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ABSTRACT 

EXAMINING SCHOOL CULTURE IN RURAL HIGH-POVERTY SCHOOLS  

KASSANDRA CHAMPION 

2022 

This study utilized quantitative survey methods to evaluate how rural schools are 

affected by students living in poverty. There are many attributes to a school’s culture. 

Successful leadership, high-quality teachers, and active students are three of the biggest 

factors. Schools located within a 265-mile radius from Newell, SD with a school 

population of less than 600 comprised the population for this study. This area 

encompassed schools in five states. Schools were contacted, surveyed, and assessed 

based on quantitative statements and open-ended questions. Considering that a school is 

dynamic, the high school teachers from four different subjects were all assessed. 58% of 

the sample agreed that students do not take responsibility for their own learning. The 

sample also fell below the 4.0 Likert-scale mean in the Collaborative Leadership 

Construct.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 School culture can mean many things to many different people. Educational 

scholars defined school culture as beliefs, rules, and values that a school has adopted. The 

culture of the school can have significant impacts on student achievement, teacher 

professional development, and administrative leadership (Cleveland et al., 2012). The 

culture of a school varies based on size, location, and teacher quality. Yet, they all have 

the same components that can lead to a positive or negative culture. 

The culture of a school system has the tendencies to be either positive or negative, 

which can reflect the culture of the community as well. When schools are in communities 

of poverty does that affect the culture of the school? “Rural school leaders have a 

responsibility to nurture positive school-community relationships” (Preston & Barnes, 

2017, p. 9). Student achievement reflects a school’s culture. What does that mean for 

students who live in poverty? What does this mean for teacher professional development? 

And how can the administrative leadership help identify the culture of the school 

(Wieczorek & Manard, 2018)?  

The environment that a student grew up in can positively or negatively affect their 

abilities to be successful. When students have been exposed to adversity, especially those 

in poverty, many students do not have the resiliency resources needed to be successful 

and end up in situations that threaten their health (Nurius et al., 2019). The school 

environment plays a role in a students' academic success as well. When a school has a 

wholesome culture, the students, teachers, and staff all benefit. “An academically 

effective school is distinguished by its culture: a structure, process, and climate of values 
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and norms that channel the staff and students in the direction of successful teaching and 

learning” (Cleveland et al., 2012, p. 36).  

The purpose of this study was to find out how these three elements affect the 

culture of rural high poverty, high needs schools. Cuthrell et al. (2009) stated that “one in 

six children is poor, and one in three Black children is living in poverty” (p. 104). 

Schools need to have a positive culture, to promote student learning, support teachers, 

and have successful leadership. The location and income level of a community should not 

impact the success of students, teachers, and administration in a school.  
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LITERATURE REVIEW  

Within the United States, the number of students living in poverty is ever-

increasing (Cuthrell et al., 2009). Teachers have had to provide in many ways for their 

students. This included a safe environment, positive role models, and a quality education. 

Students living in poverty need teachers who provide in these ways more than their 

affluent peers (McKenzie, 2019). The literature reviews will highlight ways teachers are 

taking measures to understand their students. Students’ academic achievement can be 

affected based on the socioeconomic status of the student. It also addressed the 

importance of students living in poverty and the challenges they face compared to their 

affluent peers.  

Professional Development 

Teaching students in epidemic poverty areas produce stereotypes that need to be 

addressed. Stereotyping can be detrimental to a student’s well-being and ultimate success 

in the school system. A study was conducted in a small school in Canada that looked at 

inside-the-school and outside-the-school case studies. This quantitative study used a 

Professional Development Series (PDS) titled Possibilities: Poverty and Education 

Series. Numerous teacher narratives were also used in the study to help clarify the beliefs, 

understandings, and values these teachers had before completing the PDS (Ciuffetelli 

Parker, 2017). The findings from the study showed that awareness of social justice was 

strongly highlighted during the professional development on poverty. Using social justice 

literature allowed teachers to look at their mindset and how that carried over into the 
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classroom. There are many programs and educational material that teachers can use to 

help them understand students who live in poverty.  

 Professional development for teachers about students in poverty addressed the 

stereotypes students face daily. The staff at Clear River High School all agreed that 

Culturally Responsive Pedagogy (CRP) helped examine their views on poverty. The 

instruction is student-centered, and teachers used three components when in their 

classroom. The first part of the CRP is institutional. This means the program looked at 

the physical and political structure of the school and how the school responded to a 

diverse population. The second part of the CRP is a personal dimension. Teachers who 

wanted to become culturally proficient examined their views, thoughts, and beliefs to 

understand who they are and who they strived to be. Finally, the third part of the CRP is 

instructional. It is also noted that principals needed to be on board with CRP. This means 

new implemented instruction into the classrooms through policies and procedures. (Mette 

et al., 2016). Professional development with instructions for teachers lends itself to the 

creation of strong Student-Teacher Relationships (S-T relationships). A strong 

relationship leads to a significant increase in student success (Knoell & Crow, 2013). 

When comparing students from an affluent school and one in a poverty-stricken 

community there is a significant difference in teacher influence. When given a survey 

about their teachers' influence on them, 68% of students from the affluent school said 

their teachers had a positive influence on them (Knoell & Crow, 2013). This was 

compared to less than half of the students from the poverty school saying their teachers 

had a positive influence on them.  
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Student-Teacher Relationships 

 Poor student-teacher relationships within rural school districts leads to a lack of 

success among students. Rural consciousness is a term used for those living in rural 

settings to perceive things like education and health care differently than those from 

affluent neighborhoods (Bright, 2018). “Rural consciousness entails a perspective that 

society unfairly allocates more resources and support to cities, focusing on the needs of 

minority populations while ignoring rural community needs” (Bright, 2018, p. 4). When 

there is no support from the parents, children often have experienced trauma that could 

be avoided (Aschenbrener & Johnson, 2016). This mindset can lead to several stressors 

for students within a community. Children who have lived in a very poor household (50% 

below the poverty line), score 7-12 points lower on an assessment, which means that 

these students are ranked in the 19th percentile on a test. Compared to their peers who 

come from middle-class families who are ranked 66th on the percentile on a test (Lacour 

& Tissington, 2011).  

Students who have parents with an educational background, specifically the 

mother, can influence the success of their child. When students have access to reading 

materials in their homes and are used properly, the student scored higher by more than 

four points (Lacour & Tissington, 2011). Parents who have a positive mindset on 

education and who endorse certain skills for education have higher involvement in their 

child's education (Boyle & Benner, 2020). The socioeconomic status of parents with 

school-aged children also played a factor in their belief in education. “More affluent 

parents less often face the everyday challenges associated with poverty (e.g., unstable 

employment, child-care constraints) and experience greater comfort in initiating contact 
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and interacting with school personnel” (Boyle & Benner, 2020 p. 204). Schools are 

constantly working on finding ways for parents to be more involved. Especially with 

parents who are low-income and non-English speakers. Providing opportunities for all 

parents can strengthen the relationship between the parent and child. Which leads to 

helping the parent feel more comfortable when their child struggles (Boyle & Benner, 

2020). 

School Environment 

There is a link between schools and the communities they serve. The school 

serves as a central hub for rural communities. When Harmon and Schafft (2009) said; 

“Rural schools, in particular, serve as symbols of community autonomy, vitality, and 

identity” (p. 2). Schools and communities needed to be on the same page when it comes 

to serving the students. Over 10 million students (about half the population of New York) 

are served in rural schools (Harmon & Schafft, 2009). The leadership in the communities 

and schools realized that they need each other for either one to be successful.   

Thoroughly studying the learning environments of a school need to be done in 

collaboration with school staff, students, and parents (Cavanagh & Dellar, 2001). The 

culture of the learning environment is based on five different attributes including 

improved educational outcomes, an emphasis on learning, mutual empowerment and 

caring, collaboration, and partnership (Cavanagh & Dellar, 2001). Cavanagh and Dellar 

assessed these five attributes associated with the school staff, students, and parents from 

eight different school districts. Overall, 422 teachers were a part of the study and 

completed the School Cultural Elements Questionnaire (SCEQ). Also, 526 parents 
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completed the Parental Involvement in Schooling Questionnaire (PISQ) from three 

schools. Students (n = 988) were also surveyed using the Classroom Cultural Elements 

Questionnaire (CCEQ).  Cavanagh and Dellar found that an emphasis on learning (M = 

4.2) was a big contributor to the learning environment and the value of learning and 

student achievement (Cavanagh & Dellar, 2001). Teachers agreed that the learning 

environment was “the majority of the time students spend at school is in class receiving 

instruction from teachers and interacting with peers” (Cavanagh & Dellar, 2001 p. 3). 

Student achievement can be associated with student educational values. Parent 

perceptions on this (M = 3.5) mean that they believe in their child’s learning abilities and 

that their child values their own learning. 

When rural schools have quality leadership the community will rally behind the 

schools. High poverty-high needs (HPHN) schools struggle to get the leadership they 

need to be successful and have communities that do not see the value of education. When 

HPHN schools get the leadership that is needed, the academic success of students, 

teacher retention, and school pride are all affected in a positive way (Barley & Beesley, 

2007).  

Teacher quality can also affect the school culture. When teachers have quality 

professional development in addition to being highly qualified in their subject area the 

quality of education goes up. Teacher quality also can affect student absences and 

suspensions. When teachers are believed to be qualified in their area, the number of 

suspensions that happen in any given class goes down (Ohlson et al., 2016). The 

increased amount of class time for any student is known to increase achievement. When 

the administration and staff have a positive professional relationship, the culture of the 
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school can be positive. Yet, Ohlson, et al. said, “In contrast, schools with toxic cultures 

with little stakeholder collaboration were more likely to produce poor academic 

achievement” (p. 116). This can be detrimental to students who live in poverty. When 

schools are trying to keep highly qualified teachers, geographical isolation, lower teacher 

salaries, and a lack of community amenities trump the latter of small class sizes, and 

community closeness (Price & Stewart, 2016). Preservice teachers need to be aware of 

their educational journeys. Upbringings and identities help shape the world they live in, 

yet where they went to school and where they began teaching reshape their knowledge of 

the classroom environment (Price & Stewart, 2016). 

