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Introduction 
W H AT  T H I S  T I N Y  B O O K  W I L L  D O

T his tiny book offers a series of steps which you 
can take to quickly and easily reap the mas-
sive benefits of a positive school culture.

Some books do a fantastic job of explaining a 
handful of concepts over the course of hundreds 
of pages. In some cases, where concepts are illu-
sive or complex, this can be a huge advantage. 
In others, it is an excellent waste of time.

Imagine, for example, that you are hosting a 
breakfast gathering. Your guests are eager to en-
joy some pancakes, so you pull a cookbook off 
the shelf and get to work. If your cookbook went 
out of its way to describe the action of making 
those pancakes by describing each individual 
impulse of your nervous system while stirring, the 
muscle contractions required to crack an egg, the 
physics of the force generated behind flipping a 
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pancake, and the ongoing chemistry of the entire 
process, it might make for an interesting read… 
but it would probably be a long time before you 
finally got those delicious disks of golden brown 
goodness onto the table. Unless you happened 
to be hosting a collection of very enthusiastic ac-
ademics, that particular cookbook might not be 
the best option for your purposes.

The objective of this book is to help you build 
positive school culture from the inside out, and it 
contains a collection of easy to understand con-
cepts that focus on that objective. Specifically, it 
contains three powerful but simple ideas that vir-
tually any school leader can grasp and imple-
ment immediately. It would be silly to drag these 
concepts out to 300 pages, especially since I’m 
painfully aware of how many schedule demands 
you have. Through my work building both TEEN 
TRUTH and RISING UP, I’ve seen schools around 

This book contains a collection of concepts 
which are very easy to understand. 

Specifically, it contains three powerful but 
simple ideas that virtually any school leader 

can grasp and implement immediately.

the world and I know there is one thing all of you 
have in common: you pour a lot of your own time 
into your schools, and as a busy executive myself 
I understand how important it is to get things done 
efficiently.

This book will cover topics quickly, so that you 
can comfortably get through each of them as you 
enjoy breakfast, lunch, and dinner throughout a 
single day. It will also offer a concrete process 
through which you can implement these ideas, 
and apply them to your school. These actions 
will have an immediate, positive impact on your 
school’s culture.

Fortunately in this case the workload is actually 
quite light, and the benefits are tremendous. To il-
lustrate, filling the “bucket” of school culture one 
drop at a time is difficult, but bringing the bucket 
to a water source and turning on a faucet takes 
much less effort by comparison, and creates a 
continuous benefit. With this book, I hope to show 
you a few of those water sources, so you can fill 
your school’s culture bucket, and save yourself a 
whole lot of time and stress while doing so.

But first, let’s make sure we understand this 
bucket we’re filling.
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What is School Culture,  
A N D  W H Y  I S  I T  I M P O R TA N T ?

S chool culture is the collective manifestation 
of the attitudes, outlooks, and behaviors 
of the entire student, administrative, and 

faculty body.
It’s what gives a school its own unique feeling 

as you walk through the halls. Are kids joking, 
smiling, and optimistic? Are teachers happy to 
see each other and excited about their day? Or 
is there a cloud of nervousness, negativity, and 
hostility hanging over everyone?

It can be hard to articulate exactly why we 
feel a certain way when we’re in our school be-
cause it’s often a collection of small cues, but it is 
very important to take notice. Environment - es-
pecially our social environment - plays a big part 
in how we feel. And how we feel within those en-
vironments has a massive impact on things like 



BUILDING SCHOOL CULTURE FROM THE INSIDE OUT

12

PART ONE

13

performance, decision making, and our outlook 
for the future.

Fortunately we can influence this aspect of our 
lives, and increase the likelihood of success and 
happiness by harnessing this powerful force.

Imagine for a moment that your school is a sail-
boat, and you’d like to steer it toward the Sea of 
Success. In this analogy, school culture is the wind. 
If you ignore the wind, or try to operate against 
it, you may have a hard time getting where you 
want to go, but if you learn to understand and 
harness the wind, you can use it to drive the ship 
on a smooth and steady course.

If you’d like to see an example of how a shift 
in culture can result in big changes, take a look 
at Alan Mulally, the former CEO of Ford Mo-
tor Company who turned the company around 
at one of its lowest points. During an era when 

the automotive industry was desperate for gov-
ernment bailouts, Mulally took Ford from a pro-
jected seventeen million dollar loss to being the 
only American automotive company that did not 
require a government bailout. Mulally attributes 
this to a change in culture.

