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Abstract: 

The major objective of this study was to ascertain the relationship between school culture, 

leadership and students’ academic performance in Mathematics for secondary-level 

classes. This study was conducted in two districts in the plantation areas of Sri Lanka. A 

total of 158 teachers who were selected randomly responded to a questionnaire. Two 

hypotheses, which were tested using correlation analyses, revealed that there was a 

statistically significant relationship between leadership, school culture and academic 

performance of students. The finding leads to important implications to promote 

education of children in the plantation sector.  
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1. Introduction 

 

Similar to other concepts in the field of education there is no agreement among scholars 

regarding the definition of school culture as they vary according to time and context (Deal 

& Peterson, 1999). According to Coakly (2013), school culture can be defined as the 

underlying norms, beliefs, values, and customs that make up the way staff members, 

parents, community members, and students feel, act and behave within the school. 

School culture plays an important role on its success and students’ academic 
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achievements (Muhammad, 2009; De Hart, 2003). As a leader of the school, the principal 

normally has a major influence on its culture. The principal’s impact is mostly via 

teachers who are directly involved in the classroom teaching learning process as well as 

interacting with the students. The studies by Muhammad (2009) and De Hart (2003) 

further mentioned that positive school culture contributes to the higher achievement of 

students. In doing so, school principals are challenged with shaping and fostering the 

right school culture that can address problems and shape positive attitudes among 

students, encourage and support teachers, and satisfy the academic needs of every 

student. Negative school culture correlated with negative atmosphere and vice versa 

(Coakly, 2013). In the contemporary field of educational research on school culture, the 

following four main areas are gaining importance: (a) the relationship between school 

culture and change, (b) impact of school culture on student achievement, (c) causes for 

positive and negative cultures, and (d) leader’s role in rebuilding school culture (De Hart, 

2003; Peterson, 2002). Previous studies revealed the pivotal role of school principal in the 

process of enhancing students’ achievement and fostering a positive school culture in 

order to achieve success (Piotrowasky, 2016; Quin et al. 2015). In Sri Lanka, there were 

studies (Zarookdeen, 2008; Ranatunga, 2013; Ramathass, 2013; Nimal, 2008; Gunaratne, 

2007) conducted on the factors affecting the achievement of student in schools. However, 

still there is a dearth of studies focussing on the impact of Principal’s transformational 

leadership style and school culture on student performance in Sri Lanka. Accordingly, 

the present study intends to fill this knowledge gap.  

 

2. Literature Review  

 

Taahyadin & Daud (2018) studied school culture and challenges in school improvement 

in the state of Kedah, Malaysia. The aim of their study was to identify the school’s culture 

practices in Kedah and the challenges in enhancing the school’s performance faced by 

school management. A total of 375 teachers working in high-school teachers were 

selected as respondents to answer the School Culture Triage Survey Questionnaire 

(Wagner, 2006 as cited in Taahyadin & Daud, 2018) while five management 

representatives were interviewed in relation to the improvement challenges. The results 

revealed that it is necessary to make improvements in the daily activities of the school to 

create a positive school culture in order to increase student performance. These findings 

have been supported by other studies such as by Quin et al. (2015), Bektas et al. (2015), 

Smith (2014) and Engels et al. (2008).  

 Quin et al. (2015) studied the relationship between school culture, leadership and 

students’ achievement. Their objective was to determine the relationship between 

leadership practices, school culture, and student achievement. Correlation research 

design was used to determine the relationship between the variables and 216 teachers 

from 31 schools were taken as respondents. The results revealed that there was a 

significant relationship between school culture and student achievement. The study 

further emphasized that those school leaders who use transformational leadership 
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practices indirectly impact student achievement through creating a positive school 

culture.  

 Bektas et al. (2015) conducted a meta-analysis on fifty-four studies on school 

culture and academic achievement of students. Based on the findings from the analysis, 

it was confirmed that school culture had a statistically significant effect on students’ 

academic achievement.  

