unstructured interviews with 12 school 
leaders. The data were transcribed and coded using open, axial, 
and selective coding.

 2 Semi-Structured Interviews with Teachers: In the second 
phase, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 137 
teachers across various subject areas. These interviews used 
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TABLE 1 Data coding according to open coding, axial coding, and selective coding.

Main Category
Selective coding

Subcategory
Axial coding

Positive Culture
Open coding

Negative Culture
Open coding

Promotion of achievements and 

motivation

Staff achievements - Evidence of successes in meetings

- Celebration of success - Analysis of failures in 

constructive debate

- Lack of promotion of achievements

- Blaming staff for non-achievement

Teacher motivation - Rewards for achievements

- Evaluation of teachers’ work by results - 

Opportunities for professional development

- Lack of evaluation of achievements

- Lack of incentives

Motivating students - Fun activities

- Rewards and certificates - Praise for good 

behavior

- Students’ results at the end of the year

- The best students receive a certificate of 

appreciation

Cooperation and joint initiatives Meetings and discussions - Meetings after hours to discuss issues

- Discussions on the topics of the day

- Lack of active participation

- Avoidance of common problems

Joint projects - Shared ideas and projects by teachers

- Cooperation with the Student Government

- Forced participation

- Teachers’ passivity

Connecting with the community - Cooperation with community personalities

- Joint events and activities

- Lack of connection with the community; 

formalism in relationships

Management of rules and norms Rules and norms - Awareness of the implementation of the rules

- Wearing the uniform - Banning the use of 

mobile phones

- Penalties for non-compliance

- Tension in the work environment

Respect and citizenship - Prohibition of bullying

- Measures for ethical violations

- Lack of respect between staff and students

Integration of new teachers - Welcoming newly appointed teachers

- Helping staff

- Rivalry between new and old teachers

Promotion of values and 

tradition

Success story - Remembering and promoting the values and 

successes of the school; organizing celebratory 

activities

- Lack of connection with the community; 

inactivity in activities

Preservation of school values - Cultural and artistic activities that strengthen 

the school’s identity; engagement of former 

students in traditional events

- Lack of active involvement; avoiding 

emphasizing cultural values

both closed and open-ended questions to explore key aspects 
of school culture. Data collection occurred over a period of 
3 months, with interviews distributed and collected according 
to school codes (Sa, Sb, Sc, Sd, Se, Sf, Sm, Sn).

 3 Observation in Selected Schools: In the final phase of the study, 
observations were conducted in five schools (coded Sa, Sc, Sd, 
Se, and Sm) over a period of 2 months. The schools were 
selected based on three key criteria: (1) location (ensuring a 
balance between central, suburban, and rural schools), (2) 
average score results (with schools classified as low, medium, 
or high, based on collected data; see Table 2), and (3) issues 
identified during interviews with teachers. The observations 
were carried out by 3–4 teachers per school, minimizing the 
subjectivity of the observer. These teacher-observers were 
thoroughly trained in ethical guidelines and research 
procedures, which included informed consent, confidentiality, 
and respect for participants’ privacy. Additionally, they were 
briefed on the importance of impartiality and how to conduct 
observations in a way that ensures no harm or bias. Finally, 

discussions were held with each observer to clarify their notes 
and gain deeper insights into their perceptions of the overall 
observation process.

Data analysis procedures

Data analysis was conducted through grounded theory 
methodology, using the processes of open coding, axial coding, and 
selective coding (Corbin and Strauss, 2014). The analysis followed a 
cyclical and continuous process, beginning with the initial coding of 
interview data and expanding as more data were gathered from 
teachers (Glaser and Strauss, 2017) and through observations 
(Charmaz, 2006). Constant comparisons were made between concepts 
related to school culture, allowing for the development of narratives 
and theories on positive versus negative school cultures. Triangulation 
and data validation were also integral to the analysis, ensuring the 
robustness of the findings and the creation of a theory on 
school culture.
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Findings and discussion

Perceptions of school leaders on school 
culture (research step 1)