Upon entering Ford, Mulally realized the com-
pany was fractured with several silos managing 
their own sections independently. He unified them 
by promoting a culture based around unity, resil-
ience, and cooperation. So how can we do what 
he did? What was step one?

For Mulally, it started with a simple motto, 
“One Ford.”

Environment - especially our 
social environment - plays 
a big part in how we feel. 
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The Motto

I met Ryan Bellflower several years ago 
when he was still in high school. Ryan has 
a learning challenge, and kids sometimes 

picked on him in middle school because he was 
different.

But while he was in high school, some of the 
students on Ryan’s campus decided to do some-
thing incredible. Instead of knocking him down or 
taunting him, they included him. Instead of hurting 
his feelings, they encouraged him.

 With this newfound support, Ryan developed 
a profound interest in sports. And he decided to 
try out for the basketball team in his junior year. 
Some people told him he’d never make the team, 
insisting he just wasn’t ever going to be able to 
keep up with the fast moving game.

That year, he got cut from the team. But the 
coach got in touch with him afterward, and of-
fered him a position on the team as the manager. 
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And Ryan’s friends supported him, and they in-
cluded him when they practiced.

The next year, Ryan earned his team uniform.
On the last home game of the season during 

his senior year, the players on his team - those 
same players who had supported him from the 
beginning - went to their coach and said, “We 
want Ryan in the game.”

In that final game, with just ten seconds left, 
Ryan caught a pass from one of his teammates, 
and he threw up his shot just as time was running 
out. Everyone held their breath as the ball flew 
through the air.

And he sank a perfect shot - nothing but net!

It might seem unbelievable that something as 
simple as a motto could be the start of a complete 
social turnaround, but this is a prime example of 
how a motto can be one of the most powerful 
tools in your cultural toolbox. Here’s how:

Jeff Eben is a fantastic leader in public educa-
tion and a respected friend of mine. He develops 
positive school culture wherever he goes, and the 
backbone of his message is a simple motto, “Feel 
the Love.”

The philosophy echoes up and down every 
school he visits, even years after he speaks there. 
You can hear it in the halls, bouncing between 
peers, being passed with a smile from a teacher 
to a student or vice versa. The most interesting part 
is, when you’re in a school with Jeff Eben’s motto, 
you really do start to feel the love.

It was that same motto that encouraged Ryan’s 
school to support him. It was that simple state-
ment that empowered him to seize his big mo-
ment. “Feel the Love” was the rallying cry of the 
teammates who stood behind, and believed in, 
Ryan Bellflower. You see, Jeff Eben was Ryan’s 
principal. And it was his motto of “Feel the Love” 
that inspired those players to step up and become 
a positive force for their school.

There’s no denying it, a motto is a very power-
ful cultural starting point.

So why do some mottos stick and have a 
tremendous impact while others don’t? Accord-
ing to “Made to Stick” by Chip & Dan Heath, 

This is a prime example of how a 
motto can be one of the most 

powerful tools in your cultural toolbox. 



BUILDING SCHOOL CULTURE FROM THE INSIDE OUT

20 21

ACTION ONE

the difference between a motto that catches 
on and a motto that ends up being forgotten is 
simplicity.

Let’s look at some of the mottos we all know.

•	“Don’t Mess with Texas”
•	“Just Do It”
•	“Protect this House”
•	“Be All That You Can Be”
•	“I’m Lovin’ It”

What do these mottos have in common? Each 
of them have three important qualities. They are 
simple, direct, and positive. These three factors 
serve as a strong guideline for developing a 
motto. Let’s elaborate on each point.

Keep it Simple
Don’t use a five dollar word when a ten cent word 
will do. If your message is simple, it’s more likely 
to be remembered, and much more likely to be 
repeated. We all have a lot on our plate, and we 
can only dedicate so much brain power to any 
single thing. We can easily remember and apply 
phrases like, “Just do it!” but struggle to recall a 

phrase like, “Simply engage in your intended ac-
tion immediately!”

Imagine if that had been Nike’s slogan! I don’t 
think it would have caught on.

Make it Direct
The best mottos tend to have just one direct mes-
sage. If we try to pack too much into a motto, 
then it becomes too complicated and we run into 
a problem similar to the one above. The phrase 
becomes overwhelming, more difficult to remem-
ber, and therefore less likely to be applied and 
repeated. 

