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“Assessing Cultural Sustainability Perspectives of Middle School Interdisciplinary 
Instructional Teams” 

Introduction: 

Using a visual graphic and evaluative tool, teaching teams assess 
their understanding of school culture to identify aspects of school 
culture that are sustainable. 
  
Literature Review Highlights 

x According to the United Nations, sustainable communities (social pillar) are considered 
achievable and a right for all global citizens. In a sustainable community, all 
members are engaged in lifelong learning. 

x Sustainable school and teacher leadership are important in creating a thriving 
community and is essential to both the academic growth of students and the 
professional growth of staff.  

x Identifying teacher perspectives as to what constitutes sustainable leadership will 
improve faculty understanding of how specific leadership practices 
impact school faculty, who are in turn directly responsible for student 
academic growth.  

x In a globalizing world, teachers at all levels contribute to the preparation 
of students.   

x Use of systems thinking and problem solving approaches to teacher 
leadership in concert with sustainability competencies will assist in 
transformative faculty engagement.  

 

Research Design 
 
The research sample includes 15 cross-curricular middle school teachers who are 
organized into teams by grade level, cognitive ability, and content.  Beginning 
with a presentation on cultural sustainability and the United Nations’ Pillars of 
Sustainability and Sustainable Competencies, teams completed the “Circles of 
Sustainability” tool which allows participants to evaluate aspects of school 
environment, culture and facilities using a graphing tool. (Colbert, 2017) The tool 
involves completing and tallying a pillar-based checklist and applying the column totals into a circle graph. 
Both during and after completing the tool, team members discussed impressions before identifying areas 
to focus to on for the remainder of the academic year.  Impressions were shared with administration through meeting 
minutes and in conversation.  Although both environmental and economic pillars directly affect the school community, the 
resulting faculty conversation focused on Pillar 4: Community Engagement and Empowerment in an effort to assess if and 
how faculty members felt that their collegial collaboration was sustainable and effective.  

Desert Ridge Middle School is an urban public middle school 
serving grades 6-8, located in the northeast heights of the 
largest city in New Mexico, Albuquerque. 
 
Student Body: 1018 Students: 1% Black; 37% Hispanic; 1% 
Native American; 47% White; 6 % ELL; 38% Students with 
Special Needs (GIFTED and learning challenges of all levels); 
38% Free Lunch Eligible; According to state test scores, 47% 
of students are at least proficient in math and 53% in reading. 

Think.org 

Colbert, 2017 
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Findings 

x Post activity team and individual conversations identified Element 4B: Organizational Structure, school provides a 
supportive learning and working environment for teachers as an area of interest as it related to how school 
leadership was shared, supported, and encouraged amongst faculty. 

x Teams identified how academic community leadership is both shared and facilitated by members thus creating 
peer investment, promoting faculty cultural sustainability. 

x Teams identified staff activities which encourage supportive peer relationships and provide opportunities to 
create and sustain positive faculty relationships in concert with Jensen practices. 

x Discussion around sustainability of school sponsored professional development, or “pathways” allows teachers to 
determine their own professional development, selecting from of peer led offerings that are sponsored by the 
Instructional Council, and designed for inclusion in teacher’s domain 4 evaluation.  

x Discussion included references back to the school’s purposeful engagement in Jensen training and practice. 
(Jensen training focuses on compassion, empathy and positive student achievement at all levels.) 
 

Recommendations 

As an initial conversation focus, this visual assessment tool provides focus and opportunity for honest collegial dialogue on 
academic cultural sustainability. Additionally, the teaching teams appreciated the discussion that occurred while 
completing the tool as many items describing the physical school environment were unknown.  Allowing the conversation’s 
natural transition from environmental to cultural sustainability, this tool is both purposeful and engaging in discussing 
various aspects of academic faculty culture, which enhance faculty understanding of the Pillars of Sustainability.  In the 
future, this tool may be useful to engage in this discussion at the beginning of the academic year, be repeated mid-year, 
and again at the close of the school year to more effectively assess changing faculty perceptions, understandings, and to 
encourage periodic re-examination of faculty social culture. 
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