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Culture and Climate of Trust
 
School Evaluation
 

GTCS Has worked in collaboration with The 
Hive of Wellbeing, and the PRD Steering Group 
to create this resource. 
More information about The Hive of Wellbeing 
can be found at: 
http://www.thehiveofwellbeing.co.uk/ 

http://www.thehiveofwellbeing.co.uk/


      
        

        
       

  

        
         

       
        

       
         

    
   

A school is more than just a place where learning occurs. In many ways, a school functions 
as an organism dependent on its individual members to accomplish its purpose. The 
most effective schools are those in which schools have created a sense of trust among 
teachers and staff. On the other hand, lack of trust creates a dysfunctional system that 
serves its students ill. 

This development of trust is one key component that is missing from many school 
improvement plans even though it is essential to moving forward. If teachers feel that they 
cannot trust their peers or school leaders to support them and to do their own jobs well, 
then little can be accomplished. It is up to schools [..] to make sure that staff members are 
worthy of trust and then to help foster that sense of trust among them so that the school 
functions as a team to best serve students. ‘Harper for Education Dive’ 22 Nov 2017 

From : Building a Culture of Trust for effective leadership, 
(Harper for Education Dice, 2017) : 
https://www.educationdive.com/news/building-culture-of-
trust-key-to-effective-school-leadership/511546/ 

https://www.educationdive.com/news/building-culture-of-trust-key-to-effective-school-leadership/511546/


 

 

  
 

 

What do you mean by ‘Culture’ and 
‘Climate’?
 

Culture is the… 
… actions 
… routines and learned patterns of behaviours 
… normative pressures and assimilations 
Climate is the… 
… school atmosphere
… mood
… ethos



 

  
  

  
  

  
  

     
     

  
   

     
    

  

These headings summarise elements of 
a Culture and Climate of Trust… 
Shared purpose 
Strong relationships 
Integrity and honesty 
Professional and personal commitment from all 
Collaboration 
Value and empowerment 
Open communication 
Safe 

These headings have been created from information found within a 
variety of sources to support your school self-evaluation: 

•	 GTCS Professional Standards: Trust and Respect - Acting and
behaving in ways that develop a culture of trust and respect
through, for example, being trusting and respectful of others within
the school, and with all those involved in influencing the lives of
learners in and beyond the learning community.

•	 Bibb and Kourdi, 2004 in ‘Fostering a ‘Culture of Trust Within and
Outside a School System’, Toronto District School Board, 2016

•	 The Inscription on Scotland’s Mace – Wisdom, Justice, Compassion
and Integrity

•	 GTCS Children in Scotland Report, 2018
•	 An Andy Buck tweet on 24.3.19



  

   
 

“Trust is the connective tissue that holds 
improving schools together.” 

– Anthony S. Bryk and Barbara Schneider,
Trust in Schools: A Core Resource of Improvement (2002) 



     
     

   

     
      

     

      
    

  
 

     
 

  

  
   

  

   
 

   
   

  
    

   

Growing our Culture & Climate of Trust
 
To be the best school we can be, we should actively seek to nurture 
and grow our culture and climate of trust together using coaching 
culture preconditions to support us. We should all: 

•	 Have ‘Unconditional Positive Regard’ for everyone –
appreciation of where others’ experiences come from and
where they may be expressing themselves from

•	 Show genuineness – stay authentic and true to what seems
real to you as an individual whilst remaining respectful

•	 Demonstrate Active Listening – engaging fully and being
present to each contributor when listening

•	 Keeping an attitude of curiosity throughout the session –
suspending judgments and staying open to possibilities.

‘Unconditional Positive Regard’ 
(Carl Rodgers) 

Word of warning - Please reword 
the introduction to support your 
school context. Depending on the 
circumstances in your school 
there may not be automatic ‘buy-
in’ to this philosophy. You should 
be mindful how everyone might 
feel. If trust is lacking in your 
context then this philosophy may 
be challenging due to that lack of 
trust and also perhaps due to 
high emotions 



  

        
         

Collective and individual spirals of 
thinking and growth throughout 

We should be thinking about ourselves as individuals within the context we work, but also 
about the collective part we as individuals have to play together within our context. 