 Smith (2014) studied the effect of school culture on student achievement. The 

findings from the study suggest three interpretations. First, whether teachers’ 

perceptions regarding their school leadership addresses their concerns is a strong 

indicator of the culture of the school. Secondly, teachers’ effectiveness is impacted by 

their administrators’ reaction to their concerns. Finally, the study also proved that 

satisfaction or dissatisfaction of teachers with their school leadership was significantly 

associated with student achievement. 

 Engels et al. (2008) studied the principals in schools where there was a positive 

culture. The findings revealed that schools with very positive school culture the 

principals had very high achievement orientation. The principals also focused on creating 

flexible, stimulating, participative and supportive environment. 

 The above findings reveal that positive or conducive school culture and effective 

leadership are important to enhance student’s academic performance. However, the 

above-mentioned studies were conducted in urban settings and there is a dearth of 

studies which focuses on the school culture, transformational leadership and educational 

performance of the plantation or other disadvantaged children. For historical reasons 

plantation sector schools had to wait about twenty years to be integrated into the national 

education system in Sri Lanka (Thanaraj, 2004 & 2008; Ramathass, 2013 & 2019)* ii . 

Therefore, the present study intended to address the knowledge gap on the impact of 

school culture and transformational leadership on students’ academic performance in the 

plantation sector schools and also attempt to suggest relevant suggestion to promote 

education of such children. 

 

3. Methodology  

  

This study was conducted using a questionnaire consisting of three sections in which the 

first section deals with the demography of the teachers and the second section measures 

the teachers’ perception of school culture under six dimensions namely collaborative 

leadership, teacher collaboration, professional development, unity of purpose, collegial 

support and learning partnership. The third section measures the teachers’ perception of 

transformational leadership style of principal under four dimensions namely idealized 

influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation and individualized 

consideration. The teachers’ perception on school culture and leadership are measured 

 
ii Dualism in education was removed by the Assisted Schools and Training College Act of 1960 by which 

almost all the missionary schools were taken over by the government. But about 800 plantation schools 

were not integrated into the national education system.  
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by a five-point Likert-scale rating from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), with 3 

being neutral.  

 The school culture variable has six dimensions. The first dimension is collaborative 

leadership and it was measured by eleven items which includes for example, the 

principal’s appreciation of the ideas forwarded by teachers. Under the dimension of 

teacher collaboration, there are six items which include, for example, the opportunities 

that teachers have to discuss about learning difficulties faced by students. As for the 

professional development dimension, there are five items, which include suggestions 

made by supervisors to be considered in classroom teaching. The dimension of unity of 

purpose was measured by five items which includes, for example, teachers’ dedication 

towards the success of school. As for the collegial support, the dimension has four items 

including, for example, teachers’ dedication towards the school’s vision. The dimension 

of learning partnership was measured by four items which includes, for example, 

teachers’ interest in improving students’ performance. Measures for the above six 

dimensions were adapted from School Culture Survey (SCS) developed by Gruenert & 

Valantine (1998).  

 The six dimensions of the school culture is further explained by the following 

domains in the SCS below: 

1. Collaborative Leadership (CL) 

Collaborative leadership is the degree to which the principal develops mutual affiliations 

with the faculty or the degree to which school leaders establish and maintain 

collaborative relationship with school staff.  

2. Teacher Collaboration (TC) 

Teacher collaboration is the extent to which teachers work together as a group to improve 

instructional practices and to meet organizational goals or the degree to which they 

engaged in constructive dialogues that target the educational vision of the school.  

3. Professional Development (PD) 

Professional development means the extent to which the school teachers attend 

professional development programmes such as seminars, conferences, study group etc.  

4. Unity of Purpose (UP) 

Unity of purpose is the degree to which stakeholders work towards the common mission 

of the school or the degree to which teachers work toward a common mission for the 

school. 

5. Collegial Support (CS) 

Collegial support is the extent to which teachers trust and work together to achieve the 

objectives of the school or the degree to which teachers work together effectively. 

6. Learning Partnership (LP) 

Learning partnership is the extent to which principal, teachers and parents work together 

to improve the performance and achievement of the student or the degree to which 

teachers, parents and students work together for the common good of the student. 

