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ABSTRACT

In every academic institution, a school culture must be evident to its students. Though this culture,
common values and norms that define the school’s identity are formed. As the only premier
Dominican University in Bicol region, University of Santo Tomas-Legazpi’s (UST-L) commitment
to Catholic and Dominican education and the ideals of excellence in truth, authenticity in love, and
joyfulness in gratitude makes them a unique learning atmosphere that offers a distinctive culture
of their own. This qualitative study determined the common perceptions of the students about
school culture through their relationships in school such as student-teacher, student-student, and
student-school and their values. The 13 student-participants representing each grade level and
section of the Preschool and Elementary department joined the unstructured interview and
collection of drawings. Through narrative analysis of stories and drawings, the commonalities and
overall experience of the participants in one school culture were revealed. As students, they have
unique perceptions in every relationship they cultivate in school with their teachers, friends, and
the institution. First, narrative analysis revealed that they are respectful and obedient to their
teachers not just to get good grades yet more so as truthful students who enjoy learning. Next, they
are loving individuals who enjoy both learning and connection with friends in school especially
during institutional events and classroom activities. Then, they treasure these relationships formed
in a Catholic Dominican school with deep gratitude which brings them closer to God through
praying and attending mass. All these marks their identity as a true young Legazpi Thomasian.
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Introduction

In every academic institution, a ‘school
culture’ must be evident especially to its
primary members — the students. Through the
school culture, the consistent branding of the
institution is sustained (Hao, 2023). It is also
deemed as one of the prerequisites of an
effective  school environment (Ismail,

Khatibi, & Azam, 2022). However, it is
challenging to sustain a school culture with
the fast changes in the society and the
weakening sense of responsibility of
students. In University of Santo Tomas-
Legazpi (UST-L), an institutional culture is
built upon a strong foundation on values
formation and academic excellence. This
culture is developed in each academic unit
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especially from its youngest member — the
Preschool and Elementary Department. With
young minds and eager spirits, these students
share a lot of common experiences and
insights about being a Legazpi Thomasian.
Their unique stories are a great addition to the
institutional culture that the university plans
to sustain for a long period of time.

School Culture

School culture is expressed in the system of
values, standards, beliefs, and rules of good
behavior among members in the educational
environment (Melesse 2018; Widodo, 2019;
Ismail et al., 2022; Cuong, 2023). It also
plays a vital role in the formation of
personality, morality, and lifestyle for
students (Denowska, 2017). Aside from the
school’s basic function to impart knowledge
to students, it is a more important venue to
provide high-quality, capable, and qualified
human resources for society (Hao, 2023).
Though this culture, common values and
norms are formed which define the
personality of the entire school community.
Hence, every school has a unique learning
atmosphere and a distinctive culture of their
own.

According to Widodo (2019), understanding
the school culture will promote real action in
improving the school quality because it
influences every aspect of the institution. It
affects the school’s effectiveness in terms of
the activities, guidelines, facilities, and most
especially, student outcomes. This was
highlighted in Melesse (2018) study which
confirmed the major role of school culture in
the academic achievement of students in
Ethiopia. Furthermore, it also serves as guide
to strengthen educational reforms and plans
because it is an unseen yet powerful
connection in every member of the school.
Cuong (2023) even emphasized that it is one
of the factors contributing to the realization

of the mission, vision, and goals of a
university.

Culture is ongoing and evolving so the goal
is to create a school culture that is positive
and conducive to students (Ismail et al.,
2022). In this way, they will proudly embrace
it as part of their identity. They will also
develop and transmit it consciously to future
students (Melesse, 2018). In addition,
Denowska (2017) stated that building a
positive school climate means to create the
conditions both for students and teachers to
work and learn effectively where they will
always feel supported, safe, motivated, and
satisfied with their outcomes, and ready to
contribute to the school improvement. With
this positive school culture, it is possible to
build healthy schools, friendly relationships,
and quality education that meets the needs of
society (Hao, 2023).

