
 
  

High 
Performance 
Cultures 
Improving your school by defining, 
focusing on, and promoting, what 
matters most. 
 

 
“Culture is not only all around us but within us as well...If we understand culture 
better, we will understand ourselves better and recognize some of the forces 
acting within us that define who we are.” 
 

Edgar Schein, 2004 
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A group of blind men heard that a strange animal, called an 
elephant, had been brought to the town, but none of them 
were aware of its shape and form. Out of curiosity, they said: 
"We must inspect and know it by touch, of which we are 
capable". So, they sought it out, and when they found it they 
groped about it. 
 
The first person, whose hand landed on the trunk, said, "This 
being is like a thick snake". For another one whose hand 
reached its ear, it seemed like a kind of fan. As for another  
 

 
person, whose hand was upon its leg, said, the elephant is a pillar like a tree-trunk. The blind man who placed his hand upon its side said the 
elephant, "is a wall". Another who felt its tail, described it as a rope. The last felt its tusk, stating the elephant is that which is hard, smooth and 
like a spear. 
 
The parable of blind men and the elephant is found in Buddhist, Hindu, and Jain texts. It was worked into a famous 19th century poem by John 
Godfrey Sax. The parable vividly illustrates the limits of perception and the importance of complete context. This is worth reminding 
ourselves when we consider how we make sense of school culture.  
 
We may feel authority and confidence in describing the culture in which, after all, we are immersed but, on its own, it will always be a partial 
and subjective view. To make progress on finding, describing, interpreting, and shifting culture we must do so by hearing different voices and 
valuing different perspectives. 
 

Perspectives 
Letting go of what you know 
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Summary 
Markers of what matters 

There are these two young fish 
swimming along, and they happen to 
meet an older fish swimming the other 
way, who nods at them and says, 
“Morning, boys. How’s the water?” 
And the two young fish swim on for a 
bit, and then eventually one of them 
looks over at the other and goes, 
“What the hell is water?” 

This is Water, The New Yorker, 2019 

 
“Culture is the operating system of our 
organizations. It’s the way our people 
work together. It’s the collection of 
habits that reflect our real values and 
beliefs and guide decisions in the 
absence of explicit rules, the practices 
that turn experience into a competitive 
edge. Culture determines what our 
organizations are capable of.” 

The Culture Book, Weeva, 2018 

 
 
 

High Performance Cultures seem easy to both find and define - it’s ‘whatever those 
who are serial winners do in order to remain so.’ 
 
On the face of it, it seems true. Any definition of high performance is framed by the 
tendency to see it as measured objectively and by results, successes or outperforming 
the competition. Culture, on the other hand is often ‘seen’ retrospectively and 
subjectively - the ‘stuff’ which lies behind success.  
 
Working on High Performance Cultures becomes more complex when we consider that 
high performance might not just be about winning but also achieving more with less. In 
addition, culture, far from being visible and stable is, as the guru of organisational 
culture Edgar Schein says, ‘deep, pervasive, complex, patterned, and morally neutral.’ For 
Schein culture simply exists. It doesn’t signify success.  
 
A culture might be an aggregation of sub-cultures and because it shifts is more likely to 
be organic than monolithic. Performance is typically ‘measured’ against external 
markers and culture ‘interpreted’ through internal observations. Putting the two 
together needs care. The most useful role is that of the ‘curator’ of explanatory 
narratives. 
 
By asking questions, teasing out descriptions and inviting interpretations of shared 
stories, significant moments, big decisions, and the journey so far, we identify markers 
of what ‘matters most.’ We then use the markers to frame next steps.  
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  Scope 
A process for shifting your culture 

“Leaders [must] determine how 
cultural elements will help them, will 
hinder them, or will become change 
targets in their own right.”  

Organisational Culture and Leadership, 
Schein, 2004 

 
“Good is the enemy of great. And that 
is one of the key reasons why we have 
so little that becomes great. We don't 
have great schools, principally because 
we have good schools. We don't have 
great government, principally because 
we have good government. Few 
people attain great lives, in large part 
because it is just so easy to settle for a 
good life.” 

