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Board has role
in shaping
school culture

Boards are increasingly playing a more meaningful part
in influencing the culture at their schools.
There must also
be an understanding by
board members of the
value of school culture

LEARN: Board members need to start with an open conversation on how they ought to be
involved. Photo: Stockphoto
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EMBERS of the business community will be familiar with the statement that ‘culture eats strategy
for breakfast’ – an assertion regularly bandied
around boardrooms.
In making that now famous statement, the late management educator, Peter Drucker, underscored the
significance of organisational culture.
A popular interpretation of Mr Drucker’s declaration is
that without the leadership’s attention to organisational
culture, any new strategy is at risk of failure.
While corporate boards play an increasingly significant
role in shaping organisational culture, school boards are
still taking a back seat when it comes to influencing school
culture.
Depending on the type of school, board members often
have clear roles in a diverse range of matters, including
overseeing governance standards, shaping strategic direction, challenging school leaders’ thinking and offering
advice, and acting as a school ambassador.
The intersection between the work of the school board
and the school’s culture is still emerging.
But as the behaviour of those engaged in our school
communities correctly comes under the spotlight, it is
crystal clear the responsibility for setting high standards
for a school begins in the boardroom.
Definitions of school culture abound.
Many experts suggest the term refers to the unique personality of the school.
Others explain school culture as its mindset, while some
believe the expression is simply reflective of “how things
are done around here”.
Regardless of the definition chosen, the culture of a
school comprises several components, including the
values, assumptions and unwritten rules that prevail and
are commonly accepted across the school community.
For some boards, the importance of an effective and
supportive school culture is either shrugged off or seen
as a matter for the principal.
Yet, increasingly, there is a line of thought that school
boards, like their corporate counterparts, should play a
key – even if multi-faceted – role in shaping a school’s
culture.
In a broad sense, school boards often shepherd their culture to align with the school’s agreed strategic direction.
Given the relatively new emphasis on school culture
oversight by some boards, board members need to start
with an open conversation on how they ought to be
involved.
The conversation should question, for example, how the
topic of school culture should appear as an agenda item
and how it might be more than just a once-a-year discussion by becoming a prominent item on every agenda.
It is critical that any plans made by the board do not
cross the line between oversight of school culture and
management of it.
A board should take definite steps to determine the type
of culture or personality desired by the broader school
community.
This might include identifying the values that shape the
actions and behaviours of members of the school community along with documenting those values, for example,
through a board charter.
There must also be an understanding by board members
of the value of school culture.
A strong inclusive school culture might enhance the
prospects of a more engaged teaching staff and provide a
better learning outcome for all students.

Conversely, a culture
where bullying runs rife is
likely to result in high staff
and student turnover and
less impressive learning
outcomes.
The bottom line is that
board members must fully
appreciate the significance
and importance of school
culture.
The board also has a
responsibility to understand
the school’s actual culture
and to hold it up against the
desired version.
This form of board oversight might involve seeking
the principal’s view on the
nature and strength of the
culture, along with consideration of any high-level results
of any employee surveys that
might have been conducted.
It might also come from
informally and unobtrusively
observing members of the
school community as they go
about their work, but it must
stop short of board members
immersing themselves in the
school’s operations.
There is no question the
board should act within the
framework that it sets for the
entire school.
This means modelling the
desired culture with school
leaders, teachers and members of the broader school
community.
The board itself sets the
ultimate tone, not only in the
way it prioritises culture and
oversees the school’s culture
but also in the culture of the
board itself.
In that regard, a critical
question for a school board
must be: does the board’s
own culture reflect the values
its sets for the broader school
community?
It should come as no surprise to any board member
that culture will eat strategy
for breakfast in schools, too.
It is the very reason many
boards are increasingly
working to drive high-powered school cultures and
empowering principals to
do likewise.
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SCOTT Millar did not have a lot
of experience or credentials at
the age of 14 when, spurred on
by a school project, he started
selling trinkets and jewellery at
his local markets.
As it turned out, he did not
need any; after just one year,
he began selling thousands of
assorted trinkets and, by the
time he was in year 12, he had
raised his ambitions and created
his own holographic entertainment company.
Now, as the founder and chief
executive of Queensland-based
startup BOP Industries, Mr
Millar has dedicated his work to
inspiring Australian children to
embrace innovation and entrepreneurialism much as he had
done when in school.
That has led him to partner
with Methodist Ladies’ College
for its new, week-long ‘career
innovators’ program, in which
year 10 students work on a series
of projects to learn how creative
and critical thinking skills can be
applied in the workplace.
Mr Millar told Business News
he became involved with the
program primarily to give children confidence in their own
abilities and see how the skills
they learned now would translate to the workforce.
“It’s always been seen that
students are just students; they
have to sit in their box, do what
they’re told, and wait until they
graduate, get a degree and get
some experience before they
can make a difference and
make their voice heard,” he said.
“What I want to impart to the
students in this program is that
being a young person in 2020 is
such a fantastic advantage.
“We work with technology in
such a different way … I think
older generations are starting
to understand the power of
young people when it comes to
having that competitive edge

PRIMED: Meagan King believes teaching critical thinking to year 10 students will prepare
them for senior schooling and the workforce. Photo: MLC

Older generations are starting
to understand the power of young
people when it comes to having that
competitive edge and staying alive in
this innovation economy - Scott Millar
and staying alive in this innovation economy.”
The program, which took
place in the first week of July,
was the work of both Mr Millar
and MLC’s director of innovation, Meagan King.
Featuring appearances from
notable keynote speakers
such as Purposeful founder
Elizabeth Knight and Mr
Millar himself, the program
had students grapple with
challenges in the sustainability
and environmental engineering
space.

That included creating
cleaner, greener ways of mining,
redesigning Perth as a ‘smart
city’ and exploring how to create
more sustainable cities.
Students then pitched their
solutions to a panel of judges,
including University of Western Australia professor Anas
Ghadouani, and received feedback on the viability and overall
value of their solutions.
Ms King told Business News the
program offered an alternative to
work placement by encouraging
students to engage with multiple

skillsets before they entered their
senior years of schooling.
“How do they take (innovation
and critical thinking) skills into
their regular subjects and into
other opportunities they’re presented?” she said.
“It’s something that students
haven’t had as much chance to
do; they tend to take a pathway
and there’s an encouragement
to go a certain way.”
Ms King said flexibility in the
way in which students applied
their learning was particularly
important because of how fragmented the nature of work had
become in recent years.
“We don’t know what (students’) jobs are going to be,”
she said.
“If we’re not looking at innovation spaces and giving them
a real world application to use
those skills, it makes it quite
challenging for them.”
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