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This handbook is designed to inspire the 
thinking required to transform and 
reform our schools through a new brand 
of cultural leadership focused on:
• COMMITTED TEACHERS
• CARING STUDENTS
• CONNECTED COMMUNITIES

A plain English manual for Australia’s current 
and emerging School Leaders. 
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When most people are asked about the importance of culture in building a successful 
school culture, the answers are typical.  YES – a positive culture is critical if we want 
high-performing teachers and rapidly learning students.

Ask the same people what a School Culture is and there’s likely to be a pause before a 
possibly mumbled and probably unsure answer.  It poses a very interesting 
conundrum – if School Culture is so important then exactly why is it that we have such 
GLɝFXOW\�H[SODLQLQJ�LW"

At REAL SCHOOLS, our mission is to bring clarity to this argument.  You can read 
thousands of white papers and articles on School Culture.  I even read one that 
suggested the 88 components of successful School Cultures … 88 of them?!  

We contend to you that successful School Cultures manifest when schools have 
FRQWH[WXDO�DQG�VSHFLȴF�IRFXV�LQ�WZR�NH\�DUHDV�

1. Leadership Styles and Behaviours
2. Behaviour Management (Relationship Cultivation)

Where schools have a focus in both areas, a fantastic culture emerges from 
ZLWKLQ�WKH�RYHUODS��ΖW�ORRNV�D�OLWWOH�OLNH�WKLV�
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7KLV�H�ERRN�ZLOO�VKRZ�\RX�MXVW�KRZ�WR�FRPPHQFH�EXLOGLQJ�MXVW�VXFK�D�VXFFHVVIXO�
School Culture.

•

What is a School Culture?

Leadership 
Styles & 

Behaviours

Behaviour 
Management 
(Relationship 
Cultivation)

Successful School Culture

What is a School Culture?



Leading a Successful School Culture?
The development of a productive, powerful and purpose driven School Culture is 
now core business to the contemporary School Leader.

My contention to you is that ‘what’ you do or decide as a School Leader has become far 
less important than ‘how’ you go about your business.  In short, the character of our 
leaders is far more important than their strategy.  It’s a leader of character that today’s 
teacher follows – and not a leader of strategy.
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School Leaders need to 
become increasingly familiar 
with the characteristics of 
today’s teachers and what 
drives them towards 
self-directed improved 
performance.  Teachers today 
are motivated by leadership, 
culture, improvement and 
investment.  So if teacher 
quality is as important as we 
claim it to be, and this is 
irrefutable in the latest 
research, then we’d better start 
to pay attention in these 
important domains.

Leading a successful culture 
UHTXLUHV�GHȴQLQJ�WKH�FXUUHQW�
culture, building and 
communicating a vision for the 
aspirational culture and also 
knowing just how we’ll know 
that the culture is measurable, 
sustainable and genuinely 
emerging.

Great School Leaders know that the very best programs will fail if planted in a cultural 
wasteland.  So it might be best to spend some time on educational soil tendering.

Leading a Successful School Culture?



Models of School Leadership
We’ve missed the point when it comes 
to modeling the task of School 
Leadership.  Models are useful, but 
DOVR�ȵDZHG��LQ�WKDW�WKH\�VLPSO\�GRQȇW�
take your unique context into account.  
There are no students like yours, no 
teachers with the capabilities of your 
VWD�DQG�QR�SDUHQWV�ZLWK�DVSLUDWLRQV�
identical to those being discussed over 
dinner by your families.

This means we can learn from models 
for leadership, but they are often not 
quite right for your school or the one 
down the road.  You need a model that 
ȴWV�\RXU�SXUSRVH�Ȑ�VR�LWȇV�WLPH�WR�
design your own.
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Just imagine, how valuable it would be 
to draw one model, placed in the top 
drawer of your desk that you can 
UHȵHFW�XSRQ�ZKHQ�WLPHV�DUH�WRXJK�Ȑ�
because they will be.  This model 
would be drawn at a time when you 
ZHUH�WUXO\�UHȵHFWLYH�RI�ZKDWȇV�VSHFLDO�
about your school and your people – 
when you had some clarity about 
where you and your school community 
are going.

