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Organizational Culture in a Successful Primary School: 
An Ethnographic Case Study*

Abstract

Even though they are perceived similar from outside, all schools have distinct characteristics and 
a culture that differ them from other schools. School culture, is one of the important factors that 
play role in school efficiency and success. The purpose of this study was to examine the culture 
of a successful school profoundly. This study was a case study since it was limited to one school 
and an ethnographic study since a cultural context was used for the identification of the school. 
A criterion for success was determined by the scores of a standardized test (OKS). One voluntary 
school which was directed from the same director for the last three years was selected among 
the most successful five schools in OKS within five years in Konya. Unstructured observation, 
semi-structured interview and stories were used for the data collection. The data were provided 
through the use of Microsoft Excel. The results demonstrated that student-based variables and 
studies in the school for special exams played a more significant role than school-based variables 
on school success. The results also demonstrated that the school had a positive school culture in 
general. It can be concluded that positive organizational culture characteristics such as (1) teac-
hers from different views have positive relationships, (2) teachers demonstrating shared attitudes 
in problem solving, and (3) school directors having leadership characteristics also contributed to 
school success. 
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Due to the fact that culture is not a physical be-
ing, it is difficult to perceive organizational culture 
through analyzing its definitions and explanations 
(Deal, 1995). A great amount of culture is com-

posed of daily behaviors and beliefs and it has an 
invisible, deep impact on the flow of life (Miller & 
Dess, 1996). As Denison (1990) concluded from a 
variety of studies, culture plays a significant role 
in the effectiveness of organizations. Additionally, 
Evans (1996, p. 44) addresses the of power culture 
within the framework of organizational culture 
from the perspective of both the process itself and 
the products it yields. Culture is a means of not 
only transforming people’s behaviors and attitudes 
but also forms learning models. It is an influential 
factor in determining the reactions of organiza-
tional members to changes in the environment 
(Flint, 2000). 

Research concerning organizational culture em-
phasize that culture has a great role on (1) effective-
ness (Fey & Denison, 2000; Ojo, 2009); (2) job sat-
isfaction and organizational commitment (Erdem, 
2007; Lok & Crowford, 1999, 2004) (3) communi-
cation (Brown & Starkey, 1994); (4) reform studies 
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(Leitwood, Jantzi, & Fernandez, 1994) and (5) or-
ganizational quality of life (Argon & Kösterelioğlu, 
2009).

The findings of the organizational research encour-
age educational researchers to utilize fundamental 
cultural elements of the successful schools. All the 
schools have either strong or weak and functional 
or nonfunctional cultural elements (Cunningham 
& Gresso, 1993; Ramsey, 1992). School culture is 
defined as a body of unrecorded (Peterson & Deal, 
2002), transmitted norms, values, beliefs, tradi-
tions, and mythical meaning patterns employed by 
organizational members (Çelik, 2009, p. 32; Stolp 
& Smith, 1995, p. 13). It can be concluded that or-
ganizational culture has a key role in specifying the 
school’s effectiveness and achievement (Goldring, 
2002; Gomez, Marcoulides, & Heck, 2012; Wes-
thuizen, Mosoge, Swanepoel, & Coetsee, 2005). 
Moreover, there are many studies revealing the 
relationship between school culture and academic 
aspiration, (McCollum & Yader, 2011), academic 
achievement (Şahin, 2011), teacher job satisfaction 
(Hatchett, 2010), and organizational commitment 
(Karadağ, Baloğlu, & Çakır, 2011). 

The significant role of culture in achievement led 
to studies focusing specifically on the characteris-
tics of the school culture in academically success-
ful schools (Benton, 1999; Kenner, 2000; Neric-
cio, 1994; Onoye, 2004; Shaw, 1990; Smith, 2006). 
Several researchers found out common features 
of such schools. They are; (1) schools with a com-
municatively accessible atmosphere and where the 
members are cooperative and committed to their 
job (Benton, 1999; Eubanks, 1994; Lima, 2006; 
Mitchell & Willower, 1992; Onoye; Sergiovanni, 
1994); (2) schools where teachers are included in 
the decision-making process (Kenner; Mitchell & 
Willower); (3) schools with a strong academic fo-
cus (Benton; Maehr & Braskamp, 1986; Onoye); 
and (4) schools where administrators have leader-
ship abilities (Onoye).