   
 

 
 

 
 

Culture and Climate of Trust
 
Generic Self-Evaluation
 

What does a 10 look like/ sound 
like/ feel like in our school? 

5 

What does a 5 look 
like/sound like/ feel 
like in our school? 

 

Wheel 



    
    

      

 

   
       

Shared purpose
 

Statements to consider Shared Purpose 

•	 We are aware of the school visions and values and regularly refer to
and reflect against them with all stakeholders. We ‘live’ our values day
to day and those are reflected in our classrooms. We are proactive in
addressing situations that do not represent our values.

•	 Our practices support, challenge, and contribute to success.

•	 We measure impact in a variety of ways to provide accurate levels of
progress and success for our children and for ourselves as staff.

GTC Scotland	 8 March 2023 



 
   

 
    

  
    

  
  

  
   

   
 

  
  

  

 

Our shared understanding of:  Shared 
purpose
 

What do you know about the current 
school vision and values? What do 
we say day in day out in our 
classrooms that reflect our values, 
how are they ‘lived’ in our school? 
How well do we deal with situations 
where we think we are not living by 
our agreed values? 

To what extent do our 
practices foster, support, 
challenge and contribute 
to achieving our common 
goals? 

How does what you care about 
in your role continue to drive 
you? What do you care about 
as an individual teacher/as a 
school that continues to drive 
you/lead you to success? 

Where are we 
with each of 

these 
questions? 



        
 

    
        

  

 
    

Strong Relationships
 

Statements to consider Strong Relationships: 

•	 We have built strong relationships across our school team, and
beyond, and know this because we feel safe and feedback is positive/
constructive.

•	 We feel known, valued and respected, we feel our diversity is
celebrated, we all feel treated as equals, and feel our colleagues see
us as an asset.

•	 We connect with colleagues across our school community and work to
break down barriers when relationships are poor/ non-existent.

 



 

  

  
 

 

 
 

 
  

 

 

 
  

 

Our shared understanding of:  Strong 
relationships
 

In what ways do we 
foster strong, positive 
relationships and how do 
we know these exist? 
Who do we connect with 
and what facilitates this? 

What makes you feel 
known, valued and 
respected for who you are 
and what you bring? How 
is “feeling valued and 
treated as equals” 
experienced across the 
whole school community? 

How well do you break 
down barriers when 
relationships are poor/non-
existent? What steps do 
you take? 

Where are we 
with each of 

these 
questions? 



 

  

       
     

   

Integrity and honesty
 

Statements to consider Integrity and Honesty: 

•	 There is a climate of support and challenge, and honest self-
reflection, where we regularly ‘check in’ to evaluate impact.

•	 We listen to each other’s professional voice and everyone’s viewpoint
is valued and respected.

•	 Our school values support reflective relationships and we trust our
leadership to make informed integral decisions for the greater good of
our children and our staff.

	 



  

  
 
 

  
 

  
 

 

  
 

 
  

 


 Our shared understanding of:  Integrity 
and Honesty
 

How do our school 
values support respectful 
relationships? 

Where are we 
with each of 

these 
questions? 

In what ways do we 
promote professional 
voice and a culture of 
honest self-reflection so 
that everyone’s viewpoint 
is valued and respected? 

When do you most trust 
leadership in making 
informed decisions for the 
greater good of young 
people and staff? What 
supports you to trust 
leadership? 



  

   
 

     
      

 

      
      

    

     
   

      

Professional and Personal Commitment 
from all 

Statements to consider Professional and Personal 
Commitment from all: 

•	 Opportunities and conditions are strategically planned for skill
development, knowledge and learning of others from across our
school team.

•	 There is a strong culture of professional learning across our school
community, using the National Model of Professional Learning, and
GTCS Professional Learning Planning Cycle to support that culture.

•	 Staff have freedom to take ownership of their own professional
learning and develop and sustain their identity through self-reflection
against and across the Professional Standards, and high-quality PRD
conversations.

