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Abstract 

Background: Effectively improving the educational outcomes for students attending a 

persistently low-performing school is difficult work even for the most skilled and experienced 

school leaders.  This need to increase the number of skilled turnaround school leaders is critical 

given the fact that across the country, nearly 70% of school turnaround attempts result in failure.  

The purpose of this study was to examine the specific factors that enabled three low-performing 

elementary schools - Claireville, Williams and Ryan Elementary to record the top three most 

dramatic academic gains within a large, urban school district. Purpose: To this end, the study was 

guided by three questions: (1) How do urban school leaders use the establishment of clear 

purpose to initiate school turnaround? (2) How do urban school leaders use data-informed 

decision making to initiate school turnaround? and (3) How do urban school leaders use culture 

of collaboration to initiate school turnaround? a. Methods: This was a qualitative study in which 

the rich story of three turnaround leaders who led three successful school turnarounds was used 

to answer these questions. Data were collected though semi-structured interviews with nine 

participants who each played a part in the three schools’ improvement.  Results: Based on the 

analysis of the study result, the three turnaround leaders employed the three strategies but with 

slight adaptations to the contextual needs of the school their own unique natural leadership 

attributes. Conclusion: There is much to be learned from the nuances with which these leaders 

employed the three broad categories of strategies highlighted in this study.  Knowledge must be 

captured and disseminated to prevent the current statistic claiming upwards of 70% of school 

turnarounds are unsuccessful (Smarick, 2010; Kutash et al., 2010).  This is concerning at the 

national, state, and local levels.  Moreover, this data is upsetting because of the thousands of 

students who, by no fault of their own, attend a school that inhibits their right at accessing an 

equitable education.   This study and others similar to it provide hope where there is often much 

despair in terms of the future of school turnaround. 
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Chapter I 

Background of the Study 

Since the emergence of formal education in 1750, the objective of the educational 

program in the United States has been somewhat straight forward: to produce knowledgeable 

citizenry who would use their education to carry out the United States’ current vision.  In the 200 

years since then and with the addition of many laws, politics and a rapidly-changing country, 

these simple objectives of public school soon became complicated by policy limitations, funding 

inequities and increasing accountability for all students.  The goal of educating the citizenry to 

address the demands of the current social context however remains the same.  The United States 

Department of Education (1998) published their core objective as ensuring that students receive 

a world-class education in order to address current world issues.  While the context of public 

education has shifted, the driving purpose of the entity remains consistent with the purpose first 

shared over 200 years ago.   

In 1827 Massachusetts began the shift towards a more inclusive public education by 

passing a law for schooling to be offered to all students free of charge.  This pronouncement was 

made while many neighboring states had begun to pass laws that prohibited children of African-

American and Mexican-American descent to receive reading instruction.  Following the 

mobilization of African-Americans to bring public education to the south and amidst the context 

of the Civil War, political change began to occur in 1865 as state constitutions started to include 

the guarantee of a free public education.  In practice however, this change benefited white 

children more than black children (Race Forward, 2006).  In 1893, communities began to lose 

control of their local schools because city-elections were sponsoring wealthy professionals to 

positions of school board leadership.  Members of the elite upper class were making decisions  
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that were viewed as aiding only a small percentage of the population.  Soon after, the institution 

of the “separate but equal” requirement for railroad cars resulted in legalized racial segregation 

not only in railroad cars but also in southern public schools.  The decades following this decision 

were filled with a series of litigations against southern state districts, many of which were driven 

by the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP).   Adding insult 

to injury, in 1932 it was also found that schools were using intelligence testing to place students 

on different academic tracks (Race Forward, 2006).  This rise in racial tensions within the public 

school setting soon fueled much needed policy changes.   

One of such policy changes was that in 1954 the Supreme Court made a decision that 

would change the landscape of public school education and pave the way for integrated public 

school education, one that was inclusive of all races, ethnicities and economic backgrounds.  

