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Background Leading to Our Inquiry 
 
Newburgh Elementary once had a rich culture rooted in values and tradition. In recent years, 

circumstances led to a paradigm shift in the culture of the school.  The climate had become toxic for 

some, and there was a strong desire for change.  New leadership in the building opened up a perfect 

opportunity to implement practices leading to enhanced staff morale, teacher satisfaction, and 

improved teaching practices. 

 
The Purpose of Our Inquiry  
 
The purpose of our action inquiry was to collect data to see if building a positive culture within the 

building where our staff members felt informed, heard, and appreciated would result in a school climate 

where respectful, trustworthy, caring relationships exist.   

 
Our Wondering  
 
With this purpose we wondered how changing the school culture could improve the climate in the 

building resulting in: 

Higher staff morale 

Richer instruction 

Greater job satisfaction/teacher retention 

 
Our Actions 
 

To gain insight into our wondering we did the following: 

We started the school year by holding a staff retreat and inviting all staff members.  We had “get to 

know you” activities, planning sessions, shared expectations, and questions and answers.  As stated by 

Gordon (2018), “You must create a positive culture that energizes and encourages each other, fosters 



connected relationships and great teamwork, empowers and enables your team to learn and grow, and 

provides an opportunity for you to do your best work.” (p 15) 

We sent out a NES staff survival snacks document to share favorite treats with colleagues.   

We left positive notes on each staff member’s windshield. According to Whitaker (2012), “Treating 

everyone as if he or she were good is one of the biggest challenges we face in life.  We must do so for a 

very simple reason:  our actions validate the good, responsible, productive people and make the 

irresponsible, lazy, unpleasant people feel uncomfortable.” (p 33)  

We helped coordinate a staff outing. 

We had a Christmas bingo for staff members 

Implemented an Above and Beyond quarterly drawing for gift cards, jeans days, and duty free days.  

Dungy (2010) stated that, “A healthy culture values its people.” (p 166) 

Weekly communication is sent out and monthly staff meetings are held.  Grift, Heflebower, Hoegh, 

Marzano, & Warrick (2016) believed that it was important to, “Share relevant information candidly and 

transparently with the entire team.” (p 27) 

Lunch/recess duties were arranged by grade level to allow two days per week for grade level 

collaboration.  Johnson, Leibowitz, & Perret (2017) feel strongly that, “teachers need greater collective 

professional autonomy and more support to work with one another.” (p 138) 

All teachers were given the opportunity to attend professional development. 

 
Data Collection  
 

All staff members were sent a Google survey with the following questions: 

1. Do you feel the climate (culture) within the building is better this year? 
2. Do you think staff morale has increased? 
3. Do you feel adequately informed through email, staff meetings, etc.? 
4. Do you feel that if you have concerns they are (or would be) addressed? 
5. Do you feel appreciated and respected for the work that you do? 
6. Do you feel you are given opportunities to lead or participate in activities within the 

building? 
7. Do you feel you are given ample opportunities to attend professional development? 
8. Do you feel you are given an appropriate amount of time to collaborate with colleagues? 
9. Do you feel satisfaction with your job? 
10. Do you feel you are putting effort into being better in your position? 

 
 
 
 
 



Our Data  
 
In order to create a picture of what we learned, we analyzed the results from our survey.   
Survey results indicate that the climate in the building is better since changes have been made 
this year to the school culture.  The result of increasing social events, recognition, and 
communication has proven impactful to the majority of our staff members.  Morale is higher 
than in past years; and, based on survey results and comments, job satisfaction has increased.   
This increased job satisfaction has inspired richer, more engaging instruction and better job 
performance. 
 
Our Discoveries  
 
Learning Statement One:  Staff morale is a combination of emotions, attitudes, outlooks, and 
satisfaction.  By being sincere and respectful, empowering staff members with the ability and 
resources to do their jobs, and recognizing them for their effort, it has been a smooth transition 
and we feel morale has increased throughout the building. 
 
Learning Statement Two:  Our teachers are collaborating more and attending district level PD in 
order to improve their practice and offer richer, more engaging instruction.  They are also 
stepping up to take on more leadership roles in the building and contributing to the success of 
the school as a whole by volunteering at athletic events and participating in after-school 
functions. 
 