	 



   
 

 
  

  
 

 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

  

 

Our shared understanding of: Professional
  
and Personal Commitment from all
 

In what ways do we foster 
a culture of professional 
learning, creating the 
conditions to share the 
skills, knowledge and 
learning of others across 
our school community? 

When are we creating 
opportunities to take 
ownership of our professional 
learning through self-
evaluation against the 
Professional Standards and 
robust PRD conversations? 
What supports you to sustain 
your professional identity? 

Where are we 
with each of 

these 
questions? 

How well are we 
currently engaging with 
the National Professional 
Learning Model and/or 
GTCS Professional 
Learning Planning Cycle 
to support our 
professional learning? 



     

    
  

    
     

Collaboration
 

Statements to consider Collaboration: 

•	 We all have a full understanding of the meaning of collaboration and it
is supported and promoted across our learning community.

•	 Opportunities are available to work with others collaboratively beyond
my learning community.

•	 The value of working collaboratively is shown through the regular
sharing of our collaborative work and good practice from across
learning communities.

	 



 

 
 

 

  
  

 

  
 

 
  

 

 

Our shared understanding of: 
Collaboration
 

What does collaboration 
mean to us? How do we 
support and promote 
collaboration across our 
learning community? 

What opportunities exist 
to work and to support 
working with others 
beyond our learning 
community? 

In what ways do we show we 
value opportunities to share 
good practice and work 
collaboratively in our teams 
and in teams across our 
learning community? 

Where are we 
with each of 

these 
questions? 



 

  
        

    
   

 

    
 

Value and empowerment
 

Statements to consider Value and empowerment: 

•	 Team members give each other feedback, where appreciation of the
work of each member of the team is shown in a variety of ways.

•	 Expertise and knowledge within our staff team is acknowledged and
used to maximise the learning outcomes of all, showing value and
worth to those experts.

•	 Colleagues are regularly empowered to lead and be agents of change
within their contexts.

	 



 

   
 

    

  
 

  

   
  

 
 

 

Our shared understanding of: 
Value and empowerment
 

In what ways do you show 
respect, empathy and 
appreciation for each 
member of your team and 
their work? 

When and in what ways 
are you valued for your 
expertise and knowledge 
in your team and across 
the learning community? 

In what ways do colleagues 
across the school show 
empowerment and drive to 
lead and be agents of 
change? 

Where are we 
with each of 

these 
questions? 



    
  

     
  

   
   

Open Communication
 

Statements to consider Open Communication: 

•	 The views of everyone are sought, listened to and acted upon, and we
communicate respectfully when we have different opinions.

•	 Meaningful coaching conversations are regular and normal practice in
our school. We have difficult conversations when they are required; we
ensure they are respectfully achieved.

•	 We have clear decision-making processes, and when decisions are
made we communicate clearly to ensure everyone knows their role in
action.

	 



  

  
 

  

 
 

 
   

 

  
 

  
 

 
  

  
 

 

Our shared understanding of: Open communication
 

When are the views of 
everyone sought, 
respected, listened to and 
acted upon? How well do 
we communicate with each 
other about things we have 
different views about? 

How do we create safe 
spaces for meaningful 
coaching conversations? 
How well do we have 
difficult conversations 
ensuring respect for all? 

Do we have a clear way of making 
decisions? When decisions are 
made, how good are we at 
communicating the outcomes in 
transparent ways to ensure everyone 
understands their role in action? How 
efficiently do we currently 
communicate outcomes of decisions? 

Where are we 
with each of 

these 
questions? 



   
     

       
      

    
  

Safe
 

Statements to consider Safe: 

•	 We are supported to take risks in order to try to improve outcomes/
learn what works and what doesn’t/ be creative.

•	 We take collective responsibility when things may not go as well as
hoped as well as the times when things go well.

•	 We practice the principles of support, challenge and confidentiality,
within PRD and beyond.
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Our shared understanding of: Safe
 

In what ways are we 
supported to take risks in 
improving 
outcomes/learning what 
works and what 
doesn’t/being creative? 

How do we take 
collective responsibility 
when things may not go 
as well as hoped as well 
as the times when things 
go well? 