Models can have varying purposes.  
For instance, a three-sphered Venn 
Diagram is perfect for unity and 
balance.  Conversely, the old org chart 
model is perfect for establishing 
hierarchy and job clarity.  Every type of 
model has a purpose and your model 
selection will reveal much about your 
hopes and plans.

But one last piece of advice on models 
– keep yours a secret.  Your model is 
yours!  It isn’t for others to use in 
holding you to account or criticizing 
you.  There are some fabulous ways to 
communicate with your people, but 
prizing some privacy for your own 
thinking needn’t be compromised.

Models of School Leadership



The Power of a Leadership Story
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Stories and metaphors 
bring clarity.  The vision is 
clear, the destination 
established, the road there 
uncluttered by peripheral 
accountabilities and the 
roadblocks can be seen for 
what they are, and not as 
another in the endless 
stream of distractions.  By 
the way, you picture 
something while reading 
this paragraph?  See, this 
VWX�ZRUNV�DQG�FKDQJHV�
the way we view our core 
business.

While I am suggesting strongly to you that your leadership model should be a secret, 
I’m certainly not advocating that secrecy should be your basic mode of leadership.  
Far from it.

And the best way to establish understanding and a shared vision is to communicate 
authentically.  This said, I’d contend that far too many leaders only communicate 
strategic intentions and we fail to capitalize by powerfully spreading the word about 
the leadership we do from the heart.  Our moral vision for our school is not best 
presented with a model, or a neat PowerPoint presentation – but with a story.

ΖȇYH�WROG�P\�VWDV�WKDW�Ζ�ZLOO�OHDG�P\�VFKRRO�OLNH�D�)RUPXOD�2QH�5DFLQJ�&DU�7HDP�Ȃ�ΖȇP�
serious!  As Principal, I’m the guy in the suit – the Team Director and his position is 
clearly not to strap on the helmet and drive.  He sets the team direction, hires the 
best pit crew, headhunts the best coaches, purchases the best resources, ensures an 
DGHTXDWH�IXHO�VXSSO\�DQG�SURYLGHV�WKH�EHVW�DGYLFH�RQ�JHWWLQJ�WR�WKH�ȴQLVK�OLQH�LQ�ȴUVW�
place.  For this reason and by repetition of this story, my teachers knew why I kept 
spending time in their classrooms.  My motivation was only to gather evidence on 
their driving so that I could help them drive faster.

6WRU\�LV�SRZHUIXO���ΖW�XQSDFNV��LQ�D�PHPRUDEOH�ZD\��WKH�SRZHUIXO�RYHUODS�
between your plans and your character.  It allows those you lead to understand 
both you and your plans.

What’s your story?

The Power of a Leadership Story



Relationships in Focus
Models and metaphors are fantastic for 
maintaining a consistent focus and 
communicating with impact.  But all 
PRGHOV�DUH�LQKHUHQWO\�ȵDZHG���6KRXOG�\RX�
decide to steal my model (and plenty of 
educational policy is written this way!) and 
transpose it over your school – you are 
destined for disaster.

This is simply because context is 
HYHU\WKLQJ���<RXU�VWD��\RXU�VWXGHQWV��\RXU�
families, your demographic and your 
relationships are exquisitely unique to 
your school.  As such, overlaying 
somebody else’s model to your context is 
doomed for failure.  You need your own.

7KHUH�DUH�WZR�W\SHV�RI�WHDFKHUV�WKDW�IRFXV�RQ�UHODWLRQVKLSV��7KH\�DUH�
The Blind Builders – they focus on great relationships because they feel good to 
us.  We develop harmonious classrooms with multiple personal check-ins, 
ritualized celebrations and the hint of us all spending an inordinate amount of 
time in a circle and singing Kumbaya.  The relationships are built to a large extent 
in justifying an unproductive view of what schools are for.
The Lever Pullers – they focus on leveraging meaningful student-teacher 
relationships for pure performance.  They spend focused time in each of the 
pursuits of building and using these relationships.  These relationships bring 
strength and commitment to the purpose of your school.  They contribute to a 
collaborative culture and a provable connection to student learning outcomes.  
These are the most relevant and frequently imitated schools.  