It is simply not enough to encourage teachers to build relationships with students 

and make the curriculum “relevant.” Instead, teacher educators must make 

concerted efforts to dig deeply into the concepts of culture and place to explore 

how individual differences influence teaching and learning (Price & Stewart, 

2016, p. 119). 

Poverty  

Many schools in epidemic poverty communities suffer from generational poverty, 

government neglect, and corporate manipulation. If preservice teachers never step foot 

into a rural school the challenges are still, there. Enabling preservice teachers to become 

ready to teach in rural school districts will help to dismantle rural consciousness. It will 

also help these high needs, high-poverty schools keep quality educators (Price & Stewart, 

2016). Schools that have fully licensed teachers and who have years in the classroom is 

important but principal quality is just as important. Principals today are asked more and 
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more to make choices based on the unique culture of the school (Harmon & Shafft, 

2009). “Leaders of school districts and schools in rural places need a clear vision of a 

mutually beneficial, collaborative school-community building process” (Harmon & 

Shafft, 2009, p. 5). This is to help bridge that gap between community collaboration and 

the school district. When preservice teachers and principals alike have the proper 

schooling needed to teach in a rural school district the community benefits and ultimately 

the students benefit.  

Building relationships with students is important and has played a role in teacher 

quality. However, recent studies have shifted focus from quality to effectiveness 

(Gagnon, 2015). Teacher quality is associated with years in the classroom and 

credentials. Yet, this is a poor indicator of teacher effectiveness. Rural schools tend to 

have a hard time getting teachers with all the indicators. These indicators include 

experience in teaching, full licensure, and competitiveness of undergraduate education. 

These indicators thus can determine teacher effectiveness. (Gagnon, 2015). When 

teachers are effective it means that their impacts are measured on student outcome.  This 

can be especially difficult because “the 21st-century realities of global interdependence 

and diverse institutions require that schools effectively and appropriately respond to 

diverse groups in the school and school community and prepare all young people for 

positive interactions with people who are culturally different” (Bustamante et al., 2009, p. 

794). Identifying how to promote inclusivity can be challenging for rural school. Trying 

to incorporate change when practices that have been deeply rooted in a school system can 

be hard for school leaders. When leaders are willing to change and adapt to new policies 

this can show the teacher’s that they too can do the same. 
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Cultural audits can help with identifying teacher quality and effectiveness. The 

audits consist of collecting data from multiple sources around the school to examine the 

policies, resources provided, traditions, and experiences made by the diverse population 

of the school. Observations within a school can gather meaningful data on behaviors and 

organizational practices. Bustamante et al. (2001), looked at how school leaders may 

overlook the aspects of school culture that influence why some students excel at school 

and why some struggle. Four major themes emerged from this study 1. The Paradox of 

Policy 2. Programs as Instrumental to Practice 3. The “Sameness” of School Culture and 

Climate and 4. Barriers to School Wide Cultural Competence. The study concluded that 

“more than 70% of school leader participants stressed that policy making was an 

important driver in improving schoolwide cultural competence” (p. 805). Another theme 

was that practices should be implemented to help encourage students to work and interact 

with others who are culturally different than them (Bustamante et al., 2001). This can 

sound appealing to schools, but the barriers can reflect confusion as well. Who is 

responsible for implementing this schoolwide cultural competence in schools? Also, 

cultural audits take time and resources, something rural schools may not have.  

 Rural consciousness can go hand in hand with the three forms of poverty: 

situational, generational, and absolute poverty. Situational poverty is related to a specific 

circumstance that occurs within a family like an illness, or loss of employment. 

Generational poverty is an ongoing cycle of families with limited resources staying in 

poverty across multiple generations. Absolute poverty looked at the provisions and the 

essentials for example the bare essentials it takes to survive with no extra resources of a 

family based on their culture (Cuthrell et al., 2009). When a child grows up with one of 
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these three types of poverty in their life their academic achievement gap tends to get 

wider and becomes harder to shrink. This challenge does not fall solely on the student. 

“Often, children living in poverty give up on school because of low self-esteem. Almost 

as often, teachers give up on children because of a perceived lack of trying and 

unwillingness to learn” (Cuthrell et al., 2009, p. 106). Teachers should not give up on 

their students. Rather than giving up, they should teach the students how to empathize 

with others. There is research that supports that when students have one positive role 

model in their life it can make a difference in that child’s life.  

Empathy, thus defined, is a multidimensional construct that includes both bottom-

up and top-down components. The bottom-up part of empathy is the automatic or 

unconscious affective process that allows us to recognize another's emotional 

state. The top-down part of empathy is the conscious cognitive process that 

enables us not only to explain and predict our behaviors, but the behaviors of 

others as well. (Gerdes et al., 2011, p. 112) 

Teaching students how to effectively process their emotions can dramatically transform 

the classroom. Once students understand themselves it is easier for them to understand 

others.  

Students can use their experiences of enhanced and well-understood empathy to 

guide them as they implement the knowledge, values, and skills social work has 

always taught. They can approach individual and social well-being and social 

justice with a more sophisticated understanding. (Gerdes et al., 2011, p. 126)  

Not only do students need to be taught empathy, but teachers need to also show empathy 

to students living in poverty. Teachers need to recognize that empathy is different than 
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sympathy. Students living in poverty do not want sympathy. Empathy empowers 

students, sympathy belittles them. Without knowing, giving sympathy to students lowers 

their academic standards (Budge & Parrett, 2018). Being aware of what students need 

and how to support those needs make teachers invaluable to students living in poverty. 

By building strong student-teacher relationships, teachers can empower their students to 

be successful. 

 Once we get to the root of the issue of why a student is struggling in school and 

how we can help them, students can feel empowered to be successful with the resources 

they gain. Equipping teachers with the resources and teaching those resources to students 

will help them grow as individuals to be successful outside of the classroom. Creating a 

positive school culture takes work. The amount of change and buy-in needed by 

administration, teachers, and parents however can inadvertently impose a negative 

attitude (Cleveland et al., 2012). If one of these three groups is not on board with the 

changes being made, then the culture of the school will ultimately suffer and adherently 

affect the rest of the school.  

Stress 

 Stress among students from poverty is not only related to their academics. Studies 

show that chronic stress can lead to a hormonal imbalance in the brain leading to 

metabolic deficiencies in learning and attention (Cedeño et al., 2016). Mental health 

services can be provided to students, however, that is a challenge when it comes to 

communities of poverty (Cappella et al., 2008). Before 2008, there was little research on 

mental health services in schools. Since then, when these services are provided it is 

usually in the form of pull-out services. Pull-out services such as case management, crisis 
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intervention, and counseling can hinder a child’s achievement by keeping them from the 

classroom. Teachers can hold consultations with the students to produce strategies to help 

change the student’s behavior and attitudes towards school. “However, teacher 

consultation is especially difficult in high poverty schools given the deteriorating physical 

conditions, the prevalence of staff stress, and the challenges experienced by students and 

families” (Cappella et al., 2008, p. 397). When students have strong parent-child 

relationships, and parents are interacting with their child’s education, the child is going to 

have a more positive learning experience.  

When stress is associated with academics, every part of the student’s life is 

affected.  Kundu (2017) completed a qualitative study which explained that students can 

feel marginalized which led to an increased threat of social identification. When students 

work hard and defy the possibilities, they are said to have grit (Kundu, 2017). “Students 

from poor backgrounds who are also “at-risk,” tend to be resilient, having faced a number 

of challenges at home early on, such as hunger, but at the same time may also keep 

feelings to themselves at young ages.” (Kundu, 2017, p. 73). Students can be very 

resourceful in times of trial. The social support students receive helps foster resilience as 

does parent involvement, school engagement, and a culturally impactful community 

(Nurius et al., 2019). Nurius et al.’s study titled Victimization, Poverty, and Resilience 

Resources: Stress Process Considerations for Adolescent Mental Health included over 

10,000 students in Washington state and determined if early adolescent adversity poses 

risk to youth development. Mental health has three components: depression, suicidality, 

and psychological well-being. Childhood adversity was assessed in two forms: 

victimization index and poverty. Finally, resilience resources were addressed in the 
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surveys as family bondedness, school engagement, and sleep sufficiency. Nurius et al. 

found that schools played a pivotal role in helping students gain access to resiliency 

resources. Schools also have the means to supply health resources for students who live 

in poverty.  

Because the majority of items assessed here pertain to victimization by peers and 

peer contexts (dating violence, being bullied, feeling unsafe at school), schools 

have particularly vital opportunities to engage with youth in terms of both 

victimization and perpetration of peer victimization (Nurius et al., 2019, p. 130). 

Yet, when schools have unequal opportunities because of the socioeconomic lines 

of the community this can be detrimental for schools to obtain access to help students. It 

is known that when parents have a higher education their socioeconomic status (SES) 

goes up as well (Boyle & Benner, 2020). Parents living in extreme poverty are going to 

raise their children using natural growth strategies. This means the parents are letting 

their children make their own schedules. Children will also have less adult supervision in 

certain activities. This all leads to and can affect parental school readiness awareness for 

their child (Boyle & Benner, 2020). Being school ready means that the child has the skills 

they need to be successful in the classroom. Parents need to take an active approach to 

their child being ready for school. Parents who are involved in their child’s learning both 

in and out of school will have a better understanding of what their student is learning and 

can help them through challenges.  

Although we know much about the benefits of parents’ home- and school-based 

involvement for students’ educational outcomes, what drives parents to become 
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involved in their children’s schooling is generally unknown but critically 

important for promoting students’ educational success. (Boyle & Benner, 2020, p. 

201) 

 When students who live in poverty go to school, their mindset may be fixed. 