Factors Affecting School Culture

A recent study explored by Cuong (2023) in
Vietnam interviewed students about the
university’s concepts of culture and school
culture. The results showed that school
culture comprises two basic factors:
environment of material culture
(infrastructure) and environment of spiritual
culture (relationships). First, material culture
refers to the school’s facilities which should
be well-planned, top quality, spacious,
durable, and beautifully constructed to create
a favorable connection for study and work. In
this way, it will showcase the unique,
outstanding, and inherent characteristics of
the school. With a system of high-quality
facilities, students will gradually become
aware of the requirements of the environment
and adjust their behaviors accordingly
(Cuong, 2023). Second, spiritual culture
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includes the activities of the members of the
school through several relationships such as
teacher-student relationship, student-student
friendship, and collective-to-individual
relations. According to Cuong (2023), the
students become the subject of construction
in this factor and ultimately, the beneficiaries
of culture. These two factors emphasizing
physical environment and relationships were
already explored in Preble and Gordon’s
(2011) study (as cited in Denowska, 2017)
but two other factors were also found
significant namely respectful teaching
practices and belonginess and empowerment
of students.

In Widodo (2019) phenomenological study,
the role of school culture in holistic education
development in Indonesia was investigated.
The participants namely principal, teachers,
students and school committee members
were interviewed and observed and it showed
the actualization of holistic education as
closely related to the cultural conditioning
being practiced by its members. Thus, the
role of school culture becomes central in
achieving holistic education through efforts
to change the conditions and behaviors of
school, school community, and school
supporters. This is supported by Hao (2023)
study which explored the four issues such as
behavioral culture, teaching culture, learning
culture, and exam culture as the problems
encountered in building a school culture in
Vietnam. The study highlighted the
importance of building a close relationship
between teachers and students in the school’s
cultural setting and engaging in daily
communication language expressing culture
to build both a healthy school and holistic
education.

Legazpi Thomasian School Culture

As the only premier Dominican University in
Bicol region, University of Santo Tomas-

Legazpi’s (UST-L) commitment to academic
excellence, moral formation, and emotional
maturity is evident in its school culture (UST-
L, 2022). It is further emphasized by the
current administration that a strong
institutional culture should be shared by the
whole educational community to fully realize
the identity of each member of UST-L as a
Catholic, Dominican, Filipino, and Bikolano
(Lao, 2023). Being the youngest among its
members, the teachers and students of
Preschool and Elementary (PSE) Department
are one with the university in establishing this
institutional culture. The department equips
the students with spiritual and moral values
of life, love, truth, and gratitude which mold
them into educated members of the church
and society (UST-L, 2022). Furthermore,
Bausa (2023) discussed that with the distinct
brand of Catholic and Dominican education
in the university, the students will personify
the ideals of excellence in truth, authenticity
in love, and joyfulness in gratitude. Every
student must cultivate these values regularly
to fully embody the exceptional Legazpi
Thomasian culture.

Based on the literature review, it is evident
that school culture plays an important factor
to the effective functioning of a school
(Ismail et al., 2022). With this, it is crucial to
assess the existing culture of University of
Santo Tomas-Legazpi and context to
determine the challenges and points for
improvement (Bausa, 2023). Therefore, this
study aimed to strengthen the establishment
of an institutional culture in University of
Santo Tomas-Legazpi by collecting insights
from the preschool and elementary students
of the university. It specifically intended to:

1. determine the common perceptions of
the students as a young Legazpi
Thomasian in terms of three
important relationships:
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a. student-teacher
b. student-student
c. student-school

2. describe their perceptions about these
relationships in a Legazpi Thomasian
school through drawings.

Building upon the study of Cuong (2023),
this study explored the school culture which
includes the activities of the members of the
school through several relationships such as
student-teacher connection, student-student
friendship, and student-school relations to
determine the common perceptions of the
participants as young Legazpi Thomasians.
Furthermore, this study highlighted the
values in the university motto such as truth,
love, and gratitude (UST-L, 2022) in each
major relationship. Through showing of
respect and obedience to their teachers, the
value of truth was revealed. Next, through
exhibiting kindness and enjoyment with their
friends, the value of love was formed. Lastly,
through displaying thankfulness to their
teachers and friends and faithfulness to God,
the value of gratitude was established. The
findings of this study will add to the limited
literature on the distinctive and authentic
experiences of the youngest members of the
university given the dearth of local research
on the institutional culture of a Catholic
Dominican school.