Is your school pulling the right levers?
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1.

2.

It’s these unique relationships that 
great schools are able to focus on and 
also to maintain perspective about.  It’s 
far from uncommon for modern 
teachers to say they focus on 
relationships.  Yet, I’d contend that 
many focus so hard on relationships 
that they are unable to remember why 
they are doing it.  In other words – how 
do these relationships bring value to a 
school’s purpose?

If a school’s core purpose is learning – 
then strong, thick, supportive 
relationships should underpin this 
purpose.

Relationships in Focus



Call it Behaviour Management

As such, it’s critical to successful culture building that your school commits to 
addressing Behaviour Management with focus.  If you are focused on Behaviour 
Management, then you’ll be able to witness it in your operational constructs.  For 
instance:

You’ll have a clear policy that focuses on relational responses to undesirable 
behaviours.
You’ll have a consistent approach for writing Individual Behaviour Plans for your 
trickiest 3-5% of students.
<RXȇOO�KDYH�GHWDLOHG�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�IRU�WDFNOLQJ�LGHQWLȴHG�EHKDYLRXUDOO\�FKDOOHQJLQJ�
cohorts – such as Rock & Water for angry groups of boys.
You’ll have direction for teachers on writing Classroom Management Plans that 
are balanced in terms of reactive and proactive strategies.
You’ll have mentoring and practice discussions built into your meeting 
structures.
You’ll have clear, brief implementation strategies for whole school approaches 
connected to relationships and behaviour – such as Restorative Practices.
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Talking about, planning for, 
GHEULHȴQJ�RYHU�DQG�VXSSRUWLQJ�
each other in meaningful ways 
are the big icons of a school 
that knows how important 
Behaviour Management really is 
to achieving any 
well-considered vision for a 
contemporary school.

Practice is the weapon of 
FKRLFH�IRU�WKH�HHFWLYH�PRGHUQ�
teacher.  Let’s sharpen that 
weapon for battle.

•

•

•

•

•

•

We like these days to toss terms around that avoid the truth.  We talk in terms of 
Mission Statement, Rationale and Ethos for the purpose of coming up with 
aspirational cheerleading chants.  We’re avoiding the issue.

We can also talk about student wellbeing, productive pedagogies and classroom 
climate – when we’re really just talking about Behaviour Management.  Let me share a 
IDFW�Ȃ�LI�\RX�VWDQG�LQ�IURQW�RI����XQȴQLVKHG�\RXQJ�FLWL]HQV�ZKR�ZRXOG�UDWKHU�EH�
VXUȴQJ��SOD\LQJ�;�%R[�RU�FRQQHFWLQJ�RQ�)DFHERRN�DQG�FRQIURQW�WKHP�ZLWK�\RXU�
objective to teach them fractions … then you are going to manage behaviour. 

As Dr.Phil says “You can’t change what you don’t acknowledge.”  Teachers manage 
behaviour and this part of their work provides the most challenge and stress.  Let’s 
actually deal with that.

Call it Behaviour Management



The Silent Majority
:H�IHDU�VRPHWLPHV�WKDW�WKH�FXOWXUH�RI�RXU�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�ZLOO�EH�GHȴQHG�E\�WKH�QRLV\�
few.  Rest easy – it won’t be.  There’s a reason that newspapers are often referred to 
DV�ȆWRPRUURZȇV�ȴVK�	�FKLS�ZUDSSHUȇ���7KH�QRLVH�FUHDWHG�LQ�RQH�LQVWDQFH�LV�WHPSRUDU\�

The long-term regard that your community or even jurisdiction will hold for your 
school is dependent far more on the plethora of positive stories generated from 
within it.