So instead of creating something like, “Be kind, 
respectful, courteous, and caring to each other,” 
try to find a phrase that packs all of those ideals 
into a single thought. Maybe something like, “Be 
excellent to each other.”

Another key point to this aspect of developing a 
motto is that your administration and faculty will nat-
urally begin to focus their efforts on this particular 
point. This can be helpful when trying to resolve a 
particular problem. If, for example, your school has 
an issue with teasing, a motto like “Kindness is cour-
age” will help to highlight the issue. Raising aware-
ness is an important part of resolving problems.
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Think Positive
A school motto should focus on the positive as much 
as possible because some students may use a motto 
as a way of harming one another if it is based on 
negative language. It’s easy to imagine how a motto 
like, “Don’t be a jerk” could quickly turn into an ex-
tremely negative force. What may have started out 
as a well-intended reminder not to be mean to each 
other could be hijacked and used as a trump card 
in arguments, or thrown at peers in a hostile and 
accusatory way.

Instead of saying a negative motto like the one 
above, use something like “Be someone’s hero!” It 
would be much harder to use such a phrase in an 
inflammatory way, and as such will be a stronger 
source of positivity. 

As a counselor and therapist I have seen the 
difference that can be made by focusing on the 

positive. Clients often want to focus on their prob-
lems, which is completely understandable. But 
when I can move the conversation to their strengths 
and inspire them to think of solutions, everything in 
their life starts to change. We can accomplish far 
more when we focus on our strengths than when 
we focus on our weaknesses. Your school’s culture 
is no different.  Think positively with your motto 
and everything will build from there.

We can accomplish far more 
when we focus on our strengths than 
when we focus on our weaknesses. 
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Assignment One:  
C R E AT E  A  M O T T O  F O R  Y O U R  S C H O O L

T he above guidelines will assist in creating your 
own school motto! Maybe this is something 
you’d like to do yourself, or maybe it’s some-

thing you’d like students and faculty to participate 
in. Students are an amazing source of creativity, 
and getting the student body involved will help 
them to “own” the motto. Teachers are also ex-
cellent candidates as a starting point for a motto, 
because they generally have a strong understand-
ing of the big issues which the school should be 
focusing on, and can provide insight into what the 
motto should be about.

Whatever the case may be, make sure to fol-
low the above guidelines, and encourage staff 
and students to use the motto regularly. Put it in 
plain sight, plaster it on every wall, add it to your 
morning announcements, and use it as your own 
tagline at the end of your interactions.
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If you’re stuck, I’ve included a list of some motto 
examples below. Feel free to use any of them! The 
important thing to take away from this section is 
that you take the next step and implement your 
motto into your school.

•	Announce your admirations
•	Accentuate the positive
•	Highlight success
•	Be the change
•	Honor above all
•	Family first
•	Tell your truth
•	Thankfulness is happiness
•	Be the difference

If you’d like even more inspiration, here’s an 
excellent little website for you to check out from 
Supreme School Supply: http://www.supremes-
choolsupply.com/school-slogan-ideas/

As you prepare for each new year, it may be a 
good idea to revisit your school’s changing needs 
and create a new motto. It’s a good idea to form 
a small group to review your motto and decide 
if it is still in alignment with the direction toward 
which you’d like to steer your culture.

ASSIGNEMENT ONE

This concludes the first section. In case you ever 
need to look back for a reminder, here is quick a 
summary of what we went through that can be 
used to jog your memory in the future:

•	School culture has a large impact on perfor-
mance, outlook, and decision making.

•	A motto can influence school culture.
•	Mottos should be simple, direct and positive.
•	Your assignment is to create and spread a motto 

for your school.
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Action Two
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School Activities

W ho is in charge of your school’s extra-
curricular activities? Usually, it is the 
Activities Director or Student Council 

Advisor. Regardless of title, the person or persons 
in charge of school activities will be one of your 
school’s greatest influencers of school culture. 

If someone didn’t pop into mind straight away 
when you read the title of this section, then your 
first step will be to select someone to take the lead 
on school activities. Your next step should be to 
empower this person. By giving them agency, and 
empowering them to take initiative in regards to 
school culture, you will be unlocking a fantastic 
opportunity for both the leader you’ve chosen and 
the school itself. You’ll also be helping yourself by 
sharing the responsibility of building strong school 
culture. Encourage your student activity leader to 
do the same, because getting several people, in-
cluding students and the community, involved can 
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be a huge help to prevent any single person from 
becoming overburdened.