Methodology

This study utilized a qualitative research
design which values people perception and
subjective and sensitive to any bias
(Tomaszewski, 2020). Specifically, it
involved a narrative inquiry through
unstructured interview and collection of
drawings from the 13 participants. The
narrative approach allowed the participants to
make meaning of their common experiences
through story-telling (Tomaszewski, 2020).

In addition, the drawings let them depict
selected events from their lifeworld that they
have noticed and experienced and considered
important (Sondergaard & Reventlow, 2019).
Considering the age range of the participants
(ages 5-11), narrative inquiry allowed them to
reflect freely and truthfully on their own life
story in a school setting and culture
(Setyowati & Madkur, 2021)

Research Participants

Purposive sampling was done so each grade
level starting Kindergarten to Grade 6 of the
Preschool and Elementary Department at
UST-L for AY 2023-2024 was represented by
two (2) participants (male and female). They
were chosen through the following criteria to
ensure their active participation in the
unstructured interview: a) recommended by
the adviser b) has good communication skills
¢) has been enrolled in UST-L for at least one
school year and d) shows willingness to join
the study. Given that students are the true
experts on the climate within their school,
their point of views on school environment
will help adults to understand their schools on
a deeper level (Denowska, 2017).

Of the 14 target participants, only one (1) has
not secured a parent’s consent so 13 agreed to
join the study with parental consent. All the
13 participants gave oral consent as well to
participate and were informed about their
right to anonymity and withdrawal in the
study at any given moment. All names of
students were altered to secure the
participants’ anonymity and their drawings
were stored safely to maintain confidentiality.

Data Gathering

Before the actual data gathering, the teachers
of each grade level were approached and
oriented regarding the importance of the
study in strengthening the institutional
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culture of UST-L. Then, a letter of consent to
parents were distributed and an individual
orientation was done for each participant to
comply with the ethical standards of
conducting the study and publishing their
drawings.

The data was gathered within three (3)
months. First, an administrator and expert
from the Office of Religious Affairs of UST-
L wvalidated the interview questions and
drawing instruction. According to him, it is
apt to add the word “obey” in the first set of
questions to emphasize the value of “truth.”
It was also recommended to elicit the value
of “gratitude” from the people that the
participants engage with regularly in school.
Next, a pilot-testing of the wvalidated
interview questions and drawing instruction
was done to one (1) preschool and one
elementary student (1) from PSE Department
to simplify the questions and gain clear
answers from the participants. After the pilot-
testing, the last three interview questions
about the student-school relationship were
revised. First, the use of the word “grateful”
was changed to “thankful” because it is more
comprehensible on the level of the
participants. Next, the use of the phrase “go
to church” was added to the question about
attending mass/religious activities in school
because it is more relevant to the younger
participants.

Following the abovementioned revisions, the
interview schedule was set for each
participant with secured parent’s consent.
Then, each participant was interviewed as
scheduled after class dismissal for 15-20
minutes and another 15-20 minutes was
allotted to accomplish their drawings. A
running record was done during the
unstructured interview for noting significant
details in each participant’s story. (See
Appendix 1 for Interview Questions)

Next, each child was asked to illustrate one
drawing about the people/things/events s/he
likes the most in school. When finished, they
were asked to explain the image they had
created. Some follow-up questions were
asked to better understand their drawing and
maintain a dialogue with each participant.
(See Appendix 1 for Follow-up Questions)

Data Analysis

Data from the participants were organized
and analyzed together. Through narrative
analysis, the participants’ unique stories were
highlighted in their own words and worlds
(Ntinda 2018; Mihas 2023). These collected
narratives were coded and categorized to
uncover the commonalities and the overall
experience of the participants in one school
culture. With their drawings, they were able
to express feelings, sentiments, and
experiences that they found difficult to
articulate which revealed their authentic
perceptions as young Legazpi Thomasians
(Sondergaard & Reventlow, 2019). Their
drawings also supported their narratives in a
creative and authentic way.