The analysis of school leaders’ transcripts revealed 26 distinct 
codes that captured both positive and negative aspects of school 
culture. These codes were organized into 11 subcategories and 4 core 
categories: promotion of achievements and motivation; collaboration 
and joint initiatives; management of rules and norms; and promotion 
of values and traditions, as summarized in Table 1. The distinction 
between positive and negative school culture was based on criteria 
such as the presence or absence of supportive leadership behaviors, 
recognition of achievements, opportunities for collaboration, clarity 
and fairness in the enforcement of rules and norms, and the alignment 
of shared values and traditions. In a positive school culture, leaders 
create a motivational environment where both staff and students feel 
valued and supported, consistent with the principles of 
transformational leadership. Effective principals inspire, motivate, and 
provide individualized support to their teams, fostering professional 
growth and achievement (Engels et  al., 2008). This focus on 
recognition, achievement, and ongoing professional development 
nurtures a thriving academic atmosphere. For instance, principals 
who recognize staff and student successes through ceremonies, 
awards, and incentives help create a positive climate that boosts 
morale and drives high performance (Habegger, 2008; McChesney 
and Cross, 2023). These behaviors align with the school’s vision, 
setting high academic standards and cultivating a shared commitment 
to growth (Jerald, 2006; Lee and Louis, 2019). While the promotion of 
achievements and motivation is an essential aspect of a positive school 
culture, collaboration and joint initiatives, management of rules and 
norms, and the promotion of values and traditions are equally crucial 
in distinguishing positive school cultures from negative ones. In 
contrast, negative school cultures often lack these leadership practices 
and structural support, which leads to disengagement and 
disconnection within the school community (Verma, 2021). A 
misalignment between actions, values, and traditions can hinder a 

school’s ability to improve student outcomes, as observed in 
environments where trust, collaboration, and professional 
development are minimal, leading to stagnation and low motivation 
(Jerald, 2006).

The following table provides a detailed overview of the identified 
categories and subcategories, illustrating key themes related to school 
culture based on principals’ perceptions.

Building on the selective coding analysis, which identified these 
key dimensions of school culture, the following discussion provides a 
deeper exploration of how these core categories contribute to shaping 
a positive or negative school environment:

Promotion of achievements and motivation

In a positive school culture, achievements of staff and students are 
consistently recognized and celebrated. The school leadership actively 
highlights successes in meetings, fostering a sense of pride and 
motivation among teachers. For instance, motivational ceremonies, 
awards, and modest financial incentives for students encourage a 
thriving academic environment. Willower (1984) supports this by 
emphasizing the significance of shared values and goals in promoting 
a culture of excellence. Generative dialogue within organizations 
promotes inclusivity and mindfulness, helping leaders foster a unified 
narrative that supports an inclusive culture (Wasserman et al., 2008). 
Conversely, a negative culture is characterized by a lack of recognition 
and support for achievements. Here, the leadership adopts a more 
transactional approach, implying that staff are expected to fulfill their 
duties without acknowledgment of their efforts. This atmosphere may 
lead to resentment and disengagement among both teachers and 
students, ultimately undermining motivation (Gaziel, 1997).

Collaboration and joint initiatives

Effective principals encourage collaboration through regular 
meetings and discussions about challenges and ideas. Allton (1994) 

TABLE 2 Average scores for collaboration, affiliative collegiality, and self-determination.

Question Sa Sb Sc Sd Se Sf Sm Sn

M M M M M M M M

Q1: How often do teachers discuss instructional strategies and 

curriculum issues? 1.7 2.8 3.6 1.9 3.3 3.0 3.6 2.7

Q2: How often are teachers involved in decision-making? 1.9 3.1 3.7 1.7 3.4 2.9 3.4 2.6

Q3: How often do you feel you work as a team? 2.0 3.2 3.5 1.6 3.1 2.8 3.4 2.8

Q4: How often do you share success stories related to the school’s 

values? 2.3 3.2 3.9 1.4 3.5 2.8 3.5 2.5

Q5: How often do meetings occur outside of school among teachers? 2.1 3.3 3.9 1.7 3.2 3.0 3.5 3.1

Q6: How often are new ideas supported in your school? 2.5 3.0 3.6 1.7 3.0 2.7 3.6 3.0