Activities create community, and they are a 
fantastic way to unify the student body. They’re 
also a lot of fun! Unfortunately, activities without 
a strong objective can be ineffective. Before you 
know it, their positive effects “wear off.” If you’ve 
ever experienced a motivational speaker, you 
know that many of them get you fired up… but 
only for a few days. In building school culture, we 
aren’t interested in temporary boosts. We want 
long term, positive, behavioral changes! So how 
can we create activities that truly inspire and unite 
the school? How can we turn something fleeting 
into something that lasts? Just as we did in the first 
section, we’re going to break down the school ac-
tivity plan into three simple, applicable principles 
which will strengthen the results of your school’s 
events.

ACTION TWO

Get Social
First of all, in order for school activities to act as 
a culture creating force, they must be social. Get 
people talking or playing or dancing together, 
and you’ll see a much stronger impact on school 
culture.

Too often we see schools with activities that 
don’t engage or promote any kind of communi-
cation or interaction. There’s nothing wrong with 
time alone, and self reflection is an important part 
of life, but if your objective is to develop culture 
then it’s best for your activities to have some sort 
of social aspect to them.

I’d like to clarify that by social, I don’t neces-
sarily mean giant parties or massive pep rallies. 
There are many ways for activities to have a social 
element to them. A prime example of something 
social that isn’t a giant festival is a book club. In 
a book club, much time is spent reading inde-
pendently, but it is also a social tool because it 
gets people talking! If your activity naturally lends 
itself to discussion and gets your students talking, 
then it is a social success! On the other hand, if the 
activity is inherently solitary or effectively keeps 
students in cliques, it might not be the best option 
to choose for our purposes.

Activities create community, 
and they are a fantastic way 

to unify the student body.  
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For example, hosting a raffle probably won’t 
have a powerful social impact because it doesn’t 
encourage or necessitate any interaction. Maybe 
a few kids will discuss it, but for the most part stu-
dents will be experiencing this particular activ-
ity independently. It would be better to instead 
host an event where people come together in a 
common space, or are encouraged to interact in 
a positive way. Perhaps, instead of a traditional 
raffle, you could pose a difficult question with no 
absolute answer and encourage students to dis-
cuss the issue and pick one answer or another by 
entering their name into one of two boxes (each 
representing one of the answers). Then you could 
pick one, or several name(s) from each answer 
box and have your raffle that way. That way, you 
can still have a fun raffle, but with a social twist!

Create an Emotional Impact
Another important aspect of a culture building 
activity is that it must be emotional. We tend to 
remember things that have an emotional impact 
on us. Furthermore, we tend to remember posi-
tive events better than negative events. We can 
use these facts to our advantage when planning 
activities.

ACTION TWO

Creating an emotional impact isn’t always 
easy, but a good way to get started is by asking 
yourself “What is important to our students?”

A day like “Wear a Silly Hat” day probably 
would not have a particularly powerful emotional 
impact. It may be fun, and could result in some 
laughs, but it’s doubtful that many of your students 
would remember it a year, or even a few months 
from when it took place. On the other hand, if you 
hosted “Give a Compliment” day, you’d be more 
likely to see a cultural change because you would 
be encouraging students and staff to engage in 
a behavior which will prompt positive emotional 
responses. For many students, receiving a simple 
compliment may have a spectacular emotional im-
pact. Something as simple as hearing a student or 
teacher tell them, “You have a wonderful smile,” 
may stick with them for the rest of their lives. 

We tend to express our emotions, both pos-
itive and negative, and extend them out to the 

We tend to remember 
things that have an 

emotional impact on us.  
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people around us. So doing something that has a 
positive emotional impact will be carried forward 
and spread throughout the school. Have you ever 
experienced a time when you started the day off 
in an average mood, but then met someone with 
an infectiously positive attitude? Usually when that 
happens, we take on that positivity as well!

Consistently Schedule Activities
If someone decides they want to run a marathon, 
but that person only practices one time, they prob-
ably won’t be particularly successful in their goal 
even if they practice extremely hard that one time. 
But if they practice consistently, and make their 
training part of their life, then they are almost cer-
tain to succeed. 