Meaning that they think they are stuck. Teachers must be conscious of how to approach 

these students. Jenny and Rhodes (2017) stated; “Moreover, people with a growth 

mindset believe in resilience and overcoming adversity by formulating new and inventive 

ways to reach success. Exposure to heightened stress can lead to an increased sense of 

detachment, helplessness, and a fixed mindset” (p. 658).  

Rural Communities 

School characteristics can play into that fixed mindset of students. Even though 

rural schools have several characteristics meaning that “rural schools are frequently the 

community social and activity hub, characterized by long-standing and supportive 

student–teacher relationships, and close community-school relationships” (Irvin et al., 

2011, p.1226). This can promote healthy learning; however, the economic development 

of the community can ultimately hurt the students (Irvin et al., 2011). Students who leave 

school with a positive direction and sense of purpose do better than students who are 

stuck in a fixed mindset. Schools are not the same, but the characteristics can be size, 

location, and ethnic composition were all analyzed. National patterns show that schools 

that have a larger percentage of students from African American, Hispanic/Latino, and 

Native American families are attending schools that are eligible for the free and reduced 

lunch program and thus are in communities of poverty. (Irvin et al., 2001). Participants in 
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Irvin et al.’s study were from rural communities. The sample consisted of both students 

and teachers. Both were given questionnaires to complete that assessed students’ 

aspirations in pursuing post-secondary options.   

Irvin et al.’s study titled Relationship of School Context to Rural Youth’s 

Educational Achievement and Aspirations looked at how schools can overall provide 

unique educational successes for students living in poverty. The overall sample of this 

study agreed that school characteristics play an important role to those who live in a high 

poverty community. School location, size, and ethnic composition were all characteristics 

that were discussed. The study indicated that the characteristic of location lacked a 

relationship between where a school is located and student achievement. This is 

contradictory to prior research but when postsecondary education is not required to obtain 

a local secure job, this can change the students’ minds about attending a postsecondary 

school. However, “Economic models indicate that the lack of job opportunities in rural 

communities has been a major factor driving the outmigration of youth from rural 

communities” (Irvin et al., 2011, p. 1236). Students are realizing that for them to be 

successful they need to leave their community. Yet, these same students in rural schools 

do not have the access to advanced coursework they may need when they leave the 

community. This can lead to schools suggesting policymakers, school guidance 

counselors, and school administration to take steps to help advance the course work for 

students in preparation for postsecondary options (Irvin et al., 2011).  
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Resiliency 

This can ultimately affect the importance of teacher resiliency. Student-centered 

resiliency has far overshadowed this important concept for teachers in rural schools. 

When creating a school positive school climate, much of the focus is on student 

necessities when it should be on creating an environment for all school personnel (Irvin et 

al., 2011). Teacher resiliency is directly related to a teacher’s knowledge of motivation, 

competence, and interpersonal relatedness with students (Hardré & Hennessey, 2013). 

Schools that nurture a climate of success, need to promote a healthy, self-confident 

workforce as well (Malloy & Allen, 2018). This can be a challenge for rural schools to 

promote the benefits.  

Malloy and Allen (2018) suggested that rural schools adopt a resiliency-building 

focus on nurturing the nurturers’ concept. Malloy and Allen looked at the components of 

resiliency-building and focused on three: caring and support, high expectations, and 

meaningful participation. Building resiliency can come with hardship for teachers, thus 

changing the climate of a school even more. Chandler (2018) studied teacher’s beliefs on 

how poverty impacts students with learning disabilities in rural school districts. He 

discussed that student in these areas face many challenges, but Chandler also sheds light 

on how teachers feel about teaching students in poverty: 

Because teachers expressed the belief that they can make a meaningful 

contribution to “fixing the poverty problem,” it could be concluded that teachers 

take responsibility for their student’s learning and well-being even when there is 
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evidence that students in poverty do not have access to the same advantages as 

their middle-class peers. (Chandler, 2014, p. 4) 

Student motivation is tied to a positive classroom learning environment. The 

impact of the learning environment can affect students in positive or negative ways. The 

intrinsic motivation students may have helped show others the gratification in learning 

itself. On the opposite end, students can decide how much effort they put towards the 

learning task that is asked of them. Those who live in rural communities and especially in 

poverty-stricken homes when education is not the priority can hinder the learning 

environment of the classroom (Redding & Walberg, 2012).  

Rural schools tend to have challenges for students, leadership of the school, and 

the staff than schools in larger, more populous areas. The strength of the school can also 

be linked to the strength of the community (Harmon & Schafft, 2009). School culture has 

a basis within Organizational Theory, focusing on the influences it has on the school, 

teachers, and culture (Cavanagh & Dellar, 2001). Leaders of the school need a clear path 

and vision for the school to be successful. Teachers will prioritize what they have 

invested in, thus if a student lacks motivation on a certain subject, they are more likely to 

overlook that student (Hardré & Hennessey, 2013). The impact that a rural community 

can have on a student can be life-changing. The lack of resources and support can provide 

challenges for students transitioning to life after high school (Irvin et al., 2011). Schools 

need to have collaborative leadership in place for successful school culture. 
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CONCEPTUAL UNDERSTANDING 

 This study is based on the school culture survey framework from Gruenert, and 

Whitaker’s book School Culture Rewired (2015). Understanding the concept of school 

culture and what it is and what is not is the first step in identifying the culture. A culture 

is made up of shared beliefs, norms, and values of a group of people. It is equally 

important to understand school culture and why it is the way it is. Gruenert and Whitaker 

(2015) found six forms of culture within a school; collaborative, comfortable-

collaborative, contrived-collegial, balkanized, fragmented, and toxic.  

Collaborative  

The first type of school culture is the collaborative school culture. This type of 

culture is where teachers, students and parents all share strong educational values. “A 

collaborative culture is shorthand for all the good things that schools should be doing” 

(Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015, p. 51). The collaborative culture within a school should feel 

like a family. Most people are on the same page, and they support each other despite the 

differences they may have. Collaboration is continuous, it is not an event or a place. The 

leadership, school staff and community have a commonality in the idea of collaboration. 

The dialogue includes student achievement, teaching practices, and current 

research/topics (Gruenert, 1998).  

According to Gruenert, there are two principal components to collaboration. 

There has to be mutual respect among the teachers and there needs to be structure to 

facilitate that process. Collaborative school cultures foster teacher performance and 

support teachers in the process. He also describes those collaborative cultures do not 
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happen by chance, it takes work and action with understanding from the teachers and 

support from the students and community as well. 

Comfortable-Collaborative 

The second type of culture within a school is comfortable-collaborative. This type 

of school culture is where schools tend to believe they are in. This is where teachers 

expect students to be nice to their peers, and administration expects the same from 

teachers. In this culture, teachers are comfortable with where they are at. They 

occasionally visit their co-workers and have conversations about challenging students. 

But teachers also do not seek out different ideas for fear of compromising future praise. 

 The conversations that happen in this type of culture are not about how to 

improve in their work. The staff does not wish to get better at what they do and they 

could potentially have a fixed mindset (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015). The intrinsic 

motivation of teachers starts to wane, and extrinsic motivation start to develop. Teachers 

want to be rewarded for the innovated and effective teaching styles they have. Thus, 

“comfortable is the enemy of collaboration” (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015 p. 54). 

Contrived-Collegial 

The third type of culture in a school is contrived-collegial. This is the type of 

culture is where the leadership of the school is going to be determining how the staff 

behaves. The culture of a school is hard to change. Schools cannot change with a 

purposeful leadership. When the leadership identifies that the culture needs to change this 

can be taken as a threat to the current staff and community. “To sell a new vision, it’s 

best to wait for respected teachers to identify with it and put it in their own words” 

(Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015, p. 55). 
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 The culture change usually starts with new policies or strategies that are being 

enforced. “Although some contrivance is necessary for the development of a truly 

collaborative culture, knowing when to back off and let the seeds germinate can be 

challenging” (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015, p. 55). An immediate shift in mindset is not 

going to come easy and can be frustrating for administration who want to build a new 

culture.  

Balkanized 

The fourth type of culture is balkanized. This means that collaboration is done 

only in small groups. This culture can create cliques of like-minded staff. There is 

territory created among the different groups in the school who compete for positions and 

resources. The groups in the school create their own cultures among themselves. “Staff in 

balkanized school cultures thus run the risk of being divided and lorded over by the 

stronger of many existing cliques” (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015, p. 56). The majority of 

the time teachers in this type of school district are implementing their own practices. “. 

Although they may share materials and strategies, they avoid discussing deeper issues 

related to curriculum, long-term planning, or teaching philosophies. There is often 

intergroup conflict for resources and positions” (Ibrahim, 2020, p. 4). 

Fragmented 

A fragmented school culture is the fifth type of culture. This is where staff do 

their own thing. The staff is cordial with each other and meetings among the staff feel 

meaningless. This type of culture lacks professional interaction between the teachers, 

especially when the topic is about student achievement. “In a fragmented culture, 

educating students is an “every-man-for-himself” position” (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015, 
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p. 57). These teachers are satisfied with the status quo and if they need to ask for help it is 

taken as a sign of weakness. This type of school culture is a hands-off approach. The 

leadership never steps into the classroom. This type of culture can attract teachers who 

fear micromanaging administration (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015).  

It is true that collaboration can be a double-edged sword. When schools have the 

ability to collaborate with the community and create relationships, the schools can 

become vulnerable to these relationships. Especially when financial or other types of 

resources are involved. Fragmented schools will avoid these types of relationships for 

fear of future conflicts. There is nothing new brought up to challenge the status-quo of 

the school. “If staff could build a moat around the school, they would-and around each 

classroom” (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015, p. 57).   