The national literature studies on school culture 
dominantly used quantitative methods and aimed 
to reveal whether school culture displays positive 
or negative cultural characteristics (Arslan, Satıcı, 
& Kuru, 2007; Aslan, Özer, & Ağıroğlu Bakır, 
2009; Ayık & Ada, 2009; Fırat, 2007; Gedikoğlu & 
Tahaoğlu, 2010; Gezer, 2005; Korkmaz, 2008; Sön-
mez, 2006; Şahin, 2004; Terzi, 2005; Yavuz, 2012; 
Yılmaz & Oğuz, 2005).

Academic achievement can be defined as the 
level of attainment of goals (Buluş, Duru, Balkız, 
& Duru, 2011) or consistency between goals and 

behaviors (Bloom, 1998). Educational goals are 
grouped in three categories as; (1) Long-term goals 
(Country’s educational policies and philosophies), 
(2) General goals (the main framework of people 
to be educated e.g. Adoption of cultural values), (3) 
Specific objectives (the objectives of the discipline 
or course) (Demirel, 2010, p. 106). The academic 
achievement of a school can be outlined as the at-
tainment of all intended outcomes. Nevertheless, 
school success is generally considered from the 
perspective of specific objectives with their diffi-
culty in measurement and evaluation. In this study, 
student academic achievement is taken into con-
sideration as a criterion to identify school achieve-
ment. Academic achievement can be regarded 
as the grades or the average of grades taken from 
an academic course (Özgüven, 1998). As a result, 
grades can be an indicator of academic achieve-
ment of the students via measurement and evalua-
tion of the course teacher. It is of great significance 
that, it is not possible to draw common conclu-
sions by taking different measurement and evalu-
ation tools into account. Therefore, in this study, 
school achievement is limited to student academic 
achievement in the courses which constitute the 
courses in the OKS (Secondary Education Place-
ment Examination). 

In this study, it was aimed to describe the culture 
in an academically successful primary school in 
Konya in a detailed way. Within this scope, the 
study seeks to find the answers to the following re-
search questions: 

1. What are the characteristics of the school cul-
ture?

2. What are the opinions of the participants con-
cerning the source of school achievement? 

Method

Research Design 

In this study, qualitative research design was used 
to analyze school culture. According to Merriam 
(1998, p. 14), a study which focuses on school cul-
ture, a group of students or behaviors in the class-
room should use ethnographic case study format. 
A case study provides the researcher with real life 
events in a meaningful and holistic way when the 
case is not distinctive in its context (Yin, 1993, p. 3, 
2003, p. 2). Ethnography is frequently used by the 
anthropologists to explore communities of people 
and their culture. Ethnography as a body of meth-
ods analyses a specific culture from the viewpoints 
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of its members (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995, 
p.1, Hatch, 2002, p. 21). This study is both a case 
study since its scope is limited to one school and an 
ethnographic study owing to the fact that it strives 
to make a description of the particular school 
through using a cultural content. 

The Selection of the School 

The study group is assigned according to criterion 
sampling. In this study, three criteria are taken 
into account in school selection. They are; (1) OKS 
success rank order of the last five years; (2) school 
principal’s tenure-(3 years minimum); (3) school’s 
being voluntary to participate in the study 

Data Collection Tools

Data were collected via unstructured observation 
and semi-structured interview and stories.

Unstructured Observation: In this study sugges-
tions from Merriam (1998), Schein (1997) and 
similar studies (Sarı, 2007) were considered and 
unstructured observation was preferred. Within 
the study, in line with Merriam (p. 97-98) sugges-
tions, (a) physical setting of the school, (b) partici-
pants, (c) activities and interpersonal interaction 
(d) conversations in the environment, (e) observer 
and (f) informal activities and non-verbal commu-
nication were observed in the school environment. 

Semi-structured Interview: Semi-structured in-
terview was used to benefit from both the advan-
tage of fixed responses in structured interview 
and the flexibility of unstructured interview in 
the relevant field (Büyüköztürk, Çakmak, Akgün, 
Karadeniz, & Demirel, 2008, p. 234). During the 
preparation stage of the interview form, theoretical 
explanations on school culture, sub-dimensions of 
school culture, unstructured observation made by 
the researcher and stories transmitted by the teach-
ers were taken into account. 

Stories 

Telling stories is one of the oldest traditions in all 
the cultures of the world (Mears, 2008, p. 407). So-
cial actors use stories to tell significant events and 
personal experiences of their lives. Cultural heri-
tage and organizational culture are transferred by 
means of stories and their heroes repeatedly (Cof-
fey & Atkinson, 1996, p. 56). In this study, organi-
zational stories were used as a tool to collect data 
in order to describe organizational culture. During 

data collection, forms were prepared by the re-
searchers to be filled by the teachers and the ad-
ministrators to reflect personal experiences which 
affected them in a positive or negative way.