Results and Discussion

Narratives from the one-on-one interview
and drawings with verbal descriptions were
collected from 13 participants representing
each grade level and section in the PSE
Department of UST-L. Through the different
relationships they have in school, each one
forms their perceptions as a young Legazpi
Thomasian and a significant member of UST-
Legazpi community. The following set of
tables discussed each relationship in a school
culture: a) student-teacher relationship; b)
student-student relationship, and c¢) student-
school relationship.
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Table 1: Students’ Actions Showing Respect to Teachers

Action Freq %
Being behaved 5 25%
Saying respectful words e, g., ‘opo’ and ‘thank you’ 5 25%
Greeting by bowing and touching the chest 4 20%
Being attentive 3 15%
Helping to clean and carry things 3 15%
Total 20 (100%)

Among the 13 participants, only two (2)
shared of not always respecting their teachers
in school due to their mischievous nature as
boys but most of the time, they obey them.
According to one of the participants, “Even
though I am sometimes naughty, I am still

respectful in the classroom. I am a student
and the teacher deserves my respect.” In
addition, Table 1 displays that most of them
(25%) deem being behaved and saying
respectful words as ways of showing respect
to their teachers.

Table 2: Students’ Activities Exhibiting Obedience to Teachers

Activity Freq %
Following instructions during any group/interactive 5 27.8%
activity in the classroom

Following instructions during MAPEH activities 5 27.8%
outside the classroom

Following instructions in major subjects’ activities 4 22.2%

Following class rules 2 11.1%

Following rules during school events 2 11.1%

Total 18 (100%)

All the participants shared that they obey
their teachers all the time in school. In Table
2, 27.8% of the participants specifically
exhibited obedience to their teachers by
following instructions in group/interactive
and MAPEH activities. In the words of one of
the participants, “I like making different

artworks such as jellyfish, kites, and
ginormous planes and play during PE.” This
confirms Widodo’s (2019) study that school
culture affects the school’s effectiveness in
terms of the activities and most especially,
student outcomes.

Table 3: Students’ Reasons in Joining School Activities

Reason Freq %
Because it is fun 6 33.3%
To learn 4 22.2%
Because I can do it 2 11.1%
Because I like it 2 11.1%
Because it is the right thing to do 2 11.1%
Because Teacher told us 1 5.6%
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To get good grades | 5.6%

Total

18 | (100%)

Table 3 indicates that one-third of the
participants (33.3%) joined school activities
mainly for fun. It is followed closely by
willingness to learn at 22.2%. However, two
(2) participants honestly revealed about being
told by teacher and getting good grades as
their reasons for joining school activities.
This clearly suggests the distinct brand of
Catholic and Dominican education in the
university wherein the students personify the
ideals of excellence in truth (Bausa, 2023).
They are joining not just for the grades and

pursuing their love for learning with an extra
dose of fun.

The student-teacher relationship of the
participants shows a deep level of respect and
obedience to the immediate authority figure
in school, the teachers. Truly, school culture
plays a vital role in the formation of
personality, morality, and lifestyle for
students (Denowska, 2017). As young
Legazpi Thomasians, the participants are
truthful about respecting and obeying their

teachers which makes a solid foundation for
a strong student-teacher relationship.

the presence of their teachers yet more so on

B. Student-Student Relationship

Table 4: Students’ Actions Showing Kindness to Friends

Action Freq %
Helping 5 20%
Treating/sharing food 5 20%
Being nice 3 12%
Not doing anything bad 3 12%
Sharing stuff 3 12%
Being caring 2 8%
Being considerate 2 8%
Bonding 2 8%

Total 25 (100%)

treating/sharing food. According to one of the
participants, “I treat them and do things
together so no one will be left out.”

The 13 participants disclosed of being
consistently kind to their friends. Table 4
reveals that most of them (20%) show
kindness to friends by helping and

Table 5: Students’ Activities Exhibiting Enjoyment with Friends

Activity Freq Y%
School-wide events 6 30%
Playing 5 25%
Class activities 3 15%
Group activities 3 15%
MAPEH activities 3 15%
Total 20 (100%)




When asked about enjoyment with friends,
all the participants agreed to be enjoying
doing a lot of things with their friends in
school. In Table 5, many of the participants
(30%) enjoyed school-wide events with
friends such as Buwan ng Wika, Intramurals,
Encampment, University Week, and Family
Day. It is followed by playing (25%) which
includes games both in the classroom and in
the open grounds and/or playground. One
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participant narrated “Intramurals is like a
friendly competition to learn values like self-
discipline and determination. We also got to
play the sports we are good at. Encampment
also teaches us about team work and
independence.” With this kind of positive
school culture, it is possible for the students
to build friendly relationships and a healthy
school (Hao, 2023).