Good to Great, Collins, 2001 

Understanding and developing the culture of your school towards something for the 
better requires dissatisfaction with what is current and then well-considered, sequenced 
interventions over time. There are many change models. Ours has four phases  
 
 
 

1 
Find 

2 
Describe 

4 
Shift 

3 
Interpret 

out about 
what others 

do, the 
significance 

of culture 
and how it 
influences 

the 
achievement 

of goals 

the culture of 
your own 

organisation
– do so in a 
way which 
provides 

markers for 
in-depth 
scrutiny 

your markers 
to help you 
‘unfreeze’ 

your culture 
and ‘nudge’ 

towards  
something 

more 
desirable 

the culture 
by deliberate 
interventions 

which 
develop your 
people, build 

cohesion, 
and align 

with ‘what 
matters 

most’  
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Blind spots 
Seeing what you prefer to see 

“Nothing quite like that moment as a CEO 
when you realize your own personality 
flaws have become the company culture 
and you are personally at fault for the 
struggles the company may have.” 

Austen Allred,   
CEO Bloom Institute of Technology, March 2022 

 

“Individual decision makers' 
interpretations of situations, challenges, 
or decisions are influenced by their own 
experiences, values, and personalities, 
which, in turn, influence their strategic 
choices and organizational effectiveness.” 

Upper Echelon Theory: An Update,  
Hambrick 2007 

 
“The things you own end up owning you. 

It's only after you lose everything that 
you're free to do anything.” 

Fight Club, Chuck Palahniuk, 2018 

 

 

What might leadership teams see when they look at their own organisation?  
 
Upper Echelon Theory (Hambrick 1984) suggests that we create and sustain 
organisations in our own likeness. The culture of organisations, how they approach 
challenges, and how they make decisions, reflects the idiosyncrasies of the leadership. 
The knowledge base at the top combines with the values which determine strategic 
priorities to determine the culture. However, leadership teams, being human, are 
imperfect. If your school were to embody your leadership team imperfections would 
this be seen and recognised? 
 
A scotoma is a blind spot in your visual field. They are real, we all have them. For a 
leader a scotoma represents a particular problem of perception. In mental health, a 
psychological blind spot denotes an absence of insight, or inability to recognise 
aspects of our lives particularly where something has high emotional content. Addicts, 
for example, frame their experience differently to those around them, often unaware 
that they are doing so. They have ‘blind spots’ and delete, deny, diffuse, or distort the 
evidence of their behaviour. Those around them see this as being ‘in denial.’  
 
To avoid blind spots which lead you and your leadership team to delete, deny, diffuse, 
or distort imperfections start with hard questions around what matters most. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/68729


High Performance Cultures – Alistair Smith March 2022 

 

6 

  Find 
Clarity before you start 

“Insights change our understanding by 
shifting the central beliefs – the anchors 
– in the story we use to make sense of 
events.” 

Seeing What Others Don’t, Gary Klein, 2013 

 
“…Think how comforting it is to be 
surrounded by people who think in the 
same way, who mirror our perspectives, 
who confirm our prejudices. It makes us 
feel smarter. It validates our world 
view... these dangers are as ancient as 
mankind itself.” 

Rebel Ideas, Matthew Syed, 2019 

 
“We are not victims of our situation. We 
are the architects of it.” 

Leaders Eat Last, Simon Sinek, 2018 

 

What do you know and understand about what matters most in your school? 
What do others say matters most? 
 
How do you connect what matters most in your school to notions of high 
performance and culture?  For you, your team, or your school -  

 
1. What matters most?  
2. Which location in your school best ‘represents’ what matters most? Would 

others agree with you? 
3. Which activity or activities best ‘represents’ what matters most? Would others 

agree with you? 
4. What are the ‘significant’ moments in the life of your school? What makes 

them significant? 
5. How would you define high performance?  
6. What are the conditions necessary for any school to be described as high 

performing? 
7. What does high performance look like in your school context? 
8. Who are the arbiters of high performance in your school? Who are its 

advocates? 
9. What are your non-negotiables of high performance?  
10. What is the relationship between high performance and what matters most in 

your school? 
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Understand 
High performance organisations 

Shifting the culture of a well-established organisation is no easy task.  
 