Learning Statement Three:  We have found that our staff seems happy this year and pleased 
with their positions.  The positive vibe in the building has led to healthy relationships between 
staff members and enhanced relationships between students and staff.   
 
Where We Are Heading Next 
 
We will continue to embrace opportunities to build positive, ongoing relationships with staff 
members.  Our goal will be to provide communication, support, and appreciation.  We hope to 
continue with our current initiatives and look for additional ideas to implement. 
 
Bibliography  
 
Dungy, T. (2010).  The Mentor Leader.  Winter Park, FL:  Legacy, LLC. 

Gordon, J. (2018).  The Power of a Positive Team.  Hoboken, NJ:  John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 

Grift, G., Heflebower, T., Hoegh, J.K., Marzano, R.J., & Warrick, P.B. (2016).  Collaborative Teams That 

Transform Schools.  Bloomington, IN:  Marzano Research. 

Johnson, J., Leibowitz, S., & Perret, K. (2017).  The Coach Approach to School   

 Leadership.  Alexandria, VA:  ASCD. 

Whitaker, T. (2012).  Shifting the Monkey.  Bloomington, IN:  Solution Tree Press. 



Shifting the Culture to Improve 

the Climate

By Dr. Holly Arnold; Ms. Cathy Brown; Mrs. Lisa Butcher

Newburgh Elementary School

IPLI Cohort #6



Background Leading to our Inquiry

• Newburgh Elementary once had a rich culture rooted in values and tradition. 

In recent years, circumstances led to a paradigm shift in the culture of  the 

school.  The climate had become toxic for some, and there was a strong 

desire for change.  New leadership in the building opened up a perfect 

opportunity to implement practices leading to enhanced staff  morale, teacher 

satisfaction, and improved teaching practices.



The Purpose of  our Inquiry

• The purpose of  our action inquiry was to collect data to see if  building a 

positive culture within the building where our staff  members felt informed, 

heard, and appreciated would result in a school climate where respectful, 

trustworthy, caring relationships exist.  



Our Wondering

• How could changing the school culture improve the climate in the building 

resulting in:

• Higher staff  morale

• Richer instruction

• Greater job satisfaction/teacher retention



Our Actions

To gain insight into our wondering we did the following:

• We started the school year by holding a staff  retreat and inviting all staff  members.  We had “get to 

know you” activities, planning sessions, shared expectations, and questions and answers.  As stated by 

Gordon (2018), “You must create a positive culture that energizes and encourages each other, fosters 

connected relationships and great teamwork, empowers and enables your team to learn and grow, and 

provides an opportunity for you to do your best work.” (p 15)



Our Actions

Staff  retreat continued



Our Actions

• We sent out a NES staff  survival snacks document to share favorite treats 

with colleagues.  



Our Actions

• We left positive notes on each staff  member’s windshield. According to 

Whitaker (2012), “Treating everyone as if  he or she were good is one of  the 

biggest challenges we face in life.  We must do so for a very simple reason:  

our actions validate the good, responsible, productive people and make the 

irresponsible, lazy, unpleasant people fee uncomfortable.” (p 33) 



Our Actions

• We helped coordinate a staff  outing.



Our Actions Continued

• We had a Christmas bingo and Secret Santa for staff  members.



Our Actions Continued

• Implemented an Above and Beyond quarterly drawing for gift cards, jeans 

days, and duty free days.  Dungy (2010) stated that, “A healthy culture values 

its people.” (p 166)



Our Actions Continued

• Weekly communication is sent out and monthly staff  meetings are held.  

Grift, Heflebower, Hoegh, Marzano, & Warrick (2016) believed that it was 

important to, “Share relevant information candidly and transparently with 

the entire team.” (p 27)



Our Actions Continued

• Lunch/recess duties were arranged by grade level to allow two days per week 

for grade level collaboration.  Johnson, Leibowitz, & Perret (2017) feel 

strongly that, “teachers need greater collective professional autonomy and 

more support to work with one another.” (p 138)



Our Actions Continued

• Holiday staff  dress up days



Our Actions Continued

• All teachers were given the opportunity to attend professional development.



Data Collection

All staff  members were sent a Google survey with the following questions:

• Do you feel the climate (culture) within the building is better this year?

• Do you think staff  morale has increased?

• Do you feel adequately informed through email, staff  meetings, etc.?

• Do you feel that if  you have concerns they are (or would be) addressed?