 Twenty items on a five-point Likert scale in the third section of the questionnaire 

measured the Principal’s leadership style variable in this study. The leadership variable 

consists of four dimensions containing items, which were developed, based on the work 
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of Thanaraj (2008) and Ross and Gray (2006) on Transformational leadership style. The 

dimension of idealized influence is measured by using eight items, which include, for 

example, principal’s punctuality in school activities. Under the dimension of 

inspirational motivation, the measure has four items, which include, for example, the 

efforts taken by the principal to motivate his teachers towards the achievement of school 

goals. As for the intellectual stimulation, the dimension measures as to what extent the 

teachers have received stimulation from the principal. The dimension of individualized 

consideration has four items which include, for example, principal assigning 

responsibilities to teachers.  

 Finally, with regard to the student’s performance, the present study utilizes 

students’ examination scores in mathematics, which were provided by the sample 

schools.  

 A total of 158 respondents (teachers) from plantation-sector secondary schools in 

two districts namely Nuwara-Eliya and Ratnapura participated in this survey. The 

sample schools of the present study can be categorized into three types (strata): type 1AB, 

type C and type 2 schools. Type1AB schools have General Certificate of Education 

(Advanced Level) science stream. Type C schools have Advanced Level classes without 

science stream. Type 2 schools have classes up to Ordinary Level. When the population 

consists of a number of subgroups (or strata) that may differ in the characteristics being 

studied, it is often desirable to use a stratified sampling (Ary et al. 2010). Consequently, 

the present study followed stratified sampling. In addition, the sample schools varied by 

the quality of human and physical resources, infrastructure, and the socio-economic 

status etc. 

 Previous studies have proved that there is a significant relationship between (a) 

school culture and students’ performance (Piotrowsky, 2016; Quin et al. 2015; Demirtas, 

2010; MacNeil et al. 2009; Ohlson, 2009) and between (b) transformational leadership style 

and school culture (McGuffin, 2011; Jeff Quin et al. 2015).  

 Based on the above studies the following three hypotheses were formulated to 

study the situation in the plantation sector in Sri Lanka. It should be mentioned here that 

previous studies have not focused on plantation-based students and disadvantaged 

children.  

 The following two hypotheses were formulated and tested to achieve the 

objectives of the current study:  

 H1: There is a significant relationship between the Principal’s leadership and 

school culture. 

 H2: There is a significant relationship between school culture and students’ 

performance. 

 The reliability of the measure is established by testing for both consistency and 

stability. In the present study the Cronbach’s alpha values for all constructs exceed 0.8.  

 In addition, the discriminant and convergent validity of the constructs were 

determined using factor analysis. Cohen (2007) stipulates that correlation between the 

constructs should be within 0.3 and 0.9. The analysis for the school culture and leadership 
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showed the correlation of constructs were 0.847 and 0.769 respectively. Within 0.3 and 

0.9. Thus, all the items in the construct correlate adequately within the specific constructs.  

 

4. Results and Discussion  

 

Pearson correlation analysis was used to test the relationship between transformational 

leadership style, school culture and students’ performance, and the results are shown in 

Tables 1 and 2.  

 

Table 1: Correlation between transformational leadership style and school culture 

  SCS IIA IIB IM IS IC 

Pearson Correlation SCS 1.000 .753* .823* .800* .697 .728* 

IIA .753* 1.000 .640* .739* .619* .667* 

IIB .823* .640* 1.000 .606* .643* .597* 

IM .800* .739* .606* 1.000 .585* .672* 

IS .697 .619* .643* .585* 1.000 .836* 

IC .728* .667* .597* .672* .836* 1.000 

Dependent Variable: School Culture (SCS) 

Key: IIA- Idealized Influence – Attribute; IIB- Idealized Influence – Behavior; IM- Inspirational Motivation; 

IS- Intellectual Stimulation; IC- Individual Consideration; SCS– School Culture Survey  

 

As shown in Table 1, there is a significant relationship between transformational 

leadership style and school culture. The correlations indicated with asterisks (*) show the 

p-values of transformational leadership style domains except for the dimension IS are 

below 0.05. Hence, statistically there is a significant relationship between 

transformational leadership style and school culture.  