Q7: How often do you feel interdependent and valued by your 

colleagues? 1.8 2.6 3.6 1.6 3.1 2.4 3.8 2.9

Q8: How often are new ideas encouraged for solving problems? 2.1 3.1 3.8 1.5 3.1 2.4 3.9 2.6

Q9: How often do you feel content about your work experience at this 

school? 2.1 3.3 3.6 1.6 3.2 3.1 3.4 3.1
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highlights that principals act as cultural leaders, fostering 
environments that promote collective problem-solving. Engaging in 
joint projects with teachers and the student government further 
enhances collaboration and ownership over school initiatives, 
contributing to a sense of community. By being authentic and 
strategically using personal experiences, principals help cultivate a 
trustworthy and supportive atmosphere (Wasserman et al., 2008). In 
contrast, negative cultures often exhibit a lack of initiative and 
collaboration. Teachers may isolate themselves, leading to finger-
pointing regarding student outcomes. This environment stifles 
innovation and prevents the sharing of best practices, resulting in 
stagnation (Rhodes et  al., 2011). By using “defense mechanisms” 
(Argyris, 2000, 2004), teachers maintain two different “theories of 
action” regarding effective behavior: what they advocate for and what 
they actually use. If this process persists over time, boundaries can 
transform into obstacles, and what begins as protection can evolve 
into isolation (Freiberg, 1999).

Management of rules and norms

A positive culture thrives on clearly communicated norms and 
rules that are collaboratively established and enforced. This approach 
fosters respect and accountability among staff and students. Willower 
(1984) suggests that creating structures that support professional 
learning can enhance adherence to norms, promoting a safe and 
productive educational atmosphere. In a negative school culture, rules 
may be enforced rigidly without input from the school community, 
leading to resentment and noncompliance. This can manifest in 
students feeling alienated and disengaged from the school 
environment. The lack of supportive leadership can result in 
disciplinary measures being seen as punitive rather than constructive 
(Opdenakker and Van Damme, 2007).

Promotion of values and traditions

A thriving school culture is rooted in shared values and traditions 
that celebrate community and inclusivity (Peterson and Deal, 2009; 
Schein, 2004). Schools that emphasize cultural heritage and collective 
achievements foster a sense of belonging among students and staff. 
Paradise and Robles (2016) highlight the importance of integrating 
community values into daily school life, promoting a cohesive 
educational environment. In contrast, a negative culture often 
overlooks the significance of shared values and traditions, leading to 
fragmentation within the school community. Without a cohesive 
identity, students and staff may feel disconnected from the school’s 
mission, resulting in lower engagement and commitment (Shaw and 
Reyes, 1992).

Positive school culture compared to 
negative culture according to teachers’ 
perception (research step 2)

The average scores in Table 2 were calculated by averaging the 
responses from teachers across the 9 questions. These scores, 
categorized by school type (urban: Sa, Sb, Sc; rural: Sd, Sm, Sn; 

suburban: Sf, Se), reflect behaviors and perceptions related to 
collaboration, collegiality, and self-determination within each school 
culture. The scale ranges from 1 (never) to 5 (always), capturing 
variations in how often teachers engage in activities such as discussing 
instructional strategies, sharing successes, participating in decision-
making, and fostering a team-oriented environment.

These scores provide insight into the level of engagement and 
satisfaction within each school, reflecting teachers’ perceptions of 
their work environment. Higher average scores indicate a positive 
culture marked by collaboration, trust, and shared success, while 
lower scores suggest negative aspects, such as poor communication, 
lack of collaboration, and low morale.

Exploring variations in school culture: 
insights from high and low scoring schools