Shifting the culture of a school is shaped by the context a leadership inherits. In 
our model of high performance, successful organisations have bonds of trust in 
both people and purpose. The tighter those bonds the more cohesive the culture. 
High performing cultures exhibit the following - 
 
 

• Context – deep knowledge and understanding of the current performance 
landscape and the factors which determine it 

• Purpose – clear unambiguous purpose to which people align 

• Pizazz – additional energy brought when people buy in to purpose 
• Performance – knowing what it takes to win 

• Precedent – benefitting from, and being bolstered by, what’s gone before  

• People – trusted and trusting professionals with benign intent towards 
each other and to tasks 

• Preparation – relevant, thorough, evidence-based professional training  
 
 
 

 
“Connect the dots between individual 
roles and the goals of the 
organization. When people see that 
connection, they get a lot of energy 
out of work. They feel the importance, 
dignity and meaning in their job.” 

The One Minute Manager,  
Blanchard, 1982 

 

“The deliberate manipulation of the 
expectations, relationships, and 
contributions within an environment 
to shift behaviours.” 

Our definition of the High Performance 
environment, January 2022  
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Complexity 
 Levels of interdependence 

“We have to remember that what 
we observe is not nature in itself, 
but nature exposed to our method 
of questioning.” 

Heisenberg,  
Physics and Philosophy, 1958 

 
“As we question our current 
understanding, we become curious 
about what information we’re 
missing. That search leads us to 
new discoveries, which in turn 
maintain our humility by reinforcing 
how much we still have to learn. If 
knowledge is power, knowing what 
we don’t know is wisdom.” 

Think Again: The Power of Knowing What 
You Don't Know,  

Grant, 2021 

 
 
 

Be mindful of levels and types of culture and their interdependence. A school is an 
organisation, like any other, with a culture held in tension between stability – seen in rituals, 
routines, iconic moments, artefacts and hierarchical structures, and agility – the enthusiasm 
for, capacity, readiness, and willingness to change. Schein (2004) suggests there are levels 
and types. The levels  -  
 

1. Structural stability: it’s shared by group members and defines their group identity, so 
much so that it persists even when individual members leave.  

2. Depth: it goes beyond observable symbols and behaviours. Cultural essence is the 
unconscious and often-invisible part of a group.  

3. Breadth: once it has taken root, culture affects all aspects of a group’s operations and 
interactions. 

4. Patterning and integration: it combines individual elements - e.g. rituals, beliefs, 
behaviours - into a wider, coherent whole.  

 
and four broad types 
 

• Macrocultures – nations, peoples, faiths, institutions,  

• Organisational cultures – public and private organisations, charities, educational 
establishments 

• Subcultures – employees, stakeholders and contributors 
• Microcultures – working groups, task groups, school year groups 
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Organisations 
 

 
 

Timpson. An 
organisation which is 
family oriented, and 
values driven. They 
operate out of a 
permissive culture where 
there are high levels of 
trust and few rules. 
 
For Timpson “Business is 
not a process. It can't be 
run by a set of rules.” 
 

Individuals 

 
 

Emily Martin, Governor, 
HMYOI Feltham. A leader 
succeeding within tight 
constraints by having very 
clear values and by 
engaging in constant 
dialogue. 
 
 

Teams 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
GB Cycling, BMX. A team 
who are brutally honest 
with each other and who 
break down the 
components of a winning 
performance 

Benchmark 
Where do you find high performance? 
 
By benchmarking against other individuals, teams, and organisations from outside 
your own sector you reset expectations and recalibrate measures of success. 

“We learn more from people who 
challenge our thought process than 
those who affirm our conclusions.” 

Think Again, Grant, 2021 

 
“The two major determinants of 
idea flow are “engagement” within 
a small group like a team, a 
department, or a neighbourhood, 
and “exploration”—frequent 
contact with other units. In other 
words: a team of teams.” 

Team of Teams: New Rules of 
Engagement for a Complex World, 

McChrystal, 2016 

 
 
 



High Performance Cultures – Alistair Smith March 2022 

 

10 

Clues 
Where might you find evidence? 
 
Where you choose to look changes what you are 
looking at. 

“Success leaves clues.” 
Damian Hughes, co-author High 

Performance, February 2022  
 

“It’s like the language of film: signifiers 
and signified. Every camera angle, 
movement, choice of lens means 
something. It’s deliberate. Each 
element adds to the story and evokes 
an emotional response.” 
High Performance Leadership programme, 

Tower Hamlets, March 202 

 
“Norms that work gradually become 
cultural assumptions.”  