Table 6: Students’ Reasons for being Joyful with Friends

Reason Freq Y%

Because it is fun 8 44.4%
Because of the bonding 3 16.6%
Because I love them 2 11.1%
To learn 2 11.1%

Because of the memories 1 5.6%

To deepen friendship 1 5.6%

To not get in trouble 1 5.6%
Total 18 (100%)

As presented in Table 6, almost half of the
participants (44.4%) enjoyed being with
friends in school because it is fun. It is
followed by bonding experience at 16.6%. It
is believed that they truly enjoy being with
their friends because of the fun and bonding
they experience with them. As confirmed by
the participants, they epitomize the ideals of
authenticity in love which marks the unique
brand of Catholic and Dominican education
in the university (Bausa, 2023).

C. Student-School Relationship

In any school, one of the most valued
relationships is the real friendship between
classmates turned friends. In this line, the
participants show genuine kindness to their
friends which was confirmed by the profound
enjoyment they feel whenever they are with
them. This deepens a school culture that is
positive and conducive to students (Ismail et
al., 2022). They have become social and
loving individuals just like true young
Legazpi Thomasians should be.

Table 7: Students’ Actions showing Gratitude to Teachers and Friends

Action Freq %
Sharing/giving presents 4 16%
Listening 3 12%
Obeying teachers 3 12%
Respecting teachers 3 12%
Thanking 3 12%
Behaving 2 8%
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Being kind 2 8%

Bonding 2 8%

Helping 2 8%

Not giving teachers a hard time 1 4%
Total 25 (100%)

All the participants answered proudly of
always being grateful to their teachers and
friends. Table 7 demonstrates that most of
them (16%) show gratitude by sharing and/or

giving presents. A participant shared,
“During special occasion, I always give my
teacher gifts.” Another added, “I gave my
friends cool presents last Christmas.”

Table 8: Students’ Activities Exhibiting Faithfulness to God

Activity

Praying

Attending mass

Listening to the priest

Confession

Communion

Talking to God

Total

Freq %
5 25%
4 20%
4 20%
3 15%
2 10%
2 10%
20 (100%)

The participants all declared that they go to
chapel/church or place of worship in school
to attend religious activities with their
teachers and friends. Based on Table 8, the
participants go to chapel/church or place of
worship in school most of the time to pray
(25%). This is closely followed by attending

mass and listening to the priest (20%).
According to a participant “/ pray to God and
reflect on my sins. ” Similarly, this reflects the
moral formation and emotional maturity of
the participants that is evident in the
university’s school culture (UST-L, 2022).

Table 9: Students’ Reasons for being Faithful to God

Reason Freq %

Because I want to pray 5 27.7%
To listen to the word of God 4 22.1%
To thank God 2 11.1%
To be blessed 2 11.1%
Because I am a Catholic 1 5.6%
To ask for God’s forgiveness 1 5.6%
To make God happy 1 5.6%
To spent time with God 1 5.6%
To talk to God 1 5.6%

Total 18 (100%)
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Table 9 displays that most of the participants
(27.7%) are faithful to God because they
want to pray. Likewise, they want to listen to
the word of God (22.1%). As young as they
are, the participants exhibit joyfulness in
gratitude (Bausa, 2023). They are grateful for
God’s presence in their lives through the
blessings and guidance they have received
through Him. One participant divulged 7
pray and talk to God in the chapel because it
is the safest and most quiet place to be with

God.”

In the student-school relationship, the
participants have developed and adapted the
institutional value of gratitude. They are
intentional and consistent with their actions
and words of gratitude to both their teachers
and students. Hence, through the school
culture, the consistent branding of the
institution of living with a grateful heart is
sustained (Hao, 2023). This is also observed

in their genuine and deep relationship with
God which signifies an identity of a Catholic,
Dominican, Filipino, and Bicolano student of
UST-L (Lao, 2023).