Validity and Reliability 

For the validity and reliability of the study, coding 
coherence was checked and it was calculated as .87. 
In addition, member checking and long term inter-
action techniques were used for detailed descrip-
tion to ensure transferability (Stake, 1995, p. 145). 

Data Analysis 

In qualitative analysis, researchers have to analyze 
a great amount of data (Miles, 1979). In this study, 
34 stories, 98 pages of interviews collected from 
13 participants and 30 pages of observation notes 
were examined. A content analysis was carried 
on stories, observations and data collected from 
the interviews together with the subsequent data. 
Microsoft Excel was used to analyze the interviews 
and the observation notes in a systematic way par-
allel to the suggestions of the researchers (Meyer 
& Avery, 2009). Microsoft Excel was preferred due 
to its being applicable in providing the researcher 
with the opportunity to classify and display data 
which have common codes (Nergiş Işık, 2010). 

Results 

In this part, the findings of the study are given. 
Primarily, a brief overview on the history of school 
and its general characteristics are provided. Sec-
ondly, stories gathered from teachers and school 
administrators are analyzed. Finally, all data col-
lected during the course of the study were classified 
taking the research questions into account. 

Findings Collected from the Stories

Stories were grouped in 7 general topics. They are; 
(1) relations with parents, (2) sacrifice, (3) achieve-
ment (4) relations with teachers, (5) administra-
tion, (6) relations with students and (7) special 
occasions. It was observed that 65 % of the stories 
taken from teachers and administrators are posi-
tive and 35 % are negative. A great majority of the 
negative stories are concerned with the parents and 
relations with the administration (11 stories out of 
12). 
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The School’s Past and Present 

The school went through a number of transforma-
tions. The first of transformation was when there 
was a small number of student and teacher popula-
tion. It can be said that the school administration 
and teachers work collaboratively to increase aca-
demic success in examinations. The academic suc-
cess made both the teachers and the administrators 
popular in the educational environment which led 
to the second transformation. Moreover, there was 
a dramatic increase in the number of students and 
teachers and there has been a shift in the adminis-
trative role of the school principal recently, which 
resulted in a loss in the spirit of collaboration in 
the school. 

Problems/Solutions to Problems

The most frequently encountered problems in the 
school are (1) parents’ interference in administra-
tive issues and (2) unsuccessful teachers. It was 
observed that the administration, teachers and the 
parents had a common attitude in solving prob-
lems in the school. 

Relations in the School and Communication

In the interviews held, teachers and administra-
tors were questioned about how they perceived the 
communication and relations in the school. All the 
teachers stated that they were able to communicate 
with each other in an effective way. Furthermore, 
they noted that there was no problem in communi-
cation between teachers with diverse perspectives. 
They added that the principal’s having a fair atti-
tude towards every member is the key factor in the 
establishment of a positive atmosphere among 80 
teachers in the school. 

School’s Academic Achievement 

Teachers, parents and the administrators were in-
terviewed on the main reason of academic achieve-
ment and what strategies were followed for attain-
ing success. Parents and teachers stated that the 
fundamental reason for academic success was stu-
dents preferred for registration on account of their 
previous success. Teachers believed that successful 
students were transferred to school as successful 
football players are transferred to a team. Another 
remarkable reason for academic achievement was 
their coming from a high socio-economical back-
ground. It was added that school’s becoming popu-

lar with academic achievement played a motivating 
role both on teachers and the students. Exam ori-
ented studies and achievement tests of the school 
are other important factors in achievement. 

Discussions

The main aim of the study was to describe a suc-
cessful primary school’s organizational culture in 
a detailed way. To this end, answers to following 
questions were investigated;

1) What are the opinions of the participants related 
to school success? 

2) What are the characteristics of school culture? 

The findings are discussed below.

What are the Opinions of the Participants related 
to School Success? 

The study aimed to specify cultural characteristics 
which support student achievement. However, 
all the participants in the study stated that school 
achievement depended more on student charac-
teristics than schools. Based on their past experi-
ence, teachers claimed that student achievement 
seemed impossible when students were not quali-
fied. Unlike the studies in the literature, this study 
indicated that academically successful schools had 
the idea that there was every prospect of the stu-
dents to be educated (Edmonds, 1979) and to be 
equipped with necessary skills to be successful 
(Scribner & Reyes, 1999).