Based on the average scores, we conclude that Schools Sc and Sm 
exhibit high levels of cooperation and respect, indicating a positive 
school culture and strong teacher commitment. These schools 
consistently score highly on key questions, such as Q4 (sharing success 
stories), with Sc (M = 3.9) and Sm (M = 3.5), and Q5 (meetings 
outside of school), with Sc (M = 3.9) and Sm (M = 3.5). The informal 
sharing of stories, achievements, and experiences plays a critical role 
in reinforcing school values and norms, contributing to a cohesive 
work environment (Kotter, 1996). By studying the behaviors and 
manners of school members, along with relevant activities and 
ceremonies, we can better understand the school’s overall behavioral 
culture (Dongjiao, 2022). Q7, which measures teachers’ perceptions 
of interdependence and feeling valued, scores particularly high in Sm 
(M = 3.8) and Sc (M = 3.6), reflecting strong collegial relationships 
and a shared sense of purpose. In these schools, teachers are more 
likely to feel supported by their peers, creating a positive atmosphere 
conducive to collaboration (Lee and Louis, 2019; Sahlin, 2022). Q8 
(encouraging new ideas for problem-solving) also reflects this trend, 
with Sm and Sc scoring M = 3.9 and M = 3.8, respectively. This 
suggests that innovation and a willingness to embrace change are 
actively encouraged, further reinforcing a positive, forward-thinking 
culture. Teachers’ own beliefs and attitudes toward professional 
learning and development influence how they engage with and 
implement new ideas in their teaching (McChesney and Cross, 2023). 
Higher-scoring schools typically demonstrate stronger communal ties 
and a more collaborative culture, which are essential for fostering staff 
commitment (Peterson and Deal, 2009).

In contrast, Schools Sd and Sa show lower scores on several key 
questions, particularly Q1 (discussing instructional strategies), with 
Sa (M = 1.7) and Sd (M = 1.9), and Q4 (sharing success stories), with 
Sa (M = 2.3) and Sd (M = 1.4). These lower values indicate limited 
collaboration, minimal engagement in decision-making, and a lack of 
experience-sharing, suggesting a more hierarchical and less dynamic 
culture (Verma, 2021). Additionally, Q7 scores are particularly low in 
both Sa (M = 1.8) and Sd (M = 1.6), suggesting that teachers in these 
schools may not feel valued or supported by their colleagues. This lack 
of interdependence could hinder professional growth and contribute 
to feelings of isolation. Q8 also shows lower engagement in Sa 
(M = 2.1) and Sd (M = 1.5), indicating that these schools may be less 
open to new ideas and collaborative problem-solving, which can limit 
their ability to adapt and innovate. In these schools, teachers may 
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struggle to feel valued or supported, hindering their professional 
growth and commitment. Moreover, the absence of regular 
engagement in sharing successes or solving problems collaboratively 
can reinforce a rigid, hierarchical structure, limiting adaptability and 
growth. This stagnant culture restricts meaningful collaboration, 
ultimately reducing overall school effectiveness (Peterson and 
Deal, 2009).

Exploring core categories from teacher 
responses to open-ended questions

Based on the transcripts obtained from the open-ended interview 
questions, the data were analyzed using open coding, axial coding, and 
selective coding. This process resulted in the creation of 48 codes, 16 
subcategories, and 4 main categories: Environment and Collaboration; 
Leadership Style; Development Opportunities; Activities 
and Celebrations.

Environment and collaboration

Positive Culture (schools Sc and Sm): There is a strong sense of 
support and collaboration among teachers, with constructive criticism 
for improvement (school Sc). Teachers feel like they are part of a 
family and work closely with the local community, promoting values 
and traditions (school Sm).

Teachers reported:

“In school, there is hard work and strong collaboration; criticism 
for improving work is natural in meetings with groups of teachers, 
according to departments.” (Teacher 11, Sc).

“Every teacher at the school has found support from the staff and 
the school directorate during difficult moments (not only in their 
work but also in cases of illness or family tragedies).” 
(Teacher 8, Sc).

“We feel like we are in a family, where everyone shares everything 
with each other.” (Teacher 5, Sm)

“Teachers coming from the city appreciate and collaborate 
closely with the teachers and the local community.” (Teacher 
10, Sm).

Negative Culture (school Sa and Sd): There is a lack of discussion 
and collective decision-making; teachers focus on their personal 
problems and do not feel encouraged to contribute more (School Sd). 
There is a lack of clarity in guidance and involvement in decision-
making; teachers feel disengaged (school Sa).

Teachers’ reported:

“The requests are often unclear, and meetings frequently end with 
a lack of clarity regarding what is required concerning orders and 
directives from above.” (Teacher 20, Sa).

“Teachers do not have the opportunity to discuss; we  simply 
accept what the school directorate decides.” (Teacher 14, Sa).