ΖȇG�FRQWHQG�WR�\RX�WKDW�RXU�VWXGHQWV�OHDYH�VFKRRO�LQ�RQH�RI�WKUHH�FDWHJRULHV�
Those whose schooling helped them have the lives they wanted. Most of us 
fall into this category – I certainly do.  We learned, we got hooked on learning, we 
did more learning and this opened up doors for us professionally and in life.  We 
are the Silent Majority.
Those whose schooling failed to help them have the lives they wanted. We 
know and remember these kids.  They didn’t or wouldn’t do the work at school 
and the school didn’t work for them either.  Sadly, these kids become adults – 
and those adults are on the fringes of the social problems that plague all of our 
communities.  These are the people for whom re-thinking schooling is an 
honourable task.
Those who succeeded despite their schooling.  Typically brimming with talent 
and personality, these young people often experienced one or more negative 
UHODWLRQVKLSV�DW�VFKRRO���7KH\�GHȴQH�DQG�GHYDOXH�HGXFDWLRQ�DV�D�UHVXOW�RI�WKHVH�
UHODWLRQVKLSV�Ȑ�DQG�WKH\�DUH�WHOOLQJ�WKH�ZRUOG���7KH\�DUH�RQ�RXU�FXUUHQW�DDLUV�
programs and holding press conferences.  They’re noisy, but we needn’t feel 
their voice is more valid than any of our other young people.

Put simply, don’t forget the silent majority.  They are our next doctors, policy makers, 
shop assistants, volunteers, parents and teachers.  Plan for the silent majority, 
nurture the silent majority, discuss the silent majority and celebrate the silent 
PDMRULW\���5HȵHFW�WKHP�LQ�\RXU�ZKROH�VFKRRO�DQG�FODVVURRP�SODQV�

They will thank you by changing the world for the better as a result of your school’s 
LQȵXHQFH�
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The Silent Majority



Creative Licence
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At dinner parties, I’m sometimes asked 
who my heroes in education are.  And in 
schools, we don’t quite access the public 
stage with the ease that heroes in other 
ȴHOGV�GR��VXFK�DV�0LFKDHO�&ODUNH��1HOVRQ�
Mandella, Oprah Winfrey or One 
Direction!

My hero is Sir Ken Robinson.  Through his 
mightily acclaimed and popular TED Talk 
“Schools Are Killing Creativity”, Ken has 
made it cool to look at education through 
the eyes of our students and through the 
lens of what the world is really demanding 
of its next batch of adults.  No longer do 
our young people need to be only literate 
and numerate to succeed.  As we seem 
intent to leave them with some quite 
complex problems to solve (like poverty, 
HQYLURQPHQW�DQG�FRQȵLFW���LWȇV�FULWLFDO�WKDW�
they are able to collaborate with other 
smart, creative people for the long-term 
sustainability of our planet and species. 

Doesn’t that make our work sound 
important?  As it should.

It’s an ability to learn both within and 
outside the parameters of the standard, 
traditional syllabus that will enable and 
equip young people for success. 

It will be their capability and willingness to 
OHDUQ�QRW�RQO\�ȊVWXȋ�EXW�ZKDW�\RX�FDQ�GR�
ZLWK�WKH�VWX���7KH\�ZLOO�QHHG�WR�VHH�
learning as more than the head – but 
inclusive of the hands and the heart too.

Creativity allows our children to explore 
topics of genuine intrinsic worth – 
invention, beauty, love, the senses, 
compassion and motivation.  

I believe with some conviction (and 
anyone who has seen me dance will 
agree!) that I’m possibly the least adept 
person in Australia in the Performing Arts.  
Yet I was Principal of a wonderful school 
with a whole school commitment to this 
pursuit – both as a subject and an 
embedded curriculum component.  You 
see the Arts, and in turn creativity, shows 
us not only WHAT to learn but HOW to 
learn.

And the great part of it is you don’t have 
to be good at it – just be your best 
creative self.

Creative Licence



More Than Group Work
As mentioned alongside creativity on the previous page, the ability to collaborate 
meaningfully with others is critical to both personal and collective success.

The skills of genuine collaboration have eluded educators and schools for years and 
with good reason – we keep confusing co-operative learning with group work.

The trap of falling for group work is, in some ways, understandable.  On a simplistic 
level, if we want students to work together then the logical step is to provide opportu-
nities for them to do so.  The problem with blocking students together in groups, 
minus the necessary co-operative tools, is that we again narrow the focus.  We make 
the goal or the task central and the achievement of the task the primary goal of the 
lesson.