Toxic 

The last type of school culture is one that schools should try to avoid at all costs: 

toxic. This type of culture is where teachers are just there. They hand out worksheets, 

gossip about their colleagues and can even go as far as humiliating students publicly. The 

teachers in this school district will blame the poor school performance on their hostility 

and resentment on the schoolwork. Teachers will also have little to no commitment to the 

students (Ibrahim, 2020). Just a few teachers with the toxic mindset can create the toxic 

culture in the school. “the outsider simply doesn’t understand what it takes to run the 

school given the types of students they have to deal with and the lack of support they 

receive” (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015, p. 60).  

This culture can turn into a self-fulfilling prophesy for teachers with a toxic 

mindset. Survival over improvement is at the forefront of teacher’s minds. When this 
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happens, teachers count down the days to the next break or holiday and will avoid school 

at all costs. The schools with this type of culture spend many hours trying to prevent 

change. When the change does eventually happen, the push back from the staff can result 

in being toxic if they do not see the value of the change (Gruenert, 1998). Many times, 

when teachers and students are in this type of school culture, they will start to see this as 

normal. Parents are no help either, when they grow up in this environment, they will push 

their children to appreciate it (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015).  

Pinpointing what type of culture, a school has can be tough. Especially when 

schools can fit into one or more of the types of culture. Analyzing the culture can help the 

school leadership determine changes that can be made. “Student achievement increases 

when teachers work together in teams in true collaboration” (Mitchell, 2008, p. 7). When 

the culture of a school is collaborative, the leadership should reap the benefits of greater 

teacher satisfaction and high student achievement (Gruenert, 2005). The school culture 

instrument created by Gruenert, and Valentine (1998) is used to examine the 

collaborative level of school culture.  

The survey that was created by Gruenert, and Valentine (1998) found six main 

categories that school culture can be divided amongst. Collaborative Leadership, Teacher 

Collaboration, Professional Development, Unity of Purpose, Collegial, and Learning 

Partnerships.  

Collaborative Leadership 

 Collaborative leadership identifies supportive relationships between the staff and 

the leadership of the school. Principals and other leaders of the school should model and 
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reward collaborative behavior. 11 statements from the survey are associated with this 

category.  

Teacher Collaboration  

 The factor of teacher collaboration represents a set of values and norms that cause 

teachers to be heavily involved within their curriculum. The teachers take the time to plan 

together and evaluate each other. Discussions are also being valued and heard from the 

leadership and other teachers to help improve student achievement. Six statements from 

the survey are associated with the category. 

Professional Development  

 The factor of professional development provides opportunities for teachers to 

build their knowledge of their content area. The teachers who have the time and resources 

to gain new knowledge within their content area also should be eager to share the 

information. When teachers are compelled to share their new information, this ultimately 

increase student achievement. Five statements from the survey fall into this category.  

Unity of Purpose 

 The factor of unity of purpose relates to the mission of the school. Teachers and 

administration alike need to have a solid understanding and support for the mission 

statement of the school. New norms will develop when teachers are able to be part of the 

development of the mission statement. Five statements from the survey make up this 

category.  

Collegial Support  

 Collegial support of the teachers recognizes the dimension of trust between 

teachers. Leaders of the school have to model trust and assist when needed. This will help 
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the ultimate goals of the school be achieved when teachers are trusted and can build 

relationships with each other. There were four statements from the survey that helped 

create this category.  

Learning Partnerships 

 Learning partnerships are between teachers and parents of the students. It is also 

between the teachers and the students. Everyone should be on the same page when it 

comes to the education of the student. When parents and teachers have an open 

communication about the student’s education everyone is better off. Parents also need to 

trust and support the teachers and their abilities to teach their children. Four statements 

from the survey helped create this category.  

 The six types of school culture can be affected by the six factors from the study. 

The six factors from the survey can help examine what type of culture a school has. 

When one factor is recognized as a weak spot for a school, that can change the school 

culture from being collaborative or even comfortable-collaborative to balkanized and 

even fragmented. This study will help schools understand and examine their culture and 

take the steps needed to change if that is what needs to happen. 
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STUDY PURPOSE 

The purpose of this study is to describe the culture of schools with high 

percentages of their students living in poverty as perceived by the teachers teaching in 

these districts. School culture can be tough to define. According the Gruenert and 

Whitaker (2015) “Culture is essentially a social indoctrination of unwritten rules that 

people learn as they try to fit in a particular group” (p.6). It contains many pieces. Student 

achievement, teacher support, school leadership all affect the school culture and climate. 

This study looked to examine these factors in the context of a rural school.  

When students live in poverty, they face many challenges. These challenges can 

be social-emotional, and even physical. Students can face social-emotional challenges by 

trying to fit in with their peers. Physical challenges of not knowing where their next meal 

will come from or even where they are going to sleep. Researchers have found that when 

students face challenges outside of school that leads to students having challenges in the 

school. Teachers who are not prepared to teach in a rural school may struggle and burn 

out. School leadership also has a direct impact on school climate. The following 

questions are used to examine the relationship between teachers who teach in high 

poverty schools and their perception of the culture of the school: 

1. What is the extent that teachers perceive collaborative school culture in 

each of the six factors as determined by Gruenert (1998)? 

2. What is the relationship between teachers perceived levels of 

collaborative school culture (Gruenert, 1998) in each of the six factors and 

the gender of the teachers? 
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3. What is the relationship between teachers perceived levels of 

collaborative school culture (Gruenert, 1998) in each of the six factors and 

the years of experiences of the teachers?  

These three questions will help examine the perception of rural school cultures. The 

instrument used in the study will also help to clarify what category do teachers perceive 

their rural, low-income schools fall into regarding culture. 
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METHODS AND MATERIALS 

This quantitative study gathered information from teachers teaching in rural low-

income schools. To collect data, the quantitative survey instrument used a 7-point Likert 

scale on 35 school culture elements identified by Gruenert and Whitaker (2015). Rural 

schools were defined by having a school population of 600 or less based on the state 

school report cards that come out for the 2021 school year. A 265-mile radius from 

Newell, SD was established to bound the geographical region. Five states fell within the 

radius, South Dakota, North Dakota, Montana, Wyoming, and Nebraska Schools were 

then further narrowed down to those that are listed on the 2018-2019 TEACH Grant 

eligibility list as low-income schools. The final determination if a school was included 

was that email addresses were publicly displayed on the school’s website.  

There were 75 schools that made the final cuts to be part of the survey. South 

Dakota had 29 school and 116 teachers make the final cut. North Dakota had 16 school 

and 64 teachers make the final cut. Montana had 6 school make it into the final cut with 

24 teachers. There was 10 schools in Wyoming that made the final cut with 39 teachers. 

Finally, Nebraska had 14 schools make the final cut with 56 teachers being asked to be 

part of the study. Teachers within the identified schools were contacted via email to 

invite them to be a part of the study and provide them with the survey instrument link. 

There were four different content areas that teachers were pulled from, career and 

technical education, math, science, and English. This survey gathered data on teachers’ 

perceptions of their own school’s culture. In addition, three demographic questions were 

added to the instrument: 

1. Gender 
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2. How long have you been teaching? 

3. How long have you been in your current school district?  

To ensure the reliability of the data, each element of the survey is correlated with 

culture constructs including collaborative leadership, teacher collaboration, professional 

development, unity of purpose, collegial support, and learning partnerships as described 

in previous studies (Gruenert, 2005). Using a published set of statements improves 

reliability because teachers are likely to interpret the items from the survey in the same 

way as previous participants. The instrument was developed in 1998 with a study of 634 

teachers in the state of Indiana (Gruenert, 2005). The following statements were used for 

the survey, and each contributes to a theoretical construct of school culture. 

Table 1. 

 

School Culture Survey Construct Statements 

Statement Construct  

Teachers utilize professional networks to obtain 

information and resources for classroom instruction.  
Professional Development 

Leaders value teachers’ ideas.  Collaborative Leadership  

Teachers have opportunities for dialogue and planning 

across grades and subjects. 
Teacher Collaboration  

Teachers trust each other.  Collegial Support  

Teachers support the mission of the school.  Unity of Purpose  

Teachers and parents have common expectations for 

student performance.  
Learning Partnership 

Leaders in this school trust the professional judgments of 

teachers.  
Collaborative Leadership  

Teachers spend considerable time planning together.  Teacher Collaboration  

Teachers regularly seek ideas from seminars, colleagues, 

and conferences.  
Professional Development 

Teachers are willing to help out whenever there is a 

problem.  
Collegial Support  

Leaders take time to praise teachers that perform well.  Collaborative Leadership  

The school mission provides a clear sense of direction for 

teachers.  
Unity of Purpose  

Parents trust teachers’ professional judgments.  Learning Partnership 
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Teachers are involved in the decision-making process.  Collaborative Leadership  

Teachers take time to observe each other teaching.  Teacher Collaboration  

Professional development is valued by the faculty.  Professional Development 

Teachers’ ideas are valued by other teachers.  Collegial Support  

Leaders in our school facilitate teachers working together.  Collaborative Leadership  

Teachers understand the mission of the school.  Unity of Purpose  

Teachers are kept informed on current issues in the school.  Collaborative Leadership  

Teachers and parents communicate frequently about 

student performance.  
Learning Partnership 

My involvement in policy or decision-making is taken 

seriously.  
Collaborative Leadership  

Teachers are generally aware of what other teachers are 

teaching.  
Teacher Collaboration  

Teachers maintain a current knowledge base about the 

learning process.  
Professional Development 

Teachers work cooperatively in groups.  Collegial Support  

Teachers are rewarded for experimenting with new ideas 

and techniques.  
Collaborative Leadership  

The school mission statement reflects the values of the 

community.  
Unity of Purpose  

Leaders support risk-taking and innovation in teaching.  Collaborative Leadership  

Teachers work together to develop and evaluate programs 

and projects.  
Teacher Collaboration  

The faculty values school improvement.  Professional Development 

Teaching performance reflects the mission of the school.  Unity of Purpose  

Administrators protect instruction and planning time.  Collaborative Leadership  

Teaching practice disagreements are voiced openly and 

discussed.  
Teacher Collaboration  

Teachers are encouraged to share ideas. Collaborative Leadership  

Students generally accept responsibility for their schooling, 

for example, they engage mentally in class and 

complete homework assignments.  