Culture building activities are similar. Imagine a 
student activities leader who wants to build pos-
itive school culture, but only holds a single as-
sembly to do it. Even if that assembly is fantas-
tic, it probably won’t be as successful as another 
leader who plans a culture-building activity every 
month.

Try not to think of an activity as an isolated, 
one-time event. Instead, create a goal and think 
of every activity you plan as a step toward it.

If culture building activities become something 
your school does regularly, you will see results 
in the same way that the marathon runner who 
practices diligently. Instead of viewing them as a 
“one and done” event, or a box on your check-
list to check off, ask yourself how you can make 
school activities a permanent part of your school’s 
culture.

ACTION TWO
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Assignment Two: 
B U I L D  A  S C H O O L  A C T I V I T Y  S C H E D U L E

Working with your student activity leader 
(and maybe even a group of student 
leaders), try to plan a year’s worth of 

culture building activities that have a social and emo-
tional focus. Be sure to use the above guidelines, and 
don’t be afraid to tap into other people’s creative 
wells. It’s a lot more fun to work with someone (or a 
group of people) to come up with these activities. 

It might seem overwhelming to plan an entire 
year at first, but don’t worry, we’ve got some ex-
amples to get you started!

The examples you will see below come from 
our Difference Maker Summit, which is a student 
leadership driven, school culture focused work-
shop that we’ve designed to help schools create a 
clear, specific, workable blueprint for their student 
activities calendar.



BUILDING SCHOOL CULTURE FROM THE INSIDE OUT

40 41

Through our Difference Maker Summit, we’ve 
worked with students, teachers, parents, admin-
istrators, and counselors to come up with count-
less ideas for school activities that fit the bill of 
being emotional, social, and easy to tie together 
for an entire school year. Here are just a few 
examples:

Family Movie Night
At one of our Difference Maker Summits, we had 
a school tell us that one of their biggest problems 
was that the students didn’t get enough time with 
their families. Kids felt really disconnected from 
their parents and siblings, and it was agreed that 
improving family ties would be a big step forward 
for everyone. One of the students suggested a 
Family Movie Night, where the school would set 
up a projector in the cafeteria and invite all of 
the school’s families to come and watch movies 
together. We were extremely happy with the out-
come: families that hadn’t been spending much 
time together suddenly had an amazing opportu-
nity to get together in a fun, low pressure environ-
ment. This event was particularly notable because 
the parents were given a chance to get involved 
in the school’s culture.

ASSIGNMENT TWO

Another thing I really like about this event is 
that it’s easily repeatable. It’s not hard to imag-
ine a school hosting a family movie night every 
month! Can you imagine the impact an event like 
this could have if it brought people together sev-
eral times throughout the year?

The Week of Kindness
I love this example because it’s simple, costs noth-
ing, and has a truly tremendous impact! It’s one of 
the reasons we encourage activity planners to get 
students to help develop ideas. “What if we have 
a week,” this particular student asked, “where we 
encourage kindness?” From that spark, a week-
long theme with a different goal for each day of 
the week was born!

The concepts for a Kindness Week do not 
need to be crazy or elaborate. Maybe for your 
Week of Kindness, Monday could be Tell Some-
one You Care day. On that day, you make it ev-
ery student’s mission to tell at least one person 
that they care about them. It may not seem like 
much, but trust me, after a week of positive lit-
tle boosts, you will start to notice a constructive 
cultural change.
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Mix It Up Day 
For Mix It Up Day, students are encouraged to sit 
at a different place for lunch than they usually do. 
If you really want to go all out, make the day pic-
nic themed by laying blankets down as an option 
for the students to use instead of tables. You’ll be 
amazed at how many new friends are made with 
this simple idea!

Friend In a Jar
Have students select a random name from a jar 
and spend time getting to know that person. Or, 
better yet, give them an activity or task to do with 
their newfound friend.

Stress Free Day
As a surprise, select a day when no homework or 
tests will be given. Encourage students to make fun 
and social plans with their extra free time. Have 
teachers take some of the time from their classes to 
relax and interact with students in a fun discussion. 

Cover Mirrors with “You Are Beautiful” 
One of the schools attending our Difference 
Maker Summit voiced a concern about body im-
age. A student mentioned that sometimes seeing a 

ASSIGNMENT TWO

mirror made her stress out a little bit because she 
would be reminded of a pimple, or slightly messy 
hair. I think we can all remember those days!