Organisational Culture and Leadership, 
Schein, 2004 

 
"We shape our tools and thereafter 
our tools shape us." 

John M. Culkin, 1967 
 

 
 
 
 

Behaviours 
Which are rewarded? 
Which are sanctioned? 
By whom? 
 

Roles 
Who does what?  

Stories 
Which stories are 
repeated with most 
enthusiasm? 
 

Decisions 
How are they made? By 
whom? 

Routines 
Which routines are 
deemed essential? By 
whom? 
 

Relationships 
Which relationships 
define the DNA? 

Trust 
Where would I see 
trust?  

Accountability 
Who is accountable to 
whom? For what? 

Champions 
Who are the champions 
of the organisation? 
What makes them so?  
 

Icons 
Who or what is 
venerated? Why? 

Dissatisfactions 
What causes concern? 
How is concern 
expressed? Dealt with? 

Satisfaction 
How do you know 
you’re doing a great 
job? 

Groupings  
How are meetings 
organised? For what 
purposes?  

Spaces  
What spaces best tell 
the organisations 
story? 
 

Ideas 
Who has them? What 
happens to them?  
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Stories 
Tell me your story 

Stories have the ability to open the 
imagination of people and to increase 
their innovative potential. A story can 
work as a catalyst of change. Stories 
are an integral part of defining what 
that organisation is and what it means 
to work for it. “ 

Mladkova, 2013 

 
“Stories are not just stories; they are 
the best invention ever created for 
delivering mental models that drive 
behaviour.” 

The Culture Code, Coyle, 2018 

 
“But for an individual human being, 
moments are the thing. Moments are 
what we remember and what we 
cherish “ 

The Power of Moments: Why Certain 
Moments Have Extraordinary Impact, 

Heath, 2018 

The most accessible evidence of a school culture lies in the stories told by, in, and 
across the school. Stories lend shape to events. 
 
The stories that staff and students tell reveal how groups and subgroups make sense 
of shared moments, decisions, and landmarks in the life of the school. Interestingly 
how the stories unfold and shift emphasis over time also says something about the 
culture of the school.  
 
Research reported by Forbes Magazine in March 2021 talked about ‘a small subgroup 
of leadership stories, known as springboard stories, that can trigger the imagination to 
envisage a new and alluring future, even with resisters’ concluding with the interesting 
possibility that ‘stories in this form, when told well and with feeling, have been shown 
to overcome the confirmation bias and “spring” the listener into a positive frame of mind 
about the change idea.’ Research on debriefing showed that teams in the military and 
in emergency services who shared reflections on experiences had a measurable 
performance improvement of between 20-25% Collect and curate stories of –  
 

• Moments – what were your highs and lows of the last year? 

• Decisions – which decision or decisions had the most impact for you? 

• Landmarks – what did we do together which had significance?  
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Describe 
Ten drivers of school culture 

“In weak cultures, people find safety 
in the rules. This is why we get 
bureaucrats. They believe a strict 
adherence to the rules provides them 
with job security. And in the process, 
they do damage to the trust inside 
and outside the organization. In 
strong cultures, people find safety in 
relationships. Strong relationships are 
the foundation of high-performing 
teams. And all high-performing teams 
start with trust.” 

The Infinite Game, Simon Sinek, 2019 

 
“The two dimensions which underlie 
organizational culture are sociability - 
doing kind things for one another - 
and solidarity, overlooking personal 
biases to rally behind common 
interests and common goals.” 

What Holds the Modern Company 
Together?  Goffee and Jones, HBR, 1996 

High performance cultures are aligned around core purpose. We see this again 
and again. 
 
Identify how aligned you are as an organisation by structuring conversations around 
the drivers of culture, each of which contributes to delivering what matters most. To 
what extent do you and your colleagues share views around what matters most – 
your core purpose?  Is there consensus around how it is best delivered? Need there 
be? These ten drivers provide a lens through which you can examine alignment.  
 

1. Purpose  
2. Values  
3. Significance  
4. Decisions and Voice 
5. Feedback  
6. Development 
7. Spotlight  
8. Freedoms  
9. Rituals  
10. Time and Space  
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  Capture 
Co-construct your own canvas 

“One of the most critical roles of 
workplace culture is the process of 
sense-making. It creates a sense of 
shared identity that generates both 
attraction and rejection.” 

