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Over time, students’ personal values become more similar to those of their school principal, according
to research published in Psychological Science, a journal of the Association for Psychological Science.
The findings indicate that principals’ values are linked with aspects of school climate which are, in turn,
linked with students’ own values.

“Given the vast amount of time children spend in school, it is important to assess the impact that schools
have on children, beyond their impact on children’s academic skills,” say researchers Yair Berson (New
York University and Bar-Ilan University) and Shaul Oreg (Cornell University and The Hebrew
University of Jerusalem). “Our findings show that schools contribute to the formation of children’s
values.”

Although there is a wealth of data showing relationships between aspects of the school environment and
students’ academic achievement, relatively little is known about the effects of school climate on non-
academic outcomes. Based on previous research investigating leaders’ influence on organizational
culture and employees’ values, Berson and Oreg hypothesized that school principals might similarly
influence school climate and students’ values over time.

http://pss.sagepub.com/content/early/2016/10/20/0956797616670147.abstract
http://www.psychologicalscience.org/


The researchers collected data from 252 school principals, over 3600 teachers, and almost 50,000
students in public elementary and secondary schools in Israel.

Focusing on four well-established categories of values — self-enhancement, self-transcendence, openness
to change, and conservation — school principals filled out a questionnaire in which they read statements
about a hypothetical individual and rated how closely they aligned with their own values.

Self-enhancement values were captured in achievement-focused statements (e.g., “Being successful is
important to him”), whereas self-transcendence values were depicted in statements highlighting
benevolence (e.g., “She goes out of her way to be a dependable and trustworthy friend.”). Values
indicating openness to change were conveyed in statements related to preference for stimulation and self-
direction (e.g., “She thinks it is important to have all sorts of new experiences,” “Being creative is
important to him”). Conservation-related values were demonstrated in statements that covered
conformity, tradition, and security (e.g., “It is important to him to follow the rules even when no one is
watching,” “It is important to her to maintain traditional values and beliefs,” “Having order and stability
in society is important to her”).

At the same time, students completed age-appropriate measures that tapped into the same values. The
students completed values measures again two years later.

Teachers completed a survey measure focused on aspects of school climate that corresponded with the
four values, including  the degree to which school climate reflects an emphasis on stability (conservation
values), support (self-transcendence values), innovation (openness-to-change values), and performance
(self-enhancement values).

Teachers also rated the degree to which students in their homeroom displayed various behaviors that
reflected the same values.

The researchers found that students’ values became more similar to those of their principal over the two-
year study period.

“Principals’ personal outlook on life is reflected in the overall school atmosphere, which over time
becomes reflected in schoolchildren’s personal outlook and eventual behavior,” Berson and Oreg
explain in their paper.

This pattern was consistent for all of the values except for one: conservation values.

“Values that have to do with maintaining the status quo — emphasizing tradition, conformity and security
– showed a different pattern, whereby principals’ values are associated with children’s values, but
without the mediating role of the school climate,” say Berson and Oreg.

The researchers speculate that unstudied mechanisms – such as principals’ selection of teachers – might
explain this exception.

Ultimately, determining whether principals’ influence on students’ values is good or bad will be up to
the individual observer.



“But the existence of these effects should alert principals to the substantial impact they have on
children’s socialization to society,” the researchers write.

This research was partially funded by the Israel Science Foundation (Grant No. 704/10) and the Avney
Rosha Institute.
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