When and in what ways do we 
practise the principles of 
support, challenge and 
confidentiality, within PRD and 
beyond? 

Where are we 
with each of 

these 
questions? 

Exemplify on the 
graffiti wall. 



  

  

So what do you think about our school’s
culture and climate of trust? 

C u l t u r e  a n d  C l i m a t e  o f  Tr u s t 
  
G e n e r i c  S e l f  - E v a l u a t i o n  

W h e e l 
  



 

 
 

   
  

    

The overall purpose of a ‘Culture and 
Climate of Trust’ 
‘Trust is reinforced by trusting. […] Being trusted is so 
psychologically gratifying that people seek to do more things that
reinforce your belief in them. It is a virtuous circle. It works the 
same way with mistrust: the less we trust, the more we find 
reasons to reinforce that lack of trust.’ 

(Bibb & Kourdi, 2004, p. 123) 



    
  

 
   

   

 
 

  
  

     

‘Leadership at all levels of the system will need to support, 
develop and lead change, collaboration, learning and culture. It is 
about leading self and others. 
Fundamental to this is professional trust. The foundation of this 
trust is built on teacher professionalism. Trust and belief that 
teachers and school leaders have developed critically informed 
professional judgement and are empowered to make best-
informed decisions about the learning and development of children 
and young people. Developing trust and mutual respect is 
essential for creating a collaborative culture for learning.’ 

OECD 2016, in GTCS Position Paper: Teacher Professionalism and Professional Learning in Scotland 



    

    
 

 
 

  
   

 

A point for senior leadership teams to
consider : 
• ‘Relationships are the building blocks for trusting interactions

among staff and leaders within a school system. If school
systems are to become effective agents in supporting student
learning, educational leaders need to be aware of the
importance of trust. They also need to create structures and
processes that promote interaction, dialogue, and collaboration,
and engage staff and constituents at all levels of the
organisation in decision-making.’

• TDSC, 2016:4



 
 

  
 

 

   

  
  

Reflections 
• Where are your greatest strengths of your Culture and Climate

of Trust?
• Are there areas that could still be developed?
• Together, identify manageable ways to move your already

‘highly’ emotionally intelligent school forward.
• Turn those suggestions into an action plan, as you would with

any other developments.
• Each member of staff to identify how they will contribute to this

further growth.
• Can this model of success be replicated across other areas of

school life? If so, what and how?



        
       
    

      

 

   
 

 

   
   

  

   
          

 

Actions going forward should be 
taken in a culture of: 
- Genuineness 
- Unconditional positive regard for 

all (Carl Rodgers) 
- With suspended beliefs as to ‘how 

it has always been’ to allow for a 
new beginning and fresh start 

"A fresh start - a new day - a new month - a 
new year. Do you see each day as a fresh 
start or are you carrying yesterday into this 
brand new day. See the possibilities of 
beginning anew." 

Theodore W. Higginsworth 

It takes courageous people to challenge the normative pressures that are 
created in schools – without this schools may struggle to move forward 
towards a more trusting context. 



 
 

    

    
    
   

Actions going forward should be taken in 
a culture of: 

- Genuineness 

- Unconditional positive regard for all (Carl Rodgers) 

- With suspended beliefs as to ‘how it has always been’ to 
allow for a new beginning and fresh start (Review the slide 
‘our philosophy’ for further buy-in from all) 



 
      

   
    

   
   
   

  

  
    

 
 

   
 

Consequences of NO trust 
‘Bryk and Schneider’s work (2003) indicates that while 
trust alone does not guarantee success, schools 
with little or no trust have almost no
 

Building Trusting Relationships for School chance of improving’ Improvement: Implications for Principals 
and Teachers, Brewster and Railsback, 
Northwest Regional Educational Library 
2003:7 

This message reiterates the importance of a culture and 
climate of trust. We have a duty of care to our children. 
We have to improve to close the attainment gap. We 
need to get our trusting relationships right. 