Gustavo Razzetti, Fearless Culture, 2019 

 
“Use the canvas to co-construct 
where you think you are now, then 
go again this time using it to describe 
where you would like to be. The 
difference between the two is the 
dissatisfaction, an agenda for 
action.” 

High Performance Leadership programme, 
Tower Hamlets, March 2022 

 
 
 

You can capture ‘your’ culture on a side of A3. How you choose to do so, who gets 
involved, and what happens consequently is in itself a signifier of your culture.  
 
Gustavo Razzetti designed a ‘canvas’, a shorthand method of capturing a culture. His 
work is adapted here. Start with the Foundations, then Functions then Feelings.  
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Question 
Pose the questions 

“Unless you dig down to the level of 
the basic assumptions, you cannot 
really decipher the artifacts, values, 
and norms.”  

 Organisational Culture and Leadership, 
Schein, 2004 

 
“By asking people questions about 
their plans and intentions, we 
increase the likelihood that they 
actually act on these plans and 
intentions." 

Give and Take, Grant, 2018  
 

“You have priorities, whether you 
name them or not. If you want to 
grow, you’d better name them and 
you’d better name the behaviours 
that support the priorities.” 

The Culture Code, Coyle, 2018 
 

What’s your view? 1 = strongly disagree 5 = strongly agree 

 

   

 
   1 2 3 4 5 

1.  Purpose  I know what we are here to do and how I 
contribute  

     

2.  Values  I believe in what we do as a school      

3.  Significance  What I do is important and recognised as 
such by others 

     

4.  Decisions and 
Voice 

I am listened to and contribute to decision-
making 

     

5.  Feedback  I get valuable feedback which contributes 
to improvement  

     

6.  Development Training is well-directed in our school       

7.  Spotlight  Rewards and sanctions contribute 
positively to the life of the school 

     

8.  Freedoms  I have autonomy and choice in my work      

9.  Rituals  I, and others, are shown appreciation for 
the work we do 

     

10.  Time and 
Space  

I believe our school systems and structures 
are positive and helpful 
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  Interpret 
Make sense of making sense 

 

“Focusing narrowly on many fine 
details specific to a problem at hand 
feels like the exact right thing to do, 
when it is often exactly wrong.” 

Range: How Generalists Triumph in a 
Specialized World, Epstein, 2021 

 

“There is no greater waste of 
resources in ordinary organizations 
than the energy spent to hide our 
weaknesses and manage others’ 
favourable impressions of us.” 

An Everyone Culture: Becoming a 
Deliberately Developmental Organisation, 

Kegan, and Laskow, 2016 

 

If you aggregate the responses to the questions you posed, are there patterns? What 
might you make of such patterns? The three schools below have different cultures. 
 
A profile provides a snapshot in time around our drivers of culture. You can see a degree 
of detail within the bigger picture. It provides a stimulus for questions around alignment, 
stability, consensus, strengths and weaknesses. Over time profiling may also reveal shifts. 
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Unfreeze 
Open the discussion 

“At Apple, as at Google, a boss’s 
ability to achieve results had a lot 
more to do with listening and seeking 
to understand than it did with telling 
people what to do; more to do with 
debating than directing; more to do 
with pushing people to decide than 
with being the decider; more to do 
with persuading than with giving 
orders; more to do with learning than 
with knowing.” 

Radical Candor, Scott, 2019 

 
“The only thing I'm any good at is 
talking to people. 

Emily Martin, Governor,  
HMYOI Feltham, speaking to Tower 

Hamlets Leadership Programme, February 
2022 

 
 

To what extent are the everyday behaviours in your school driven by assumptions 
around what matters most? However, you do it, use the drivers to provide the 
opportunity to share experiences, collect and curate the responses. 
 

1. Purpose - what are we here to do? How do I help achieve this?  
2. Values - how do we behave as an organisation? Do you believe in what we do? 
3. Significance - is what we do important? Is what I do important? How do we 

know? How would others know?  
4. Decisions and Voice- who makes the big decisions? Which decisions rest with 

you? Do your opinions matter? Do you get listened to, if so, when, and where? 
5. Feedback - how do you know if you’re doing a good job? What would help you 

do it better? 
6. Development- who gets trained? What's the purpose of the training?  
7. Spotlight - what behaviours and interventions are rewarded? What behaviours 

and interventions are sanctioned? 
8. Freedoms - where in your work do you get choice? Who decides what you do? 
9. Rituals - what gets celebrated at work, who gets invited? Who thanks you for 

your work?  
10. Time and Space – how significant is precedent? What is or attitude to 

deadlines? How is space owned? 
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  Findings 
What needs work? 