Learning Partnership 

 

The survey was active for five-weeks beginning on May 4th and sent to a defined 

population of 300 teachers in the geographical region. The invitation to participate and 

the survey instrument were distributed through Question Pro with reminder emails going 

out weekly. The final response rate was 21.67% (n = 65) with 12% of respondents 

responding on the first distribution of the instrument. Every question in the survey was 

optional allowing participants to skip the statements they did not want to answer.  
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Following collection, data was then loaded into SPSS for analysis. The SPSS 

analyzed the relations between each teacher and the score they gave each element. Each 

element in this survey was used to identify the type of school culture as described by 

Gruenert (2005) which teachers perceived they were teaching in. The tests through SPSS 

that were done included descriptive statistics that looked at the six factors and how many 

teachers answered and where on the Likert-type scale they answered each question of the 

survey. That test helped answer objective 1 to examine the six different factors and the 

perceptions of the teachers of a collaborative school culture. Objective two had a one-

way ANOVA test done to compare the gender and the six factors from the survey. 

Finally, objective three also had a one-way ANOVA test that analyzed the years of 

experience and how the teachers answered the questions to the survey. 
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RESULTS 

Objective One: What is the extent that teachers perceive collaborative school 

culture in each of the six factors as determined by Gruenert (1998)? 

 

 The Professional Development Construct had a mean of 5.07 (SD = 1.28, n = 62) 

which consisted of five items. The category describes “the degree to which teachers value 

continuous personal development and schoolwide improvement” (Gruenert & Whitaker, 

2015 p. 85). Professional development can help prepare teachers in various ways. Table 2 

shows that teachers reported actively seeking out professional development. 

“Professional Development provides the opportunities to build a knowledge base” 

(Gruenert, 1998, p. 97). Teachers are finding professional development for themselves 

rather than as a collective group.  

 The Unity of Purpose Construct had a mean of 5.03 (SD = 1.28, n = 64). The 

characteristics of this category measure the degree to which teachers work toward a 

common mission for the school. The majority of responses fell in the categories of 

slightly agreed and agreed. The Unity of Purpose Construct in Table 3 shows that a 

majority of the teachers within the survey value the importance of the school’s mission. 

This can indicate a strong sense of community among the teachers. This helps answer the 

question in Objective 1 by indicating that teachers believe their school’s mission can 

support each other when push comes to shove. 

 The Teacher Collaboration had a construct mean of 4.08 (SD = 1.18, n = 64). This 

construct had six elements associated with it. The Teacher Collaboration  construct “ 

measure[s] the degree to which teachers engage in constructive dialogue that furthers the 

educational vision of the school” (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015, p. 84). Many of the 

responses were in the lower half of the survey questions. The target behaviors for this 
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category include teachers across the school plan together and developing an awareness of 

the practices and programs of other teachers. “Moreover, it brings more experienced and 

less experienced teachers closer together and reinforces the competence and confidence 

of the less experienced ones (Gumuseli & Eryilmaz, 2011, p. 17). All six of the 

statements in Table 4 of the Teacher Collaboration Construct fell below 4.5, indicating 

that those teachers do not feel they can collaborate with other teachers and that 

disagreements are not being voiced openly. “Teacher Collaboration represents a set of 

norms that cause teachers to become immersed into the total curriculum of the school” 

(Gruenert, 1998, p. 97).  

 The construct of Collegial Support measures “the degree in how often and well 

teachers work together effectively” (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015, p. 85). The construct 

mean was 4.05 (SD = 0.69, n = 64). The factors in Table 5 inherit a belief in teacher that 

their trust and assistance cannot be mandated. Meaning that “leaders may only model and 

reward these behaviors, they must not attempt to control them” (Gruenert, 1998, p. 98). 

The target behaviors for this category include teachers who trust and value each other’s 

ideas and work together to achieve the school’s goals.    

 The construct of Collaborative Leadership consisted of 11 statements with a 

construct mean of 4.29 (SD = 1.19, n = 63). The target behaviors of this construct relate 

to trusting teachers’ professional judgment and engaging teachers in the decision-making. 

The “items in this category measure the degree to which school leaders establish, 

maintain, and support collaborative relationships with an among school staff” (Gruenert 

& Whitaker, 2015, p. 84). Three of the statements within the Collaborative Leadership 

construct in Table 6 were rated below a 4.0. This is an indication that out of the 11 
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statements, three of  the statement’s teachers felt that the collaboration between staff and 

the leadership of the school fall short of what they expected and encounter every day. 

This shows that a majority of the time, rural, low-income schools collaborate effectively 

yet there are some areas for growth. 

 The Learning Partnerships construct reflects how teachers, parents, and students 

work together for the common good of the student. The construct mean was 3.82 (SD = 

1.22, n = 65). The behaviors within this category are that teachers and parents 

communicate frequently and that students accept responsibility for their schooling. All 

four statements in Table 7 in the Learning Partnerships construct fall short of 3.5. “This 

construct also measures the amount of time parents and teachers communicate about 

student performance” (Gumuseli & Eryilmaz, 2011, p. 17).
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Table 2. 
 
Construct 1: Professional Development 
Construct Statements  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 M   SD   n 

Teachers utilize professional networks to 

obtain information and resources for 

classroom instruction.  

0 2 8 1 13 34 6 5.35 1.28 62  

Teachers regularly seek ideas from 

seminars, colleagues, and conferences.  

1 3 5 3 23 26 3 5.06 1.28 62  

Professional development is valued by 

the faculty.  

2 10 14 6 17 12 4 4.21 1.64 62  

Teachers maintain a current knowledge 

base about the learning process.  

0 0 5 8 11 36 4 5.39 1.06 62  

The faculty values school improvement.  1 2 4 1 23 30 4 5.32 1.14 62  

Construct  5.07 1.28  

Note. 1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Slightly Disagree, 4 = Neutral, 5 = Slightly Agree, 6 = Agree, 7 = Strongly Agree 
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Table 3. 
 
Construct 2: Unity of Purpose 
Construct Statements 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 M SD n 

Teachers support the mission of the school. 0 1 2 4 10 42 6 5.67 0.96 64 

The school mission provides a clear sense of 

direction for teachers. 

3 5 7 9 20 20 1 4.59 1.48 64 

Teachers understand the mission of the 

school 

1 2 9 6 16 29 2 5.02 1.32 64 

The school mission statement reflects the 

values of the community. 

2 1 6 11 13 27 4 5.02 1.37 64 

Teaching performance reflects the mission 

of the school. 

1 4 3 10 28 17 2 4.83 1.24 64 

Construct 5.03 1.28  

Note. 1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Slightly Disagree, 4 = Neutral, 5 = Slightly Agree, 6 = Agree, 7 = Strongly Agree 
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Table 4.  
 
Construct 3: Teacher Collaboration 
Construct Statements 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 M SD n 

Teachers have opportunities for dialogue 

and planning across grades and subjects 

1 12 17 0 17 13 4 4.17 1.68 64 

Teachers spend considerable time planning 

together. 

11 23 14 4 9 4 0 2.86 1.48 64 

Teachers take time to observe each other 

teaching. 

19 27 7 3 6 2 1 2.41 1.48 64 

Teachers are generally aware of what other 

teachers are teaching. 

8 13 13 1 20 9 1 3.69 1.74 64 

Teachers work together to develop and 

evaluate programs and projects. 

2 15 17 4 18 9 0 3.75 1.51 64 

Disagreements over instructional practice 

are voiced openly and discussed. 

7 13 13 12 10 10 0 3.56 1.60 64 

Construct 4.08 1.18 

Note. 1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Slightly Disagree, 4 = Neutral, 5 = Slightly Agree, 6 = Agree, 7 = Strongly Agree 
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Table 5. 
 
Construct 4: Collegial Support 
Construct Statements  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 M SD n 

Teachers trust each other 0 5 8 2 15 32 3 5.08 1.39 64 

Teachers are willing to help out whenever 

there is a problem. 

0 0 2 2 6 39 16 6 0.87 64 

Teachers' ideas are valued by other teachers. 1 2 6 6 24 22 3 5 1.25 64 

 Teachers work cooperatively in groups. 2 10 10 9 22 11 1 4.2 1.47 64 

Construct 4.06 0.69  

Note. 1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Slightly Disagree, 4 = Neutral, 5 = Slightly Agree, 6 = Agree, 7 = Strongly Agree 



 

 

3
9
 

 

Table 6. 
 
Construct 5: Collaborative Leadership 
Construct Statements  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 M SD n 

Leaders value teachers' ideas 5 6 4 3 19 20 8 4.81 1.79 63 

Leaders in the school trust the professional 

judgments of teachers. 

6 7 7 4 16 18 7 4.59 1.86 63 

Leaders take time to praise teachers who 

perform well. 

6 9 14 3 20 9 3 3.97 1.73 63 

Teachers are involved in the decision-

making process. 

2 13 7 4 26 9 3 4.22 1.62 63 

Leaders in the school facilitate teachers 

working together. 

3 8 14 10 20 8 1 4.03 1.45 63 

Teachers are kept informed on current 

issues in the school. 

6 6 11 4 16 17 5 4.41 1.78 63 

Teacher involvement in policy or decision-

making is taken seriously. 

7 8 10 6 25 8 1 3.97 1.64 63 

Teachers are rewarded for experimenting 

with new ideas and techniques. 

5 10 19 13 15 3 0 3.49 1.33 63 

Leaders support risk-taking and innovation 

in teaching. 

3 10 11 5 21 14 1 4.21 1.61 63 

Administrators protect instruction and 

planning time. 

5 10 5 3 20 19 3 4.46 1.75 63 

Teachers are encouraged to share ideas 1 6 4 5 20 26 3 5.02 1.39 63 

            Construct 4.29 1.20 

Note. 1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Slightly Disagree, 4 = Neutral, 5 = Slightly Agree, 6 = Agree, 7 = Strongly Agree 
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Table 7. 
 