• Do you feel appreciated and respected for the work that you do?



Data Collection Continued

• Do you feel you are given opportunities to lead or participate in activities within the 

building?

• Do you feel you are given ample opportunities to attend professional development?

• Do you feel you are given an appropriate amount of  time to collaborate with 

colleagues?

• Do you feel satisfaction with your job?

• Do you feel you are putting effort into being better in your position?



Our Data

In order to create a picture of  what we learned, we analyzed the results from 
our survey.  

Survey results indicate that the climate in the building is better since changes 
have been made this year to the school culture.  The result of  increasing social 
events, recognition, and communication has proven impactful to the majority 
of  our staff  members.  Morale is higher than in past years; and, based on 
survey results and comments, job satisfaction has increased.   This increased 
job satisfaction has inspired richer, more engaging instruction and better job 
performance.



Climate/Culture Survey Participation

Survey Participation Classified by Job Title

Administrator Teacher Counselor Program Assistant Nurse Secretary Custodian Other



Climate/Culture Survey Data Percentages

75.00 73.10

92.30 92.30

5.80 7.70 1.90 0.00
19.20 19.20

5.80 7.70

QUESTION 1 QUESTION 2 QUESTION 3 QUESTION 4

Questions 1-4

Yes No No Opinion



Climate/Culture Survey Data Percentages

90.4
94.2

73.1

63.5

7.7 1.9 11.5
19.2

1.9 3.8 15.4
19.2

QUESTION 5 QUESTION 6 QUESTION 7 QUESTION 8

Questions 5-8 

Yes No No Opinion



Climate/Culture Survey Data Percentages

98.1 96

0 01.9 4

QUESTION 9 QUESTION 10

Questions 9-10 

Yes No No Opinion



Climate/Culture Survey Comments

• Holly has done an excellent job at being a great leader !

• The environment at NES has truly improved so much from the past years ! We were ready for change. 

• Now that we have given NWEA, I think we need training on what the scores mean and how to use the data to inform instruction.

• It is an honor to be a part of such and incredible staff!

• I am truly enjoying this school year and the attitudes of everyone throughout the building. Thank you to all who have worked on this and made it happen.

• My position is high energy and fast paced. I rarely engage in conversations with peers during the day so I am unable to answer questions about morale or improvements 
within the building. I am pleased with our current administration. I think they do a good job and are always willing to give me any accommodations that I have 
requested. They have sent positive emails to me personally regarding my performance, and I really appreciated that. From my point of view, I think things are 
progressing nicely and that they are doing a fantastic job. 

• I love my job and this school:)

• Despite having some health issues currently, I look forward to coming to work this year. I love my job again!

• I marked Yes and No for Collaboration Question. Sometimes we get rushed in RTI or meetings with teachers because of coverage shortages or simply not enough time 
in the day. 

• My answer "no" re: professional development is not directed at NES, but WCSC for SLPs. SLPs are required to have 30 ASHA CEUs, and in 7 years here this has only 
been offered by WCSC once. It is also very difficult to go to CE courses because we can not get subs. Also- no opinions on the culture/morale because I'm often in my 
own little speech world : ) 



Our Discoveries

As a result of  analyzing our data, three important things we learned include:

• Learning Statement One:  Performance is tied to satisfaction. Staff  morale is 

a combination of  emotions, attitudes, outlooks, and satisfaction.  By being 

sincere and respectful, empowering staff  members with the ability and 

resources to do their jobs, and recognizing them for their effort, it has been a 

smooth transition and we feel morale has increased throughout the building.



• Learning Statement Two:  Collaboration is key to happiness. Our teachers 

are collaborating more and attending district level PD in order to improve 

their practice and offer richer, more engaging instruction.  They are also 

stepping up to take on more leadership roles in the building and 

contributing to the success of  the school as a whole by volunteering at 

athletic events and participating in after-school functions.

• Learning Statement Three:  We have found that our staff  seems happy 

this year and pleased with their positions.  The positive vibe in the 

building has led to healthy relationships between staff  members and 

enhanced relationships between students and staff. 



Where We are Headed Next

• We will continue to embrace opportunities to build positive, ongoing 

relationships with staff  members.  Our goal will be to provide 

communication, support, and appreciation.  We hope to continue with our 

current initiatives and look for additional ideas to implement.
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