“Leaders are not responsible for the 
results; leaders are responsible for 
the people who are responsible for 
the results. And the best way to 
drive performance in an 
organization is to create an 
environment in which information 
can flow freely, mistakes can be 
highlighted, and help can be offered 
and received.” 

The Infinite Game, Sinek, 2018 

 
“Big innovation most often happens 
when an outsider who may be far 
away from the surface of the 
problem reframes the problem in a 
way that unlocks the solution.” 

Range: How Generalists Triumph in a 
Specialized World, Epstein, 2021 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

If you’ve asked the questions around drivers, investigated some of the clues in 
greater depth, listened to stories about moments, decisions, and landmarks then 
congratulations you’ve already shifted your school culture.  
 
How you choose to go about finding out about your school culture - particularly the 
people you involve, and the tasks completed – are cultural markers in themselves. 
Your decision to intervene assigns worth. It says something about priorities. Processes 
nudge experience and do the heavy lifting. 
 
However, be wary of your own confirmation bias. Have fresh eyes on the activity. Gain 
multiple perspectives. If you used any of the following interventions reflect on your 
decisions. Also, ask yourself what changes if any have occurred since.  
 

• Clues – which would you focus on first? Why? What do others think? 

• Stories – which stories resonated? Which surprised? Which jarred? Which 
would you repeat?  

• Driver questions – which questions showed the greatest similarity? Which, the 
greatest difference? What if anything affirmed you? Surprised you? Which will 
you follow up?  

 
 
 
 
Coherence 
Buy in 
Trust 
Benign intent  
Leader behaviours 
Performance feedback  
Clear communication   
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  Provocations 

Shift the thinking  

"At Google we define creativity as 
the mindset and habit of 
approaching our challenges in 
different ways, with positive 
intent." 

Kirk Vallis, Head of Creativity, Google, 
2021 

 
“If you want to be part of a group 
that bonds like cement, take on a 
really demanding task that’s 
deeply meaningful. All of you will 
remember it for the rest of your 
lives.” 

Power of Moments: Why Certain 
Moments Have Extraordinary Impact, 

Heath,2017 

 
 
 
 

Provocations are the ultimate culture shifting tool. They offer a method of shifting 
thinking, especially where patterns of thought have hardened over time into habits of 
mind. The process is ‘deliberately developmental.’ 
  
Framed as a challenge, a provocation invites a group to respond to a question designed to 
create dissatisfaction with the status quo.  By working together on problems which are not 
susceptible to easy answers, issues arise. Examples include – 
 

• Schools like ours have very little money. How would you generate an extra £1m a year? 

• As a leadership team we live in echo chambers of our own making. We tweak hoping that it 
will transform and it’s all because we lack cognitive diversity. We should be more radical, 
embrace different perspectives and challenge each other.   

• Our curriculum is dull, unimaginative, and determined by others telling us what to care 
about. We are serving the qualifications industry. As a leadership team we should commit 
the next year to taking it back.    

• We spent large parts of the last year in online learning. We discovered new opportunities. 
Many of our staff, most of our parents and all the influencers the DFE listens to can’t wait 
to get us back to classroom based direct instruction. As a leadership team we should 
commit the next year to developing meaningful online learning. 

 
Groups work on creating provocations and others work on propositions – responses offered for 
discussion and possible action.  
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  Propositions 
Prove to me I’m wrong 

“As we consider whether to adopt a 
new belief or behaviour, we are 
guided, much more than we realize, 
by our social networks. Through the 
hidden power of social influence, 
the network around us shapes how 
we respond to an innovation, 
causing us either to ignore it or to 
adopt it.” 

Change: How to Make Big Things 
Happen, Centola,. 2021 

 

 
“Shift from that’s wrong to tell me 
more.” 

Thanks for the Feedback, Stone and 
Heen, 2014 

 

Propositions are solutions which have been filtered through different minds and 
weighed against the next best alternatives. They are the engine room of change. 
 