Construct 6: Learning Partnerships 
Construct Statements  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 M SD n 

Teachers and parents have common expectations for student performance. 8 15 11 9 12 9 1 3.51 1.69 65 

Parents trust teachers' professional judgments. 7 4 16 7 20 10 1 3.97 1.60 65 

Teachers and parents communicate frequently about student performance. 0 6 14 4 28 11 2 4.46 1.34 65 

Students generally accept responsibility for their schooling, for example 

by being mentally engaged in class and completing homework 

assignments 

15 11 12 2 16 7 2 3.34 1.87 65 

Construct    3.82    1.22 

Note. 1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Slightly Disagree, 4 = Neutral, 5 = Slightly Agree, 6 = Agree, 7 = Strongly Agree 
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Objective 2: What is the relationship between teachers perceived levels of 

collaborative school culture (Gruenert, 1998) in each of the six factors and the 

gender of the teachers? 

 

 The relationship between teachers’ perception of levels of collaboration and their 

gender resulted in no significant differences. There was no significant effect of gender on 

the Professional Development Construct at the p < .05 level [F(2, 59) = 1.412, p = 0.25]. 

There was no significant effect of gender on the Collaborative Leadership Construct at 

the p < .05 level [F(2, 60) = 0.298, p = 0.74]. There was no significant effect of gender on 

the Teacher Collaboration Construct at the p < .05 level [F(2, 61) = 0.019, p = 0.98]. 

There was no significant effect of gender on the Collegial Support Construct at the p < 

.05 level [F(2, 61) = 0.751, p = 0.47]. There was no significant effect of gender on the 

Unity of Purpose Construct at the p < .05 level [F(2, 61) = 2.172, p = 0.12]. There was no 

significant effect of gender on the Learning Partnerships Construct at the p < .05 level 

[F(2, 62) = 2.012, p = 0.14]. 

 The relationship between male teachers and their perceived level of collaboration 

showed no significant data. The sample consisted of 21 male teachers with the following 

information. The Professional Development Construct M = 4.86, SD = 0.80. The 

Collaborative Leadership Construct M = 4.23, SD = 1.06. The Teacher Collaboration 

Construct M = 3.37, SD = 0.7. The Collegial Support Construct M = 4.98, SD = 0.83. The 

Unity of Purpose Construct M = 4.90, SD = 0.70. Finally, The Learning Partnership 

Construct M = 4.98 SD = 1.108.  

 When considering the information from the female teachers, there is also no 

significant difference in teachers’ gender and their perceived level of collaboration. There 

were various samples within the survey. This was because all questions were optional 
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within the survey. The following information is located in Table 9. The Professional 

Development Construct M = 5.13 (SD = 0.91, n = 37). The Collaborative Leadership 

Construct M = 4.36 (SD = 1.22, n = 38). The Teacher Collaboration Construct M = 3.43 

(SD = 1.02, n = 38). The Collegial Support Construct M = 5.07, (SD = .93, n = 39). The 

Unity of Purpose Construct M = 5.18 (SD = 0.92, n = 38). The Learning Partnership 

Construct M = 4.06 (SD = 1.27, n = 39).
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Table 8. 

Male teachers perceived levels of collaborative school culture 
 School Culture Constructs n M SD 

Professional Development 21 4.86 0.80 

Collaborative Leadership 21 4.23 1.06 

Teacher Collaboration 21 3.37 0.72 

Collegial Support 21 4.98 0.83 

Unity of Purpose 21 4.89 0.69 

Learning Partnership 21 3.42 1.11 

Valid N (listwise) 21   
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Table 9. 

Female teachers perceived levels of collaborative school culture 
 School Culture Constructs n M SD 

Professional Development 37 5.13 0.91 

Collaborative Leadership 38 4.36 1.22 

Teacher Collaboration 38 3.43 1.02 

Collegial Support 39 5.07 0.93 

Unity of Purpose 38 5.18 0.92 

Learning Partnership 39 4.06 1.27 

Valid N (listwise) 34   
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Table 10. 

Gender comparison of teacher perception of a collaborative school culture  
 School Culture Constructs Gender n M SD SEM 

Professional Development Male 21 4.85 0.80 0.17 

Female 37 5.12 0.91 0.15 

Collaborative Leadership Male 21 4.22 1.06 0.23 

Female 38 4.36 1.22 0.19 

Teacher Collaboration Male 21 3.37 0.72 0.16 

Female 38 3.42 1.02 0.17 

Collegial Support Male 21 4.98 0.83 0.18 

Female 39 5.07 0.93 0.15 

Unity of Purpose Male 21 4.89 0.69 0.15 

Female 38 5.18 0.92 0.15 

Learning Partnership Male 21 3.42 1.11 0.24 

Female 39 4.06 1.27 0.20 
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Table 11. 
Teacher perceptions on teacher collaboration and gender 1-way between subjects ANOVA test results 

School Culture Constructs  SS df MS F p 

Professional Development Between Groups 2.20 2 1.10 1.412 0.25 

Within Groups 46.10 59 0.78   

Total 48.31 61    

Collaborative Leadership Between Groups 0.87 2 0.43 0.298 0.74 

Within Groups 87.99 60 1.46   

Total 88.86 62    

Teacher Collaboration Between Groups 0.03 2 0.01 0.019 0.98 

Within Groups 61.12 61 1.00   

Total 61.16 63    

Collegial Support Between Groups 1.15 2 0.57 0.751 0.47 

Within Groups 46.90 61 0.76   

Total 48.05 63    

Unity of Purpose Between Groups 3.52 2 1.76 2.172 0.12 

Within Groups 49.55 61 0.81   

Total 53.08 63    

Learning Partnership Between Groups 5.76 2 2.88 2.012 0.14 

Within Groups 88.79 62 1.43   

Total 94.56 64    
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Objective 3: What is the relationship between teachers perceived levels of 

collaborative school culture (Gruenert, 1998) in each of the six factors and the years 

of experiences of the teachers? 

 The data from the survey concluded that there was no significant differences 

between the teachers in various years of teaching and the level of perception of a 

collaborative school culture. Table 11 indicated the years of teaching the construct means 

for each school culture factor. Table 12 used a one-way between subjects ANVOA test. 

There was no significant effect of the teachers’ perceived levels of collaboration and their 

years of teaching at the p < .05 level for the Professional Development construct [F(5,52) 

= 0.887, p = 0.49]. There was no significant effect of the teachers’ perceived levels of 

collaboration and their years of teaching at the p < 0.5 level for the Collaborative 

Leadership construct [F(5,52) = 0.976, p = 0.44]. There was no significant effect of the 

teachers’ perceived levels of collaboration and their years of teaching at the p < 0.5 level 

for the Teacher Collaboration construct [F(5,53) = 1.024, p = 0.41]. There was no 

significant effect of the teachers’ perceived levels of collaboration and their years of 

teaching at the p<0.5 level for the Collegial Support construct [F(5,54) = 0.813, p = 

0.54]. There was no significant effect of the teachers’ perceived levels of collaboration 

and their years of teaching at the p < 0.5 level for the Unity of Purpose construct [F(5,53) 

= 1.021, p = 0.41]. There was no significant effect of the teachers’ perceived levels of 

collaboration and their years of teaching at the p < 0.5 level for the Learning Partnership 

construct [F(5,54) = 0.410, p = 0.83]. 
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Table 12. 
 

Teacher’s perceptions of school culture construct means (SD) by years of teaching experience 
Constructs 1-5 Years  6-10 Years 11-15 Years 16-20 Years 21-25 Years 26+ Years 

Professional Development 5.40 (0.96) 4.93 (0.93) 4.87 (1.01) 4.60 (0.93) 5.25 (1.18) 5.00 (0.48) 

Collaborative Leadership 4.75 (0.95) 4.44 (1.47) 3.84 (1.35) 4.16 (0.72) 3.88 (1.75) 4.52 (0.79) 

Teacher Collaboration 3.92 (1.00) 3.35 (1.12) 3.23 (1.03) 3.57 (1.10) 3.27 (1.14) 3.13 (0.74) 

Collegial Support 5.27 (0.95) 5.03 (0.73) 4.75 (0.84) 5.43 (0.70) 4.81 (1.22) 5.14 (0.62) 

Unity of Purpose 5.05 (0.68) 5.44 (0.53) 4.64 (0.97) 5.20 (0.73) 4.88 (1.21) 5.02 (0.67) 

Learning Partnership 3.90 (1.18) 4.22 (1.45) 3.39 (1.50) 3.75 (0.94) 3.78 (1.06) 3.79 (1.30) 

Note: 1-5 years, n = 12; 6-10 years, n = 9; 11-15 years, n = 8; 16-20 years, n = 7; 21-25 years, n = 8; 26+ years n = 13. 7-

point Likert-type scale. 
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Table 13. 

Teacher perceptions on teacher collaboration with various years of teaching 1-way between subjects ANOVA test results  

            Constructs SS df MS F p 

Professional Development Between Groups 3.65 5 0.73 0.887 0.49 

Within Groups 42.86 52 0.82   

Total 46.51 57    

Collaborative Leadership Between Groups 6.89 5 1.37 0.976 0.44 

Within Groups 74.85 53 1.41   

Total 81.74 58    

Teacher Collaboration Between Groups 5.13 5 1.02 1.024 0.41 

Within Groups 53.10 53 1.00   

Total 58.24 58    

Collegial Support Between Groups 2.94 5 0.59 0.813 0.54 

Within Groups 39.13 54 0.72   

Total 42.08 59    

Unity of Purpose Between Groups 3.28 5 0.65 1.021 0.41 

Within Groups 34.08 53 0.64   

Total 37.37 58    

Learning Partnership Between Groups 3.28 5 0.65 0.410 0.83 

Within Groups 86.29 54 1.59   

Total 89.57 59    
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DISCUSSION 

This research suggests that there is a correlation between the culture of a school 

and the strength of the community the school is in. But no correlation between the gender 

of the teacher and the years of experience with their perceptions of a collaborative school 

culture. The three objectives give this study a foundation for further research.  