Spencer Kagan describes any group of four, comprising children or adults starkly.  
7KHVH�JURXSV�W\SLFDOO\�FRPSULVH�RQH�RU�PRUH�ȊKRJVȋ��WKRVH�ZKR�ZLOO�JODGO\�VKRZ�R�
WKHLU�H[SHUWLVH�DQG�FDSDELOLW\�E\�WRWDOO\�WDNLQJ�RYHU�EHIRUH�WKH�ȊORJVȋ�UXLQ�WKH�ȴQDO�SURG-
uct.  Of course, the “logs” are more than happy to fold their arms and do nothing while 
the “hog” gets the job done.

This isn’t teaching the “hog” 
a thing about co-operation.  
And the “log” is learning, at 
best, delegation … and at 
worst the arts of laziness 
and withdrawal.

True co-operative learning 
and collaboration is about 
learning the skills to do so 
and is measured by the 
process, not the outcome.

Co-operative learning 
requires the participation of 
all group members, the 
heightened activity of all 
group members and the 
responsibility of all group 
members to ensure that the 
ȴUVW�WZR�FRQFHSWV�DUH�
happening.

And it also helps if we model this approach and attitude in the way that we work as 
educators too. 

9

More Than Group Work



Focus on Your Greatest Asset
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Quality teaching has been proven time and time again to be central to school 
improvement.  And there are all manner of distractions to the critical cultural 
endeavour of empowering and enabling our teachers.

It’s true that the business of a school needs to support its purpose, but the most 
HHFWLYH�OHDGHUV�UHPDLQ�FRQVFLRXV�WKDW�HYHU\�VHFRQG�ZH�VSHQG�RQ�WDVNV�VXSHUȵXRXV�WR�
teacher empowerment is a second lost.  Every moment you spend purchasing 
technology, on the phone to HR, writing annual reports, replying to departmental 
HPDLOV�DQG�VXEVHTXHQWO\�VDFULȴFLQJ�YLVLWV�WR�WKH�FODVVURRP�FRPHV�DW�D�FRVW���

A determination to keep our teachers central to our thinking and our own practice will 
QRW�RQO\�PDNH�\RX�SRSXODU�ZLWK�\RXU�VWD��DQG�ZRQGHUIXO�OHDGHUV�RSHQO\�OHYHUDJH�WKLV�
popularity), it will make you successful.  Use a simple model such as the below to keep 
your focus in the right place.

The great cultural leadership conundrum is that leading great teaching and learning 
LV�GLHUHQW�IURP�EHLQJ�D�JUHDW�WHDFKHU���<RX�DQG�\RXU�VFKRRO�ZLOO�DFKLHYH�ERWK�\RXU�
stated and your moral objectives only if you are a leader worth following.  Knowing 
about great teaching and learning is a huge advantage, but it will never trump a deep 
knowledge of and commitment to your teachers and your community.  This is cultural 
leadership – and the world needs you in that space.

7KHUH�KDV�EHHQ�VLJQLȴFDQW�GHEDWH�LQ�VFKRROV�LQ�UHFHQW�\HDUV�DERXW�ZKHWKHU�3ULQFLSDOV�
need to be Instructional Leaders or Transformational Leaders.  My advice – be both.

Community
Administration

Students

Teachers

Focus on Your Greatest Asset



www.realschools.com.au
Contact us for more information about our products and services to assist 
\RXU�VFKRRO�LQ�EXLOGLQJ�D�VXFFHVVIXO�FXOWXUH�WKURXJK�
 • Leadership Services and Experiences.
 • Behaviour Management Training for Teachers.
 • Restorative Practices Partnerships.

All Real Schools products and services link directly to the AITSL standards for 
Teachers and/or School Leaders.

Leading Australian schools is a tough job.  You deserve the highest level of support 
available.  Real Schools wishes you every success with the business of shaping the 
next generation of leaders, learners and citizens.

Contact Adam Voigt (Director, Real Schools) at info@realschools.com.au 
RU�YLVLW�RXU�ZHEVLWH�WR�ȴQG�RXW�PRUH�

Adam Voigt
Director & Founder
Real Schools
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What’s next?