Everyone has responsibility to work on relationships 
within our professional contexts 



  
    

     
     

  
   

  
  

   
  

 
 
   

          
  

         
          

            

Everyone has responsibility to work on relationships within our
professional context - we are all accountable. 
‘A commitment to the professional values of social justice, trust and 
respect and integrity are at the heart of the Professional Standards 
and underpin our relationships, thinking and professional practice in 
Scotland. Starting with teachers as individuals, values extend to our
learners, our colleagues and community and to the world in which we 
live. Enquiring and collaborative professionalism is a powerful force in 
developing teachers’ agency and delivering our commitment to 
engaging children, young people, their families and communities in the 
education process.’ 
Standards for Full Registration, GTCS 2021: 4 

All colleagues will have individual perceptions of this comment. 

There may be individuals blamed for the lack of culture and climate of trust, but each individual must
 
own their own behaviours.
 
We should be mindful to remember, as we do with our pupils, that all behaviours are communication. 
Some members of staff may feel out of kilter with the rest of the staff team.
 
How can we all support colleagues who may show signs of behaviours that may exemplify such 

feelings?
 



Before we begi1n identifying next s 
let's, see how we can ALL take 
accountability in moving forward..... . 



  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
 

   

  
 

   
  

 

How do school leaders build trust 
with their staff? 
•	 Demonstrate personal integrity
•	 Show that you care
•	 Be accessible
•	 Facilitate and model effective communication
•	 Involve staff in decision-making
•	 Celebrate experimentation and support risk
•	 Express value for dissenting views
•	 Reduce teachers’ sense of vulnerability
•	 Ensure that teachers have basic resources
•	 Be prepared to have ‘openness to learn

conversations’

Adapted from Building Trusting 
Relationships for School Improvement: 
Implications for Principals and Teachers, 
Brewster and Railsback, Northwest 
Regional Educational Library 2003: 12-13 

	 



    
  

  
 

  
  

 
      

   

      

  
   

 
 

   
   

 

How do teachers build trust 
amongst teachers? 
•	 Engage the full faculty in activities and discussions

related to the school’s mission, vision, and core
values.

•	 Make new teachers feel welcome
•	 Create—and support—meaningful opportunities for

teachers to work collaboratively
•	 Identify ways to increase and/or improve faculty

communication.
•	 Make relationship-building a priority
•	 Choose a professional development model that

promotes relationship-building v- push and pull
your peers

•	 Build your ‘human capital’ through ‘social capital’

Adapted from ‘Building Trusting Relationships 
for School Improvement: Implications for 
Principals and Teachers’, Brewster and 
Railsback, Northwest Regional Educational 
Library 2003: 15-17 and ‘Professional Capital: 
Transforming Teaching in Every School’, 
Hargreaves and Fullan 2012:154 

	 



  
    

     

    

   

Personal questions to consider throughout
the next steps of our journey? 
• Where do I best fit or am most resourceful in building trust?
 

• How do I use my strengths to build further trust in our
context?

‘Change is inevitable. Growth is optional.’ 
John Maxwell, author 



  
  

  
      

 
      

      

  

‘In a school that is a learning organisation, colleagues
learn about their learning together….. Staff also have a 
positive attitude towards collaboration and team learning.
Trust and mutual respect are core values. Trust forms 
the foundation for co-operation between individuals and 
teams. When people trust and respect each other,
other means of governance and control can be
minimised.’ 

‘What makes a school a learning organisation?’ OECD 2016:4 



 
 

   
 

   
      

  
  

    
  

Culture and Climate of Trust and PRD 
‘High-quality PRD takes place in schools which have a strong 
culture and climate of trust, where teachers feel nurtured,
valued and empowered, and where this is ‘a way of being’. 
Trust and respect are the foundations of PRD. 
Where there is a culture and climate of trust and respect, 
there is a greater opportunity to offer not only support, but 
also challenge, as an integral part of teacher development. 
Space to take risks is built in as part of this culture, where 
problems and setbacks are regarded as learning opportunities. In 
an empowered system there should be trust at all levels: 
individual, school and local authority/employer’. 
PRD Guidelines 2019, GTCS 



 
 

  
 

  

           
 

       
       

       
     

‘Where there is a culture 
and climate of trust and
 

respect, there is a greater
 
opportunity to offer not
 
only support, but also 

challenge, as an integral
 
part of teacher 
development.’
 