Objective One: What is the extent that teachers perceive collaborative school 

culture in each of the six factors as determined by Gruenert (1998)? 

Before schools can determine a course of action that is needed, there need to be 

foundational thoughts of what type of culture a school has. The first objective helped 

evaluate the six factors that help examine a school culture. The professional development 

that teachers receive in their schools is a big factor. When professional development is 

valued and is appropriate for the teachers, this can increase the value in that professional 

development. When teachers can relate to the professional development, they are able to 

create stronger student-teacher relationships within the classroom.  

This study shows that yes, teachers are seeking professional development in their 

area of expertise, but do not see the value in the professional development that is at their 

schools. 42% of the teachers in the sample agree that professional development is not 

valued by teachers in their district. When professional development can be about relevant 

topics especially within a rural school district that has a high poverty rate, everyone will 

benefit. The topic of poverty on its own within a community can help teachers overcome 

the negative stereotypes they might have on their students and families (Ciuffetelli 

Parker, 2017).  
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The unity of purpose is vital to having a positive work environment for teachers, 

students, and administration. When everyone is on the same page about the school’s 

mission and understands the needs of the students within the district the culture of the 

school thrives. The study shows that teachers place a high value on supporting the school 

mission. Yet, when preservice teachers are not being given the tools and resources to 

teach in these rural low-income schools they are going to want to leave as soon as they 

arrive. There need to be clear-cut directions in the mission statement for new and 

seasoned teachers to understand where they are teaching.  

When the teachers understand and support the mission statement, the retention of 

teachers will increase even in low-income school districts. The community plays a huge 

role in creating the mission statement of the school. When the community has a strong 

population of staff members living in the community the ability to have strong values 

within the school reflects that. “The core values of an institutional culture are the 

fundamental beliefs and commitments that drive what the organization does and how its 

members behave” (Gruenert, 1998, p. 23). The unity of purpose has to match the values 

of a school if they want to be successful in having a collaborative culture.  

 A collaborative school district is what every school district should strive for. 

Especially within a school district that has a high number of students within poverty. 

When a student grows up in a school that has a collaborative culture that can help their 

overall academics as well as teach them life skills. Yes, rural, low-income schools indeed 

have a higher turn-over rate in both students and teachers that contribute to the instability 

(Cappella, et al., 2008). The study shows that 83% of the teachers within the rural, low-

income schools do not take the time to collaborate with others on projects and 



 

 

52 

assignments. Everyone is solely focused on their subject and standards that they are not 

taking the time to observe other teachers as well. When trying to retain teachers and 

students alike within a school district, the ability to hold them to high standards and 

expectations is critical. This can be tough, however, because 53% of the teachers in the 

study do not know what their colleagues are teaching. There is strong evidence that links 

the culture of a school can determine and affect the academic achievement of students. 

Yet, the teachers in these schools do not feel they are teaching in a collaborative school. 

 The support teachers feel in their school districts plays a role in how collaborative 

the culture is as well. “A person may be more likely to change his/her way of thinking if 

that person is in a supportive, collegial context” (Gruenert, 2005, p. 36). This is evident in 

Table 5, 95% of the teachers are willing to help out when there is an issue, and 78% of 

the teachers are trusted among colleagues. When the teachers feel valued, the quality of 

their teaching will increase. This leads to an increase in student attendance and students 

achieving higher than expected. This all ties into keeping students at school and allowing 

teachers to build strong relationships with their students. When a teacher wants to be at 

school, so will the students. “Retaining teachers helps develop a supportive professional 

community, leads to close relationships between students and teachers, and provides 

continuity that supports curriculum innovations and school improvement plans” (Barley 

& Beesley, 2007, p. 9). The participants in the survey feel supported, but there is still a 

disconnect when it comes to them working collaboratively.  

The construct of Collaborative Leadership had 11 statements the sample had to 

answer. The three statements that fell below the median had to do with being rewarded 

for risk-taking, leaders praising teachers, and teachers having a say in policy and 
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decision-making. 54% of the teachers from the study do not feel rewarded for their risks 

and innovative teaching in the classroom. 46% of the sample believe that their leadership 

does not praise teachers who perform well. Finally, 40% of the sample said that teachers 

do not have a say in the decision-making process or are taken seriously in policy making. 

The way to change a culture in a school has to extend beyond the singular focus of 

student achievement (Harmon & Schafft, 2009). Teachers want to be taken seriously 

when it comes to changing the policy. They are the ones in the classrooms. They are the 

ones who see the students struggling.  

The study reiterates that professional development is not valued by teachers, there 

is also no time for teachers to plan instruction together. When teachers are not heard by 

the leadership, that can hinder the culture and shift it from a collaborative culture to a 

contrived-collegial or even a fragmented culture. It is believed that for a collaborative 

culture to work in a school district the leadership fosters instructional experiments within 

the classroom. It is also encouraged for teachers to share their results with the staff 

(Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015). Yet, in rural school districts, this is not the focus. The 

leadership of rural schools has to balance their time between the school, parent, and 

community stakeholders.  

Learning partnerships between parents and teachers is a category that can 

determine the culture of a school as well. When teachers are communicating with parents 

this can help students assume more responsibility with their education. 75% of the 

statements from the study fell below the median. Meaning that the teachers and parents 

do not have common expectations for their student’s academic performance. Parents also 

have a tough time trusting teachers’ professional judgments when it comes to their 
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children. Finally, students are not taking responsibility for their education. Teachers are 

fully aware that to engage students from high-poverty households they need to seek out 

help from parents as well (Lacour & Tissington, 2011). The leadership of the school can 

dictate the culture of the school too. The school leadership should create partnerships 

with the teachers at the school to help establish the primary goals of the school thus 

utilizing the unity of purpose construct to foster a collaborative culture (Ohlson, et al., 

2016).  

There is evidence showing that when parents are more involved in their student’s 

learning, the parents feel more connected to the school and the students tend to do better 

academically. In contrast, however, the school also relies heavily on the community and 

the partnerships made for financial, athletic, and internship support (Barley & Beesley, 

2007). When the community falls below the poverty level, retaining highly qualified 

teachers to work with the parents to help the students is challenging. Unfortunately, 

schools that are in communities below the poverty line have very little control over 

raising the salary for teachers in the community. “Funding is often allocated on a per-

pupil basis. So, although rural schools represent large geographic areas, they wind up at a 

financial disadvantage due to their low per-pupil demographics” (Miller, 2008, p. 190). 

This ties into having students being held accountable for their education. When there is 

no accountability at home for students to do well in school, the teachers and the overall 

school suffers. 

The six factors from the study can help schools identify and examine their own 

culture and climate. With these factors however, there needs to be further research done 

in how to connect these factors into the six different types of school culture. By 
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identifying the factors that a school excels in and what they struggle with, the 

administration can further dig into the reasoning behind that.  

Objective 2: What is the relationship between teachers perceived levels of 

collaborative school culture (Gruenert, 1998) in each of the six factors and the 

gender of the teachers? 

 

 When it comes to the relationship between the gender of the teacher and their 

perceptions of a collaborative school culture based on the results there were no distinct 

differences. Both genders had similar results. “By considering the standard deviation 

(SD) for each item you can get an idea of how much teachers agreed on each one” 

(Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015 p. 87). When the standard deviation is around 0.60 then 

most teachers were on the same page with their answers. The male teachers in the sample 

had a M = 4.89 for the Unity of Purpose Construct. Meaning that most of the male 

teachers in the sample had similar answers to the five items from the survey related to 

Unity of Purpose. But when it is compared to the female teachers within that same 

construct, they had M = 5.18. Which indicated that female teachers may have better 

understanding of their school’s mission. But there is still not enough difference to really 

make a significant effect. This means that teachers of both genders are making 

meaningful connections and feel a sense of purpose and connection to the mission of the 

school. The teachers feel like they can make a difference and create a space for students 

to learn.  

 The lower the mean the more teachers are not on the same page with their 

answers. For example, the female teachers from the sample had a M = 4.06 from the 

Learning Partnership Construct. This means that there are some teachers who are on the 
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same page and some who are not. Some teachers may have good relationships with the 

parents of their students, and students hold themselves accountable to their learning. 

Similarly with the male teachers within the same construct, their M = 3.41. When a 

higher standard deviation occurs this “suggests that there is an expert on that item in your 

building who has not yet had a voice in the matter” (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015, p.87). In 

this case there could be an expert in the sample who has not yet had a voice to this 

subject, this shows in table 10. The Learning Partnerships factor shows the disconnect in 

the value of education between teachers and parents. Schools are consistently trying for 

parents to be more involved in the school yet, when parents work full-time jobs outside of 

the community, parents may not speak English, or the parents do not value education 

these can pose challenges to the school. More research needs to continue to be done in 

why parents are not wanting to be involved in their child’s education.  

 The Professional Development Construct had mean over the 4.0 average mean. 

This indicated that both genders answered the questions from the survey similarly and 

both genders have a negative view of professional development in their schools. The 

Collaborative Leadership Construct again had similar results. This also indicates that 

there may be an expert in the sample but have not had the opportunity to voice their 

thoughts on the subject. But this also indicated that teachers do not see their school 

leadership as collaborative or give reason to be collaborative. There has been research 

done on professional development for teachers. But further research needs to be done as 

to why professional development is not valued by teachers, which just so happened to be 

the lowest survey question in the Professional Development factor. Having proper 

professional development in rural high poverty schools can help the teachers create better 
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student-teacher relationships, change their own beliefs of poverty, and ultimately help 

change the culture of the school. Both genders of teachers can make a difference and 

being willing to partake in the professional development will help everyone involved in 

the school.  