So we all talked about the impact mirrors have 
on a person’s self-image. They’re a great tool, we 
agreed, but we wondered what it would look like 
if students were given a break from them. A student 
suggested that mirrors could be covered up for a 
day with a sign that read “You Are Beautiful” in 
big, colorful, friendly letters. It was a huge success.

The Feeling Box 
The Feeling Box can be used all year long. Have a 
community box where people can write how they 
feel. Regularly lead groups that discuss these feel-
ings and offer advice on coping with these feel-
ings. Or perhaps add a column to your school’s 
newspaper addressing “The Feeling Box.” A lot 
of students are experiencing powerful emotions 
for the first time, and starting a discussion about 
those emotions can provide them with a chance 
to begin to understand them.

Unplug Day
One of the most effective activities I’ve ever wit-
nessed was Unplug Day. For one day students 
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were asked not to use cell phones, computers, or 
any other screen at all. At first, I was skeptical. I 
thought there was no way the students would go 
for it! I’m happy to say, I was wrong. It was truly 
amazing to see how students embraced the idea. 
By the end of the day, the school was buzzing 
with positive energy. It was as if the entire student 
body was rediscovering itself. It is now a regular 
occurrence at several of our Difference Maker 
Summit schools.

Alternative Pep Rally
Schools usually do a great job of celebrating their 
sports teams through pep rallies, but what about 
other groups? What if a pep rally were held for 
the theatre group? Or the debate team? Or chess 
club? Let’s celebrate all of the cool things students 
are doing, instead of only focusing on a handful 
of them.

Speed Friending 
Have students hop from friend to friend like they 
would if they were speed dating. Encourage stu-
dents to try to find a common interest, or maybe 
offer them an interesting topic to discuss. I love this 
activity because it always results in new friends 

ASSIGNMENT TWO

being made, and a lot of students walk away from 
it realizing that we all have much more in common 
than they could have ever imagined.

If you’re still not sure how to go about creating 
activities and you’d like a guided workshop on 
activity planning and creation, be sure to check 
out our Difference Maker Summit, which creates 
a specific plan for your school based on your 
unique issues, and generates an activity blueprint 
for your entire year. You can learn more about the 
program at www.teentruth.net 

Before we move on, I’d like to take a moment 
to extend my sincerest thanks to The California 
Association of Directors of Activities (CADA). 
CADA has helped countless programs across the 
country to create positive culture. They’ve been 
truly inspirational with their own work, and have 
offered ceaseless aid to the development of both 
my programs and myself as a speaker. They’ve 
been instrumental in developing the methods in 
this book, and I am so grateful for everything they 
have done for me, and for the communities they 
have touched.

This concludes the second section. In case you 
ever need to a quick reference, here is a summary 
of what we covered:
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•	Put someone (or a group) in charge of school 
activities and empower them!

•	Activities that are social and emotional will 
have the greatest impact.

•	Use your community to develop ideas for 
activities.

•	Your assignment is to build a school activity 
schedule.

Action Three
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Empower Student Voice

T he third and final action that this book outlines 
will be empowering student voice. 

All of our programs at TEEN TRUTH are ulti-
mately centered around this particular goal. What 
we’ve found is this: when you empower students, 
give them a voice, and offer them the opportunity 
to step up and take ownership of their school, they 
respond in overwhelmingly positive ways. They 
rise to the occasion, and exceed expectations in 
virtually every aspect of life.

We all feel powerless sometimes, and when 
we’re faced with new, overwhelming problems 
and unfamiliar situations, it’s easy to get lost in that 
passive state of mind. We might even feel like life 
is kicking us around, and that we’re at the mercy 
of fates beyond our control.

Put yourself in a student’s shoes, for whom much 
of life is new and maybe a little scary. Remember 
what school was like for you, and how even small 
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problems could feel overwhelming. Do you recall 
feeling lost? Or maybe it took some time to find 
your voice as a young person? It’s easy to imag-
ine how a student could fall into that powerless 
mindset when you put yourself in their position.

By empowering students and giving them a 
voice, they realize that they can make changes. 
They realize they have the power to do build a 
fantastic life for themselves, and they begin to re-
alize that they can help others do the same. Just 
by giving them an opportunity to speak their mind 
and have their thoughts and words influence their 
school’s culture, we can help students to realize 
that they aren’t lost or powerless, but capable of 
greatness.