“Each teacher looks at their own work and family problems.” 
(Teacher 4, Sd).

“We gather together, but we  discuss school issues very little.” 
(Teacher 8, Sd).

“The decisions of the school are made by the school directorate.” 
(Teacher 4, Sa).

Chong and Kong (2012) and Willower (1984) both highlight the 
importance of balancing teacher autonomy with collaborative 
practices to enhance instructional effectiveness. In schools Sc and Sm, 
the establishment of formal learning communities allowed teachers to 
collaborate and share best practices, directly reflecting Willower’s 
concept of fostering ongoing collaboration. Interviewees reported that 
this environment boosted their confidence and efficacy. In contrast, 
schools Sa and Sd had more hierarchical structures that limited 
teacher autonomy, corroborating Meier’s (2012) findings that 
collaborative environments are crucial for effective instruction.

Activities and celebrations

Positive Culture (schools Sc and Sm): Activities and celebrations 
provide opportunities for socializing among teachers (school Sc). 
Organizing celebrations in collaboration with the community is a 
tradition (school Sm).

Teachers reported:

“It is a tradition of the school that year-end celebrations are held 
with the community.” (Teacher 10, Sc).

“Activities such as greening the environment, culinary events 
promoting local dishes, and showcasing traditional Albanian 
clothing on national holidays have become a school tradition.” 
(Teacher 7, Sc).

“Despite work debates, in our free time or after classes, on regular 
days or even on holidays, we gather in each other’s company, 
celebrating birthdays or personal events.” (Teacher 14, Sm).

Negative Culture (schools Sa and Sd): Teachers have a limited role 
in organizing activities, leading to a division of responsibilities (school 
Sa). School activities are lacking, and student interest is low (school Sd).

Teachers reported:

“Activities are lacking in the school. There are absences of students 
in the classrooms.” (Teacher 1, Sd).

“Students are not interested in learning.” (Teacher 9, Sd).

“The staff ’s opinions are only considered for excursions or festive 
events, but not for other school initiatives.” (Teacher 3, Sa).

When the principal highlights general values of symbolic 
importance, it enables teachers to frame their activities in relation to 
socially significant human goals and to connect their daily work to 
educational values. This awareness of values is a hallmark of a school 
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culture that supports improvement (Willower, 1984). “Without 
ceremonies, traditions, and rituals, we could easily lose our way amid 
the complexity of everyday life at work” (Peterson and Deal, 
2009: 39).

Leadership style

Positive Culture (schools Sc and Sm): The leader is 
inspirational and values the work of the staff (school Sc). The 
leader knows the community well, creating a supportive 
environment (school Sm).

Teachers’ reported:

“It is a pleasure to work in an environment where hard work and 
achievements are valued.” (Teacher 13, Sc).

“There is much to learn from an experienced leader who is 
professional, a good listener, and a visionary.” (Teacher 3, Sc).

“The principal is an inspiring role model.” (Teacher 1, Sc).

“Every teacher at the school has found support from the principal.” 
(Teacher 7, Sm).

“The principal is from this area and knows the community’s 
mindset well.” (Teacher 3, Sm).

“The principal is a strong advocate regarding work and a special 
friend, gentle and supportive at the same time.” (Teacher 
12, Sm).

According to Cohen (2010), the most significant motivational 
factors include working with respected individuals, engaging in 
interesting tasks, receiving recognition for good work, having 
opportunities to develop skills, and collaborating with individuals 
who listen to ideas for the benefit of the work.

Negative Culture (schools Sa and Sd): Leadership is authoritarian 
and critical, providing insufficient support for development (Sa). 
The leader is liberal, resulting in a lack of engagement and 
planning (Sd).

Teachers’ reported:

“The principal is liberal, and the annual plan is formal.” 
(Teacher 5, Sd).

“Changes or new findings are not communicated.” (Teacher 
13, Sa).

“We are unclear about the requests and tasks.” (Teacher 21, Sa).

“The vice principal creates obstacles for integrated teaching 
lessons and does not accept discussions.” (Teacher 17, Sa).

“Both new and old teachers face a leader who only criticizes and 
does not offer support.” (Teacher 7, Sd).