 The finding is consistent with other studies conducted on leadership, school 

culture in other countries such as United States of America (McGuffin, 2011; Quin et al. 

2015). 

 
Table 2: Correlation between school culture and student performance 

  Marks SCS 

Pearson Correlation Marks 1.000 .228 

SCS .228 1.000 

Sig.  Marks  .039 

SCS .039  

Dependent Variable: Student Performance (Marks), Key: SCS – School Culture Survey  

 

As shown in Table 2, the p-value (below 0.05) indicates a statistically significant 

relationship between school culture and students’ performance.  

 The finding is consistent with other correlation studies conducted on school 

culture and students’ performance in other countries such as United States of America 

(Quin et al. 2015; Demirtas, 2010; MacNeil et al. 2009; Ohlson, 2009). 

 According to the above results, school culture significantly predicts the student 

achievement in the plantation sector schools in Sri Lanka. While comparing the present 
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study results with previous studies the correlation between school culture and student 

achievement has long been assumed to be positive (Quin et al. 2015; Demirtas, 2010).  

 Since the results of this study as well as other studies (MacNeil et al. 2009; Ohlson, 

2009) have proved that school culture has a strong linkage with student performance, 

efforts can be taken by all stakeholders to improve such positive culture in schools. For 

example, schools can develop a positive school culture using a participative approach 

such as involving relevant stakeholders constantly in school activities. 

 Consequently, the principals need relevant competencies such as adopting 

participative approach and empathetic listening to issues brought by stakeholders to 

improve the positive culture in their schools. It is important to include these competencies 

in the professional training programme for principals. In addition, educational policy 

makers should make provision for adequate funding to enhance the principals’ 

competencies. At present, the professional training programmes of the school principals 

in Sri Lanka follow a cascade model, which seldom considers the specific situation 

particularly in faraway schools. Particularly the plantation schools, the educational and 

professional qualifications of academic staff including principal are much lower than the 

national level (Thanaraj, 2004 & 2008; Ramathass, 2013 & 2019). Furthermore, these 

schools are situated in hilly areas and have difficulty for accessibility and the literacy 

level (Department of Census and statistics, 2012) of adults is much lower (66%) than the 

national level (92%). The culture among schools is very much different and varied based 

on their history and socio-economic background. This important aspect should be taken 

into consideration in future training of the principals.  

 Findings of the study are more important in the case of plantation schools which 

have a history of negligence for more than three decades since the country receives 

independence in 1948 (Thanaraj, 2008; Ramathass, 2013 & 2019). However, the situation 

in these schools has relatively been improving in recent times due to a number of factors 

such as recruitment of teachers, more inputs from the authorities and more community 

awareness. For example, the number of teachers from the plantation community has 

increased to an amount of 12,000 from a few hundred in 1970s. Infrastructure and other 

facilities of some 400 schools have been improved by generous funding from Swedish 

International Development Agency (SIDA) in 1980s and 1990s (Thanaraj, 2004 & 2008; 

Ramathass, 2013 & 2019). Hence, if the school leadership can develop a positive school 

culture in their schools, the performance of students will significantly improve and the 

schools in general can move to the next level of development.  

 

5. Conclusion  

 

The results from this study revealed a statistically significant relationship between school 

culture and principal leadership style. Hence, the characteristics of school culture are 

highly influenced by principal, teachers and other staff (i.e., school community) in the 

school. As a result, higher commitment of school community is needed to build a positive 

school culture in improving the students’ performances as well as the school 

development. 
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 The results of this study show that there are inter-relationships exist between 

principals’ leadership, school culture and students’ performance. The effective leadership 

and positive school culture would lead to improved students’ performance.  

 Moreover, the results revealed that there is a statistically significant relationship 

between school culture and students’ performances. Therefore, it could be concluded that 

the school principals, teachers and other staff have to work towards building and 

developing a positive school culture in the school that would improve the students’ 

performance. Given the historical background of these schools as well as the current 

socio-economic status of the community, relevant actions should be taken by the 

authorities as well as the community to support the school principal and his/her team to 

develop a positive culture in the school that would ultimately improve the overall 

performance of the students. 
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