The reason empowering student voice works so 
well is the same reason Alan Mulally’s shift in cul-
ture at Ford was so effective: it hands ownership 
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over to the students. When you give someone 
ownership of their culture, and that person be-
gins to see that they can make changes to improve 
the culture that they’re a part of, the confidence to 
improve spreads throughout the rest of their lives. 
Furthermore, they begin to feel responsible for 
their school - they want their school to be amaz-
ing because now their school belongs to them, 
too. School changes from a place they have to 
go to into a tight-knit community.

So what can we do to empower student voice? 
There are several avenues you can take, but we’ll 
be covering two excellent options, both of which 
are tried and true ways that we have used to pro-
duce fantastic results.

A S S E M B L I E S

T here are a lot of options for school assem-
blies. Some of them are amazing for devel-
oping school culture and empowering student 

voice, while others might have a much different 
focus and won’t be particularly effective for de-
veloping positive culture.

By empowering students and 
giving them a voice, they realize 

that they can make changes.  
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So what’s the difference between an assembly that 
focuses on empowering student voice and an assem-
bly that doesn’t? We’ve outlined three aspects of an 
effective assembly to determine which is which.

Who’s Talking?
Assemblies focused on empowering student voice 
need to, at some point, get the students talking! It 
can be a lot of fun to listen to an expert speaker, 
and sure, we can benefit from them. However, 
if an assembly is meant to empower students 
and help them find their voice, then it should be 
clear that the focus isn’t on the speaker, but on 
the students themselves. Although the speaker 
may be doing most of the talking, there should 
definitely be quite a bit of back and forth going 
on between the speaker and the students. They 
should be asking for the opinions of the student 
body, encouraging participation, and looking to 
the students themselves to voice both problems 
and solutions in regard to the topics that are be-
ing discussed.

Are These Your School’s Issues?
An anti-bullying assembly can be a great thing, 
but what if a school doesn’t have a problem with 
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bullying? What if instead, that school is really 
struggling with self-esteem issues? Or poor at-
tendance? Or bad choices?

Assemblies should be part of a premeditated 
plan designed to address issues specific to your 
school. There are many ways to improve school 
culture, but if an assembly isn’t addressing an is-
sue relevant to your school, then students will be 
less likely to engage. On the other hand, if the 
issue resonates with your school, you’ll see plenty 
of ears perk up.

Will It Stick?
It’s easy to ramble on for an hour about all of the 
problems in the world, and a speaker can fill up 
half a presentation with stories of how negative 
impacts affected them, or someone they know, 
but my question is: Will it stick? 

I can remember a phenomenal speaker who 
spoke at my high school.  He told us amazing 
stories that motivated and inspired us, but to this 
day I can’t remember any of his lessons.

So will your assembly programs stick?  Will they 
leave a legacy?  Unfortunately, a lot of motivational 
speakers fade into the distance as time passes, but 
referring again to Chip and Dan Heath’s “Made to 
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Stick” we learn that a story that sticks must present 
something to the audience that is bigger than itself.

The traditional approach to motivational as-
semblies is simply not effective.  What is effective 
is bringing a brand, a movement, or a message 
onto campus that is bigger than just one person.  
Something that has a true legacy behind it.

The goal of any school culture building assembly 
should be to present an issue, help the students to 
understand why it’s an important issue to resolve, 
and then focus them on how they  can make a 
difference. Raising awareness is great, but if your 
speaker isn’t equally focused on motivating your 
student body toward a solution, then it probably 
isn’t doing much to develop positive school culture.

Peer To Peer Programming
The second option for empowering student voice 
is likely the most powerful tool offered in this 
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book. In fact, research has proven that students 
engaged in peer-to-peer programing go on to 
better school based outcomes and report feeling 
more connected to their school, to themselves, 
and to their peers.

One of the most important things I learned 
from my mentor and longtime educator, Kathleen 
Bethke was, “Don’t do for students what they can 
do for themselves.”

From that simple concept, we developed the RIS-
ING UP: Coaching Program. The focus of this cur-
riculum is extending guidance efforts across the en-
tire school while adding the least amount of work to 
counselors, faculty, and administration as possible.