Leaders must balance authority and approachability, as excessive 
power may lead to tyranny, while too little can appear weak (March and 
Weil, 2005). When a leader views direction, directives, and control as 
the most effective methods for managing an institution or community, 
they are essentially rejecting the idea of empowerment (Block, 1987).

Opportunities for development

Positive Culture (schools Sc and Sm): Staff engage in meetings for 
improvement (school Sc). Help and experience sharing are present 
(school Sm).

Teachers’ reported:

“The leader shares her work experience as a methodologist and 
teacher with the staff.” (Teacher 11, Sm).

“The principal values and encourages every school project and 
initiative.” (Teacher 8, Sm).

“The department heads coordinates the work.” (Teacher 2, Sc).

“We observe each other’s classes, especially for specific topics.” 
(Teacher 11, Sm).

“We participate in training sessions both inside and outside the 
school.” (Teacher 6, Sc).

Negative Culture (schools Sa and d): There is a lack of efficiency 
in professional development and no constructive discussions (school 
Sa). Development is formal and lacks real impact (school Sd). 
Teachers’ reported:

“Professional development is fictional.” (Teacher 3, Sd).

“No one discusses or debates the open teaching classes.” (Teacher 
15, Sa).

“We are not trained for the needs we have.” (Teacher 6, Sd).

“New teachers are incompetent and do not want to work.” 
(Teacher 2, Sa).

“Open classes are held twice a year, and they are formal.” 
(Teacher 7, Sd).

“We are tired of worthless things.” (Teacher 2, Sd).

“When I came to this school, no one helped me.” (Teacher 1, Sa).

“We are not included in projects.” (Teacher 8, Sa) and (Teacher 
10, Sd).

These findings resonate with Sergiovanni’s perspective that school 
culture is shaped more by shared values than by management controls. 
The significance of socialization and share activities in fostering a 
strong school culture is underscored by Nonaka et al. (2001), who 
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highlight that shared experiences can enhance tacit knowledge and 
collective efficacy. In conclusion, Schools Sc and Sm demonstrate high 
indicators of professional collaboration, collegiality, and self-
determination compared to Schools Sd and Sa. This difference may 
stem from teachers being more responsive to shared values and norms 
than to management controls (Sergiovanni, 2001). A positive culture 
builds commitment (Peterson and Deal, 2009), and informal meetings 
and storytelling enhance connections among students, influencing 
behavior norms and shared values. Consequently, school culture 
becomes powerful because these interactions occur naturally and 
without conscious intention, making it difficult to challenge or 
question (Kotter, 1996).

Values/beliefs/attitudes of principal and 
teacher based on 2 months observations

The observations from the four schools reveal a distinct 
correlation between the values and beliefs held by principals and the 
resulting attitudes of teachers. Each principal’s approach creates a 
unique environment that affects teacher morale, engagement, and 
ultimately student success.

At school Sa (Urban), the principal’s values center on authority and 
compliance. Phrases like “I know this” and “It will be done as I say” 
illustrate a belief in a top-down approach that stifles collaboration. 
This leads to teacher frustration, as reflected in statements like 
“Students are not like they used to be” and “We’re wasting our time.” 
The overall atmosphere is one of disengagement, highlighting the need 
for improved communication and support. In contrast, school Sc 
(Urban) showcases a principal who values collaboration and open 
dialogue. The principal’s encouragement of discussion is evident in 
phrases such as “How do you see this?” and “Let us meet to discuss.” 
This fosters a belief in the importance of diverse perspectives and 
maintaining the school’s reputation. Teachers echo this collaborative 
spirit with statements like “Let us help the students” and “I can help,” 
creating a positive attitude that promotes engagement and proactive 
involvement. School Sd (Rural) presents a different picture, with the 
principal’s values rooted in control and urgency. Phrases like “Come 
on, move!” and “I want it done today!” reflect a belief in strict 
accountability, which cultivates a punitive attitude. Teachers express 
disillusionment, stating, “Our work no longer has value” and “These 
are pointless tasks.” The overall environment is negative, indicating an 
urgent need for a shift toward more supportive leadership. Conversely, 
in school Sm (Rural), the principal embodies an optimistic and 
collaborative leadership style. Phrases such as “Nothing is impossible” 
and “Let us do it together” highlight values of teamwork and support. 
This belief fosters an attitude of encouragement, with teachers 
expressing sentiments like “I was pleased with the students’ 
preparation” and “Let us celebrate the children’s achievements.” The 
result is a vibrant and engaging atmosphere that values community 
and recognizes accomplishments.