Small, cross-functional teams take on the challenge (provocation) and create a response 
(proposition) within a limited time framework. They then pitch their ideas in a forum 
where they are then debated.  
 
The benefits to the school are a range of possible solutions to issues which affect the 
school, each of which derives from licence to disrupt existing habits of mind and 
threaten boundaries. For example,  
 

• Provocation. As a leadership team we should commit the next year to developing 
meaningful online learning. 

• Proposition. Embrace online learning as a significant learning activity. 
o Starting with the 6th Form shift to 40% online learning in September for 

agreed A Levels 
o Collaborate with the two other local schools with small 6th Forms; free 

Wednesday afternoons 
o Train staff in webinar design and build community subject platforms 

 
Creative organisations like Innocent Drinks tolerate a high (40%) of ideas failing 
otherwise you kill the urge to innovate. With the use of provocations and propositions 
thinking shifts, relationships shift, expectations adjust. 
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  Shift 
What your next steps could be 

“If you do not have a clear 
objective, you have no definition of 
winning. If you do not have a clear 
strategy, you have no chance of 
winning. And if all you have are 
tactics you have no right to win.” 

Winners, Campbell, 2015 

 
The ultimate form of intrinsic 
motivation is when a habit becomes 
part of your identity. It’s one thing 
to say I’m the type of person who 
wants this. It’s something very 
different to say I’m the type of 
person who is this. 

Atomic Habits, Clear, 2021 

 
 

As Schein says, ‘culture simply is.’ It doesn’t come in good or bad versions until you 
wish to shift it.  
 
No one plans for a toxic culture, but some inherit one. The culture of a school 
embodies its context, part of which is its history. Most school leaders do not have the 
luxury of starting a school from scratch. You work with what you’ve got. If culture is 
nothing more than the enduring beliefs and habits of those who work in the school, 
then shifting those beliefs and habits is the challenge. 
 
There are many change-management models. Put the term in a search engine and 
you will get several million results and they all involve influencing human behaviours, 
usually through some form of incentive. The model described here is no different. 
Four stages from Find, Describe, Interpret through to Shift. Except in this case the 
inclusive nature of the process – gaining multiple perspectives, listening to and 
curating stories, provoking radical solutions and debating possibilities – shifts the 
culture as each activity unfolds.  
 
The school community’s deliberate effort to describe the culture through listening to 
each other becomes the new and defining marker of its culture.  
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Read 
Books mainly  

Blanchard, The One Minute Manager, 2005 
Brown, Dare to Lead, 2018 
Campbell, Winners, 2015 
Centola,. Change: How to Make Big Things Happen, 2021 
Clear, Atomic Habits, 2021 
Collins, Good to Great: Why Some Companies Make the Leap... 
and Others Don't, 2001 
Coyle, the Culture Code, 2018 
Deal and Peterson, Shaping School Culture, 2009 
Eastwood, Belonging, 2021 
Epstein, Range: How Generalists Triumph in a Specialized 
World, 2021 
Goffee and Jones, What Holds the Modern Company Together? 
1996 
Grant, Give and Take: A Revolutionary Approach to Success, 
2013 
Grant, Think Again: The Power of Knowing What You Don't 
Know 
Heath, The Power of Moments: Why Certain Moments Have 
Extraordinary Impact, 2018 
 
 
 
 

Heisenberg, Physics and Philosophy, 1958 
Humphrey and Hughes, High Performance, 2022 
Kegan and Laskow, An Everyone Culture: Becoming a Deliberately 
Developmental Organisation, 2016 
McChrystal, Team of Teams: New Rules of Engagement for a 
Complex World, 2015 
Schein, Organisational Culture and Leadership, 2004 
Scott, Radical Candor, 2017 
Senn and Hart, Winning teams, Winning Cultures, 2006 
Sinek, The Infinite Game, 2018 
Smith, High Performers – The Secrets of Successful Schools, 2011 
Stone and Heen, Thanks for the Feedback, 2014 
Sundheim, Debriefing: A Simple Tool to Help Your Team Tackle 
Tough Problems, 2015 
Syed, Rebel Ideas, 2019 
Weeva et al, The Culture Book, 2018   
 



High Performance Cultures – Alistair Smith March 2022 

 

22 

 