What would challenge look like/ sound like/ feel like for both the reviewee 
and the reviewer? 
A common understanding of the ‘ins and outs’ of a PRD conversation will 
help ensure that the professional learning dialogues in PRD are ‘safe’ and the 
intentions of ‘challenge’ are fully understood as coming from a place of 
‘teacher development’ and not as an attempt to undermine the reviewee. 



  

              
           

                
   

Do we need to consider a whole school 
vision/ manifesto? 

Do we all have ‘buy-in’ to the whole school
 
vision?
 

When was the last time this was reviewed as a
 
staff?
 

Does it contain a vision for the staff as well as
 
the children, families and wider community?
 

If not, then take time to look at your School Vision/ Mission statement together. Have all staff contribute – hear everyone’s 
voices and suggestions. Agree buy-in from all to empower the staff and for them to take ownership. 

This will take considerable time and effort, especially if you look for buy-in from all stakeholders. However, this is a journey of 
leadership of change and should be embraced and valued. 



 
 

     

              
      

          
       

Professional Values 
Please see the resources on the following webpage/s to support any 
next steps in the development of your culture and climate of trust: 

https://www.gtcs.org.uk/professional-standards/key-cross-cutting
themes/professional-values/ 

https://www.gtcs.org.uk/professional-update/professional-review-and
development/ 

GTCS Has worked in collaboration with The Hive of Wellbeing, and the PRD Steering Group to create this resource.
More information about The Hive of Wellbeing can be found at: http://www.thehiveofwellbeing.co.uk/ 

All content within this resource belongs to GTCS. Users are permitted to use and reproduce GTCS Content provided that you do so fairly, non-commercially and acknowledge us 
as the source where you supply the information to others. For further information, please see: https://www.gtcs.org.uk/legal 

https://www.gtcs.org.uk/professional-standards/key-cross-cutting-themes/professional-values/
https://www.gtcs.org.uk/professional-update/professional-review-and-development/
http://www.thehiveofwellbeing.co.uk/
https://www.gtcs.org.uk/home/legal.aspx


   

   

 

         
  

           
  

         

Further Reading 
•	 Lack of trust creates a dysfunctional system – https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2008/08/080827164035.htm

•	 Missing from many school improvement plans – https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2016/10/05/trust-is-missing-from-
school-improvement-efforts.html

•	 Foster that sense of trust – https://www.huffpost.com/entry/how-to-build-trust-in-sch_b_6716932?guccounter=1

•	 Experiencing Trustworthy Leadership - https://www.cipd.co.uk/Images/experiencing-trustworthy-
leadership_2014_tcm18-8841.pdf

•	 Staff wellbeing is key to school success: a research study into the links between staff wellbeing and school performance,
Briner and Dewberry 2007: https://www.aber.ac.uk/en/media/departmental/sell/pdf/wellbeinghealth/Staff-Wellbeing-is-
a-Key-to-School-Success-(2007).pdf

•	 Blaize, N., Boyatzis, R.E. & Smith, M.L. (2006) Developing Sustainable Leaders Through Coaching and Compassion. The
Academy of Management Learning and Education 5(1):8-24

•	 Teacher wellbeing – pupil wellbeing: Two sides of the same coin? (2012) Educational and Child Psychology 29 (4) 8-17:
https://www.sueroffey.com/wp-content/uploads/import/32-Roffey%20ECP29-4.pdf

	 

https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2008/08/080827164035.htm
https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2016/10/05/trust-is-missing-from-school-improvement-efforts.html
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/how-to-build-trust-in-sch_b_6716932?guccounter=1
https://www.cipd.co.uk/Images/experiencing-trustworthy-leadership_2014_tcm18-8841.pdf
https://www.aber.ac.uk/en/media/departmental/sell/pdf/wellbeinghealth/Staff-Wellbeing-is-a-Key-to-School-Success-(2007).pdf
https://www.sueroffey.com/wp-content/uploads/import/32-Roffey%20ECP29-4.pdf
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