The way the program works is this: we collect 
a group of older students who teachers have se-
lected as having strong leadership potential. We 
then take those students through a short course 
which educates them on several critical counsel-
ing tactics that can be quickly and easily applied 
to the rest of the student body. Finally, we send 
those students out to the younger classes, and em-
power them to educate their peers in resiliency, 
planning, and building strong relationships. All 
of which can be applied to create a greatly im-
proved school culture.

Don’t do for students 
what they can do for 

themselves.  
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We’ve found that peer-to-peer programming 
works extremely well. Younger students tend to 
look up to their older peers, and are therefore 
very likely to listen to, utilize, and share the 
teachings of them. It also offers an opportunity 
to put a positive label on the older students, 
(we use the term “coach”). By offering this la-
bel to these students, they become more likely 
to adopt the positive behaviors associated with 
the term.

If you are able to set up your own peer-to-
peer program, then here are a few tips to get you 
started.

•	Use responsible, older students to reach out to 
younger classes.

•	Give your students very clear objectives for 
each session.

•	Implement a program that has actual curricu-
lum behind it.

•	Make sure to have a strong focus on relation-
ship building 

•	Be certain to give students a chance to offer 
feedback 

•	Get them on their feet, and get them moving! 
Students thrive on physical activity.
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If you’d rather use our RISING UP curriculum, 
which is easily scheduled and implemented on cam-
pus by professionals trained specifically in peer-to-
peer programming, you can learn more about what 
we offer at wwww.RisingUpCoaching.com

If you don’t see RISING UP as a good solution 
for your school, but like the idea of a curriculum 
focused on empowering students, then please 
take a look at the following organizations.

•	PLUS Program
•	#iCanHelp
•	Rachel’s Challenge
•	Link Crew

This concludes the third section. In case you 
ever need to look back for a reminder, here is 
quick a summary of what we went through that 
can be used to jog your memory in the future:

•	Empower student voice to encourage them to 
have ownership of their school.

•	Assemblies that focus on student voice should 
be a dialogue that directly engages your 
school’s issues and will be remembered by 
students.



BUILDING SCHOOL CULTURE FROM THE INSIDE OUT

58 59

•	Peer to peer programming is one of the most 
effective tools you can use.

Final Thoughts

T he power of positive culture can be seen in 
almost every successful community. I learned 
this firsthand during my years working for the 

Walt Disney Company. Consider the fact that Dis-
neyLand, an undeniably successful organization, 
never refers to the people who come to their park 
as “customers” or “patrons” or “clients.” Instead 
they call them “guests.” Consider how powerful 
that little nuance is, and how such a tiny change 
in perspective can inform a drastic difference in 
behavior. It impacts the park and, ultimately, the 
entire company. It’s an easy change to make, but 
it’s a part of a cultural identity that has proven to 
be one of the most effective in the world. This is 
the power of culture, and it’s at your fingertips!

The momentum from these three little steps will 
build quickly. Students want to excel. They want to be 
amazing, to have a fantastic life, and to help others 
do the same. Sometimes it’s hard for a young person 
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to articulate that fact, but we’ve seen huge break-
throughs time and time again… and more often than 
not, it’s the result of a shift to a more positive school 
culture. As an administrator, teacher, or educational 
leader it is your job to make this happen. It is your job 
to build culture on campus. Because students want 
to learn. They want to be part of an amazing culture. 
And they want to believe in themselves and those 
around them.

In closing, let me leave you with one last ex-
ample, an example that drives my passion every 
day. As I write this book the city of Chicago has 
recorded its 500th homicide of the year, a stat 
that sickens most of us.  By way of comparison 
the city I live in, Austin, TX, has had just 24 homi-
cides this year. I bring this up because that boy or 
that girl in Chicago who walks through one of the 
most dangerous neighborhoods in America with 
nothing but a backpack and a lunchbag wants to 
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learn, wants to be at school, and craves a positive 
connection. It is up to the adults of the community 
to create an environment for each and every one 
of those students that will offer an opportunity to 
build self-efficacy and send them into the world 
to become empowered, successful, warm hearted 
human beings.

If you’ve enjoyed this book, and are interested 
in learning more about developing positive cul-
ture, be sure to connect at www.teentruth.net and 
www.risingupcoaching.com or you can connect 
directly at www.jcpohl.com

For more information email:
info@teentruth.net

Thank you for reading, and I wish you the best 
of luck as you build an amazing culture at your 
school!

As an administrator, teacher, or 
educational leader it is your job 

to make this happen. It is your job 
to build culture on campus. 
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