The following table highlights the most frequently noted phrases 
from each school, illustrating the stark contrasts in principal and 
teacher attitudes (Table 3).

From these observations, it is evident that values and beliefs 
significantly influence the attitudes of both principals and teachers. A 
collaborative and supportive leadership style fosters engagement and 

satisfaction, while authoritarian and punitive approaches can lead to 
disengagement and disillusionment. Thus, the nature of leadership is 
crucial in creating a thriving educational community. In conclusion, 
schools where principals adopt an authoritarian style, such as Sa 
(Urban) and Sd (Rural), tend to exhibit a culture marked by 
disengagement and dissatisfaction among teachers. The focus on 
compliance and control creates an environment where teachers feel 
undervalued and disillusioned, ultimately hindering their motivation 
and effectiveness. Conversely, in schools like Sc (Urban) and Sm 
(Rural), where principals embrace collaborative and supportive 
leadership styles, the school culture thrives. Open communication and 
a shared sense of purpose foster engagement and satisfaction among 
teachers, resulting in a positive atmosphere that benefits both 
educators and students. This analysis underscores the importance of 
leadership in shaping school culture, as “leadership and culture are two 
sides of the same coin” (Schein, 2004, p. 10).

Conclusion

Based on data triangulation from principal-teacher interviews and 
a two-month observation, the findings suggest that in schools with a 
positive culture, there are fewer perceptual differences between 
principals and teachers. This is because these schools are perceived as 
familiar environments where both parties contribute jointly to shared 
values and achievements. In these schools, rituals, holidays, 
entertainment, ceremonies, healthy debates, and open communication 
help foster an environment where relationships are both supportive 
and collaborative (Denning, 2004; Peterson and Deal, 2009; 
Stolp, 1996).

In contrast, in schools with a negative culture, perceptual 
differences arise between the leaders and teachers. Leaders tend to see 
their role as one focused on accountability, structure, rigid planning, 
and enforcement of rules, while teachers view their leaders as distant, 
unable to solve their problems, and somewhat one-dimensional in 
their approach. This disparity in perception often results in defensive 
mechanisms (Argyris, 1995), which hinder open communication 
and trust.

The analysis also highlights that professional collaboration, 
affiliative collegiality, and self-determination are more prominently 
observed in schools with a positive culture. A truly positive school 
culture extends beyond mere discipline and involves shared values and 
norms that unite the community toward common goals (Craig, 2006; 
Dongjiao, 2022). In such schools, the role of the leader is crucial in 
promoting collaboration (Engels et al., 2008), involving the “teacher 
voice” (Zepeda et  al., 2022) in decision-making processes, and 
fostering an environment where healthy debates and accountability 
occur, without resulting in quarrels or divisions between teachers.

Moreover, in schools with a positive culture, it is evident that the 
leader is supportive and kind to the staff regarding their personal and 
family problems, as much as he  is demanding, stimulating and 
motivating at work. These schools also tend to promote national and 
local traditions, which reinforces a sense of community among both 
teachers and students.

While the findings indicate strong indicators of positive culture in 
urban and rural schools, it is important to approach the assertion that 
positive school culture is independent of demographic indicators with 
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caution. The current study’s design does not provide conclusive evidence 
to definitively support this claim. Instead, the role of the leader in fostering 
a positive school culture emerged as a significant factor in sustaining a 
healthy school environment, irrespective of school size or location.

In this last point, it is noted that rural schools with a positive 
culture convey school cultural indicators that are more integrated and 
closer to the tradition of the area, referring to the clothing and cooking 
of the area; rites and customs, while the schools of the center with a 
positive culture demonstrate their individuality by participating in 
projects, activities and enterprises that promote the local culture. This 
study suggests that school culture is an area of great interest for future 
research, particularly in relation to the promotion of school, national, 
and human values.