Teachers think that there is a positive correlation 
between student achievement and parents’ socio-
economic status. This supports the idea of teachers 
which is parallel to Coleman’s (1988) view: Chil-
dren from high socio-economic background are 
academically more successful’. As Coleman defines 
(Coleman, p. 110), cultural heritage and sources, 
family structure, school-parent relationship, as-
sistance in home assignments promote student 
perception of school, increase success and prevent 
students to drop out (Beaulieu, Glenn, Glen, & Pa-
tricia, 2001; Bogenschneider, 1997; Falbo & Lein, 
1999; Hoy, 2012; Jenkins, 1995; Kaya, 2009, p. 265; 
Marks, Cresswell & Ainley, 2006; Sui-Chu ve Do-Sui-Chu ve Do-
uglas, 1996).

The participants of the study claimed that exam-
oriented studies carried out in the school are other 
major factors in achievement. Teachers felt the 
need for doing extra work consistent with OKS 
because of the inadequacy of sources in the educa-
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tional program. There are inconsistencies between 
the educational program and the exam content 
(Durmaz, 2009; Yıldırım, 2008) and parents know 
that OKS has an important role in university en-
trance exams (Başkaya, 2006; Özerman, 2007). 
Owing to these facts, private courses come into 
prominence (Dağlı, 2006). 

Based on the information provided by the partici-
pants, it can be figured that school culture is not 
influential in academic achievement. However, 
two parents with almost the same socio-economic 
background stated that they changed their chil-
dren’s former school since they believed that the 
school administration was ineffective and minority 
of the students was academically successful. This 
finding can be an indicator that student achieve-
ment is not only a result of student and teacher 
characteristics but also school’s features. Many 
studies show that school culture has an important 
role in academic achievement (Ayık & Ada, 2009; 
Demirtaş, 2010; Nericcio, 1994; Peterson & Deal, 
2002, p. 10; Smith, 2006; Thacker & McInerney, 
1992; Westhuizen et al., 2005).

What are the Characteristics of School Culture?

The prominent characteristics of school culture re-
vealed in the study are: 1) teachers from different 
perspectives having positive relations 2) having a 
common attitude in the solution of problems and 
3) leadership. 

1) Teachers from different perspectives having posi-
tive relations: It was concluded from the study that 
relations and communication between teachers 
have a positive effect on school achievement parallel 
to previously conducted studies (Goleman, Boyatzis 
& McKee, 2002; Hadden, 2000; Kenner, 2000; Lein, 
Johnson, & Ragland, 1997; Sergiovanni, 1994).

2) Having a common attitude in the solution of 
problems: It was found that teachers and school 
administrators had a common attitude in quest of 
finding solutions to problems. In a study by Kenner 
(2000) , the culture of an academically successful 
school was examined and it was discovered that 
teachers and administrators with opposing views 
display a common attitude to solve problems. 
Among the distinctive features of a leader, Onoye 
(2004) found that an administrator’s ability to work 
in a collaborative manner with the teachers is es-
sential in solving problems. 

3) Leadership: It is very likely to talk about two dis-
tinct periods in the school. The school’s principle 

had been working in the school for 13 years and 
teachers stated that the principal had a key role in 
school achievement. Teachers’ talking about the 
characteristics and activities of the previous princi-
pal was a reflection of his effective leadership quali-
ties. Nonetheless, the change in the administrative 
staff and subsequent transfer of school principals 
to other institutions did not allow the administra-
tors to shape school culture. The frequent change 
in the administrative staff was due to rules and 
regulations of the Ministry of Education, which 
had both positive and negative effect on schools 
(Kaya, 2012; Nartgün, Bayraktar & Akkulak, 2012; 
Nural & Çıtak, 2012; Özdemir & Yaman, 2011); 
mostly negative effect on school culture (Tonbul & 
Sağıroğlu, 2012) which reduced efficiency (Nuray 
& Çıtak). 

Conclusion

In this study, it was aimed to describe organization-
al culture in a primary school in a comprehensive 
manner. The participants of the study stated that 
student related variables were more effective than 
school related variables in academic achievement. 
The study revealed that high socio-economic status 
of the families played a major role in achievement. 
Based on the information provided by the partici-
pants, it can be figured that school culture is not 
influential in academic achievement. Neverthe-
less, it was stated by the teachers and the admin-
istrators that parents from similar socio-economic 
background transferred their children from private 
schools. Their preference was owing to the major-
ity of successful students and effective leadership in 
the school.

Additionally, it was found that the school had a 
positive culture in line with the literature which 
shows that positive school culture supports aca-
demic achievement. The main factors in the 
achievement are: (1) positive relations between 
teachers from different perspectives, (2) having a 
common attitude in finding solutions to problems, 
and (3) leadership qualities of the school principal. 
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