 The Teacher Collaboration Construct from the male teachers had M = 3.37 which 

indicated that male teachers had more similar answers than female teachers M = 3.43. 

The six items from this construct indicate that both male and female teachers do not take 

the time to discuss teaching practices or have the time to plan together. The Collegial 

Support Construct does indicate that both genders are on the same page with the four 

items from the survey. The male sample had M = 4.98 and female sample had M = 5.07. 

From the survey, both genders have support from their colleagues and work together to 

support the goals of the school. This can create a positive work environment when 

teachers are willing to step up when challenges arise. However, the Teacher 

Collaboration factor still sparks for more research. How do we get teachers to collaborate 

more effectively? How could this change help the school system? There are still lots of 

questions that need to be answered if schools want to change their culture to being 

collaborative.  

Objective Three: What is the relationship between teachers perceived levels of 

collaborative school culture (Gruenert, 1998) in each of the six factors and the years 

of experiences of the teachers? 

 When comparing the years of experience among the teachers and their results 

from the survey. There is no significant change in their perception of a collaborative 

school culture. The six factors all showed the same data. Four of the six factors from the 

teachers within the 1-5 years of experience had slightly higher means than the whole 
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sample. The factors of Teacher Collaboration and Learning Partnerships fell below the 

average 4.0 mean. Yet, the standard deviation for the Learning Partnerships factor was 

1.17 indicating that there were some who are not on the same page as the others within 

this experience category.  

 The teachers who have been teaching between 6-10 years also show little 

difference to the average of the group. The Unity of Purpose factor indicated that these 

teachers all think pretty close to the same when it comes to having a school mission they 

support. These are the teachers who also think and agree they have a strong support 

system among their colleagues. Yet, when looking at the Teacher Collaboration and 

Learning Partnership factors, they do not spend time collaborating with each other and 

have issues communicating with parents about the student’s education.  

 There was 9 teachers within the 11-16 years of teaching experience. One teacher 

chose not to answer questions related to Teacher Collaboration. But that did not affect the 

overall perceived levels of collaboration in the schools. The Unity of Purpose, 

Professional Development, and Collegial Support factors all were significantly above the 

4.0 median Likert scale. Finally, the Collaborative Leadership, Learning Partnerships and 

Teacher Collaboration were all below the 4.0 median on that scale at M = 3.83, M = 3.38 

and M = 3.22 respectively. This indicates that the teachers in this level of experience 

agree with the rest of the teachers from the sample when it comes to Teacher 

Collaboration and Learning Partnerships.  

 The teachers from the next group have taught between 17-20 years. This group of 

teachers are almost all on the same page with their answers and it shows in Table 14. The 
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7 teachers in this group also agree that the level of teacher collaboration and the learning 

partnerships formed when teaching need to be addressed within their schools. The 

Teacher Collaboration factor did have a M = 3.57 indicating that there may be some 

discrepancies among this group of teachers and. But it does not factor in relation to the 

rest of the sample to make a difference.  

 Teachers who have been teaching 21-25 years saw the Collaborative Leadership, 

Teacher Collaboration, and Learning Partnerships factors below the 4.0 median on the 7-

point Likert Scale. The mean score was M = 3.87, M = 3.27, and M = 3.78 respectively. 

One factor that scored well on the survey was that of Professional Development M = 

5.25. This could indicate that these teachers who have been teaching for this long have 

had many opportunities to partake in a variety of professional developments through their 

careers. They are the ones who also utilize what they learned in their professional 

development in the classroom.  

 The final group of teachers from the sample are those who have taught for 26 

years or more. This group consisted of 14 teachers and some teachers skipping certain 

questions regarding professional development, collaborative leadership, and unity of 

purpose where only 13 teachers answered questions. However, there is still significant 

data that shows the relationship between the factor and the experiences in teaching. The 

teachers from this group also had the Teacher Collaboration factor at the bottom of their 

list when it came to the mean scores M = 3.13.  

 When teachers who have various years of experience are all experiencing the 

same feelings this can be a cause for concern. As a teacher, being aware of the mindset 
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can play a huge factor. When teachers have a growth mindset, they are able to see the 

bigger picture for the school. When teachers who have a fixed mindset and are set in their 

ways of teaching, this can hinder the culture of the school. The mindset of the teachers 

can mimic the mindset of the students, and this can in turn affect the culture of the 

school. Teachers have to be resilient in their abilities to push past their own mindset to 

help students. Building the strong relationships regardless of how long teachers have 

been in the school system is imperative for teachers to help students be successful. These 

relationships are not only with the students but also the parents as well. When parents are 

involved in the education of the student, the teachers and students will have a more 

enjoyable experience in the classroom. There needs to be further research conducted 

however on how to get parents involved in their child’s education.  

 The experiences of teachers can also help in aiding and providing quality 

professional development. If teachers are able to share their experiences in their subject 

area, they not only feel valued as an employee, but they also feel they have something 

that is worth sharing. All the teachers from the survey agreed that teacher collaboration 

does not happen in their schools, or they do not take the time to do it effectively. Using 

professional development for the purpose of teacher collaboration and doing this 

consistently could help change the culture of a school for the better. There is also grounds 

here for further research in teacher collaboration and why this does not happen in rural 

schools.  
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CONCLUSION 

 School culture has many facets to it. The six factors in the study all encompass the 

parts that contribute to either a toxic or collaborative school culture. The study results 

showed that teachers do acknowledge the issue of a lack of collaboration within the 

district they are teaching in. This is not for a lack of trying. Teachers are utilizing 

professional development for their benefit. But when it comes to engaging in professional 

development at the school, many teachers agree that is it not being taken seriously. 

Teachers in low-income school districts need to have professional development that is 

relatable to the student population that they teach. Professional development needs to be 

engaging, and appropriate for the teachers to gain anything out of it. The hard part about 

having valued professional development is that administrators wear so many hats in the 

school, that the professional development may be overlooked for teachers.  

 Collaboration is what every school should strive for. Yet, collaboration is hard to 

come by because of all the pieces that need to fall into place. Teachers, administration, 

and the community need to all be on board for a school to foster a collaborative culture. 

Rural schools with a high number of poverty students tend to have a high turnover rate 

and those positions either go unfilled or are absorbed by another staff member. 

Collaborative schools are schools when teachers work together to accomplish not only a 

goal but a culture of positivity and inclusion. The students from low-income families tend 

to have the fixed mindset of being stuck and not achieving any higher than their parents. 

This is why teachers and parents must be on the same page about their student’s 

education.  
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 Parents are the most influential when it comes to their child’s education. The 

study reflects however that parents and teachers have different expectations for the 

students. This can cause discord between parent and child due to the generational poverty 

families experience in rural communities. The student-teacher relationship is vital for 

student success and having a positive school culture. When students have success, that 

can create a positive culture among the teachers. Vice versa, when teachers have a 

collaborative culture, this is beneficial for all the students as well. However, teacher-

parent relationships are not as strong among rural schools. Teachers and parents have a 

different understanding of what type of education students should be getting.  

 When looking at the six factors in conjunction with the gender of the teacher there 

is no difference in the scores when it comes to a male or female teacher. There is still 

data that shows the factors of Teacher Collaboration and Learning Partnerships fall short 

of the perceived level of collaboration based on a teacher’s gender. Similarly, there is 

also no significant difference between teachers who have been teaching 1-5 years versus 

26 plus year. All the groups based on their teaching experiences have Teacher 

Collaboration and Learning Partnerships at the bottom of their perceptions.  

 This can indicate that both male and female teachers are having a hard time 

working with the parents of their students. This poses a challenge for these teachers 

because gender and years of experiences does not matter, these teachers are having a hard 

time connecting to parents regardless. The students are challenging their own education 

and do not take responsibility for it. It also shows that gender and years of experience 

does not matter when it comes to collaborating with their colleagues. It just does not 

happen in the school districts.  
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FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

 This study focused on three main questions regarding rural school culture with a 

high population of poverty students. The first question was what is the extent that 

teachers perceive collaborative school culture in each of the six factors as determined by 

Gruenert (1998)? The topic of effective and valued professional development is one of 

the biggest challenges for rural, low-income schools. The characteristics of effective and 

valued professional development should be aligned with the goals and mission of the 

school. Another goal of future professional development in the schools is it “should 

provide opportunities for active learning, allowing participants to analyze teaching and 

learning and try out and reflect on new practices” (Skyhar, 2020 p. 46). The practical 

work of the teachers needs to be the focus. Especially when teaching in rural, low-income 

schools and student achievement and success is low. Teachers should be able to have 

input and work collaboratively with the administration to figure out what the professional 

development should look like for the day. However, there still needs to be research done 

in the specifics as to why professional development is not valued by teachers in rural 

schools.  

 Another concern regarding the study leads to the topic of teacher collaboration in 

rural schools. The question remains as to why do teachers not collaborate in the 

classroom? Administrators and teachers alike know that collaboration is a positive when 

it comes to student success. But do they know that collaborating can change the 

relationships between teachers? Administrators wear many hats, but when their school 

district has a toxic school culture, what are they to do? Administrators need to start 

having conversations with their staff about what culture they perceive they are in versus 
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the one they are actually in. From the study, it shows that gender and teaching 

experiences do not play a factor into the conversation of collaboration. The 

administration of these schools need to recognize the first thing to potentially changing 

the culture of the school is to have everyone on staff have a say in something and actually 

be heard and valued.  

 Preservice teachers need to know what they are going to expect when entering a 

rural high-poverty school. There has been some research done on preparing preservice 

teachers for teaching in rural schools. There has been some research done on preparing 

preservice teachers for teaching in high poverty schools. But there needs to be more 

research done on how preservice teachers are being prepared to teach in both. This is 

especially important because those students in college who apply for the TEACH Grant 

are going to be the teachers in these districts. When proper preparation can happen for 

these students, the teacher turnover rate will decrease, there could be a higher chance of 

student’s success, and overall teacher burnout will subside. 
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