D. Drawings

The participants’ drawings were classified
and analyzed. It is observed that the
frequency of topics depicted in their drawings
included: People — 38.5% (5), Infrastructure
— 38.5% (5), and Activities — 23% (3).
Though five (5) out of the 13 participants
illustrated infrastructure, two (2) of them
articulated the relationships with God and
friends as the main reason of choosing this
subject for their drawings. This partially
suggests that the seven (7) participants
(53.8%) like the people or relationships they
have established in school the most.
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Figure 1. School Relationships

In Figure 1, participants’ drawings of their
cherished relationships in school are
displayed as quoted by them. Three (3) out of
these five (5) drawings (60%), showed
images of enjoyment with friends. This is in

congruence with Hao’s study in 2023 about
building close relationships in the school’s
cultural setting and engaging in daily
communication language expressing culture
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to build both a healthy school and holistic
education.
Figure 2. School Infrastructure
the interview, most of the participants

appreciate it the most. This implies that well-
planned, top quality, spacious, durable, and

Next, in Figure 2, five (5) participants
illustrated known infrastructure in the school.
Though material culture which refers to the
infrastructure in school was not mentioned in
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favorable connection between the students
and the school (Cuong, 2023).

Figure 3. School Activities

As shown in Figure 3, three (3) participants
drew the activities that they like the most in
school which gave them fun memories.

In analyzing and categorizing the drawings,
three (3) key aspects appeared to be more

frequent and significant to the participants.
The relationships, infrastructure, and
activities in school identified the most with
the participants as young Legazpi
Thomasians. Both the relationships and
activities fall under the spiritual culture while
infrastructure refers to material culture.
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These two main factors define a solid school
culture (Cuong, 2023).

Conclusion

In this study, the perceptions of preschool and
elementary students about school culture in
UST-was explored. As young Legazpi
Thomasians, they have unique perceptions in
every relationship they cultivate in school
with their teachers, friends, and the
institution. First, they perceive themselves as
respectful and obedient to their teachers not
just to get good grades yet more so as truthful
students who enjoy learning. Next, they
perceive themselves as loving individuals
who enjoy both learning and connection with
friends in school especially during
university-wide events and classroom
activities. Lastly, they treasure these
relationships formed in school with deep
gratitude. This grateful heart brings them
closer to God through praying and attending
mass. The institution has been a significant
factor in building their personal relationship
with God. All these relationships establish an
unseen yet powerful connection in every
member of the school (Melesse, 2018) which
leads to a culture with an effective school
environment (Ismail, Khatibi, & Azam,
2022). With this, they embrace the school
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Recommendation

The study revealed that school culture is
evident in every relationship that a student
builds in an institution which is all about
spiritual culture. However, it is also observed
in material culture such as infrastructure. In
addition, the presence of high-quality
facilities unconsciously makes students
aware of the requirements of the environment
and adjust their behaviors accordingly
(Cuong, 2023). Based on the results of the
study, it is recommended to:

A. Expand the participants of the study
to other age groups (e.g., high school,
tertiary) to determine the dynamics of
relationships in other departments
that affect the school culture

B. Explore the perception of students
about the infrastructure and facilities
of the wuniversity and how it
contributes to the overall school
culture
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APPENDIX 1

A. Unstructured Interview Questions

1. Student- Teacher Relationship (Value
of Truth)

As a young Legazpi
Thomasian, are you always
respectful to your teachers in
school? How do you show
respect?

Do you obey your teachers
during classroom and school
activities? =~ Name  these
activities with your teachers.
Why do you join these school
activities?

2. Student-Student Relationship (Value

of Love)
e As a young Legazpi
Thomasian, are you always
kind to your

classmates/friends in school?
How do you show kindness?

Do you enjoy classroom and
school activities with your

classmates/friends? Name
these activities with your
classmates/friends.

Why do you enjoy being with
your classmates/friends in
school?

3. Student-School Relationship (Value
of Gratitude)

As a young Legazpi
Thomasian, are you always
thankful to your teachers and
classmates/friends? How do
you show thankfulness?

Do you go to church/chapel in
school and attend
mass/religious activities in
school with your teachers and
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classmates/friends? Name
these activities.
e Why do you go to

church/chapel in school?

B. Drawing Activity Follow-up Questions

1. “Tell me about your drawing.”

2. “Who are these people/what are these
things/events and what are they
doing/what are these for?”

3. “Why do you like them the most as a
young Legazpi Thomasian?”