Limitation and suggestions for future 
research

The experiences of a small group of leaders may not represent 
the broader population of school leaders across different contexts. 
The geographical focus on the Durres district may also limit the 
findings’ applicability to other regions, especially those with 
differing socio-economic, cultural, or educational contexts. The 
two-month observation period might not be  long enough to 
capture the dynamic nature of school culture. School cultures can 
evolve over time, and a more extended observation period might 
provide deeper insights into these changes and the sustainability 
of positive cultures.

TABLE 3 The most frequent words from observations.

Schools Principals Context for principal’s 
leadership

Teachers Context for teachers’ 
reactions

Sa (Urban) - “I know this.”

- “It will be done as I say.”

- “The law requires it; you must 

do it.”

- “Find the solution yourself.”

- “Do not expect my protection.”

- “I will not tell you how to do 

your job.”

The principal’s authoritarian 

approach emphasizes control, 

compliance, and directives 

without input from teachers. 

This top-down style inhibits 

collaboration and fosters a 

disengaged environment.

- “Students are not like they 

used to be.”

- “The principal has become like 

a robot.”

- “Does not clarify tasks.”

- “Let us be informed about the 

school income”

- “We’re getting bored with 

work.”

- “We’re wasting our time.”

Teachers express frustration with 

a lack of clarity and support. The 

principal’s style creates an 

environment where teachers feel 

undervalued, contributing to low 

morale and disillusionment. 

Teachers also feel that their work 

is becoming less meaningful, 

which hinders engagement.

Sc (Urban) - “How do you see this?”

- “Let us comment on the 

results.”

- “Let us analyze specific facts.”

- “Let us meet to discuss.”

- “Is there any different opinion?”

- “Let us maintain the school’s 

reputation.”

The principal encourages open 

dialogue and collaboration, 

prioritizing feedback and shared 

decision-making. This inclusive 

leadership style creates a more 

engaging and supportive school 

culture.

- “Let us help the students.”

- “How will the lesson go today?”

- “Class students are interested.”

- “Let us discuss this in the 

department.”

- “We’ll come to watch the 

rehearsals.”

- “I can help.”

Teachers embrace the 

collaborative atmosphere, 

offering help and supporting 

each other. They actively engage 

in discussions and demonstrate a 

positive attitude toward their 

work. Teachers value teamwork, 

which translates into proactive 

support for students.

Sd (Rural) - “Come on, move!”

- “I will not do your work!”

- “I want it done today!”

- “From now on, things will 

change!”

- “You are irresponsible!”

- “I will take punitive measures!”

The principal’s focus is on 

control, urgency, and punitive 

measures, suppressing teacher 

autonomy and collaboration. 

This authoritarian leadership 

creates a stressful environment.

- “We only focus on the facade of 

the school.”

- “Our work no longer has 

value.”

- “These are pointless tasks.”

- “We need training.”

- “Everyone gets paid the same.”

- “How unrefined are these 

students.”

Teachers feel disillusioned, 

believing their work lacks 

purpose. The absence of 

professional development and 

support leaves them feeling 

demotivated. Their comments 

reflect a growing lack of 

confidence in leadership and a 

sense that their tasks are 

irrelevant.

Sm (rurale) - “Nothing is impossible.” The principal adopts a 

collaborative and optimistic 

approach, prioritizing teamwork 

and mutual support. This creates 

an atmosphere of encouragement 

and shared responsibility.

- “I was pleased with the 

students’ preparation.”

- “What will we organize for the 

celebration?”

- “How will we inform the 

parents?”

- “Teachers tell funny stories.”

- “Let us all go together.”

- “Let us celebrate the children’s 

achievements.”

Teachers thrive in the supportive 

environment. They express 

satisfaction with students’ 

progress and are actively involved 

in school events. Their 

camaraderie and enthusiasm 

reflect the positive impact of a 

leadership style that fosters 

inclusion and celebrates 

collective achievements.
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To address these limitations, future research could consider 
expanding the sample size and geographical diversity, utilizing 
longitudinal studies to observe changes over time, and 
incorporating a broader range of contextual factors that influence 
school culture.
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