Brown v.  Board of Education, relying on the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth 

Amendment of the United States constitution, overturned the outdated philosophy that separate 

but equal schools could be considered ethical or just.  While Brown v.  Board of Education took 

an additional court decision to clarify the order timeline, the case was a major victory not only 

for the Civil Rights Movement but also for the United States as a whole (Brown v.  Board, 

1954).    

During the 1970s, as desegregation methods continued to be implemented, students’ 

performance on National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) was published through 

the annual Nation’s Report Card.  Students from historically marginalized populations including 

Mexican-Americans and African-Americans, who before the early 1970s had not been required 

to take the schools’ assessments were now a part of schools’ academic performance measures.  

Following the Reagan Administration’s publishing of “A Nation at Risk” (1983), the issue of  
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school accountability became a pressing matter for state and national governments.  Academic 

achievement results were concerning, including the finding that functional illiteracy among the 

nation’s minority youth was as high as 40 percent.  These data points illustrated an imminent risk 

facing the nation (Gardner & Others, 1983).  The report also suggested an alarming outcome for 

the United States if action was not taken to address the underachievement.  As stated by Gardner 

& Others, 1983, “History is not kind to idlers.  The time is long past when America’s destiny 

was assured simply by an abundance of natural resources and inexhaustible human enthusiasm”.   

This concerning evidence paired with pressure from the public resulted in the rise of public 

school as a primary term issue during each of the subsequent presidential terms in office.   

Under the 2001 reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Act of 1965, states 

were given the autonomy to develop their own assessments and standards to measure student 

success.  Although this progress monitoring expectation was a step forward, the variation of 

monitoring standards from state to state made comparative assessments of students’ achievement 

across the nation difficult (NAEP, 2013).  To address this concern, The National Center for 

Education Statistics (NCES) published regular reports using the National Assessment of 

Academic Progress (NAEP) to compare the academic achievement of students in both reading 

and math across the nation. 

In 2002, President George W.  Bush received support from both sides of the political 

divide and passed the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act.  For the first time in history, the 

NCLB Act (2002) required each state to test all students in reading and mathematics in grades 

three through eight.  The NCLB Act also required science and writing testing in at least one 

grade per traditional school level (Figlio & Loeb, 2010).  This law not only ensured that all states 

were giving these annual exams but that the results of the exam were transparent enough to  
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enable parents, schools, and taxpayers to understand their local school and district performance 

levels.  As federal mandates were put into place, states began to shift their focus towards the 

issue of campus and district accountability. 

Schools began to be assigned a rating to indicate the degree to which they had attained 

some measure of academic success.  With increasing awareness of schools’ performance levels, 

the subject of “good” schools and what made them “good” began to surface as a topic of 

research.  Beginning in 1980, scholars began inquiry into the characteristics that facilitated an 

effective school.  As the research began to identify similarities across effective schools, the 

subject of effective school leadership followed.  As literature began to surface highlighting the 

impact of quality school leadership, superintendents began taking the need to hire effective 

school leaders, particularly in low-performing areas more seriously.  Speaking to this growing 

interest, Leithwood, Patten, and Jantzi (2004) explain the changes in reform efforts.   

All current school reform efforts aim to improve teaching and learning.  But there are 

significant differences in how they go about it.  As different as these approaches to school 

reform are, they all depend on the motivations and capacities of local school leadership 

(p.  67).    

While states, districts and schools recognized the impact a leader has on the performance of a 

school, there was still need for research specifying which qualities and practices were necessary 

for effective leadership, specifically in high-need, low-performing school settings.  This study 

sought to add to the body of knowledge on what leadership traits characterized of low-

performing schools that were able to improve and become higher performing schools.   

 The historical narrative of public school in the United States is rife with inequity, 

blunders and narrow thinking.   Subsequently, there is much room for improvement in creating  
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equitable opportunities for all children.   Stakeholders interested in improving the public school 

system must respond by first developing an understanding of the historical context, and then by 

recognizing the current challenges of the public school system.  This will guide them in 

determining their part in strengthening the system to fulfill the vision of education first described 

over 200 years.   

Background of the Problem  

Low-performing schools continue to dominate the educational reform conversation.  This 

dialogue concerns not just educational inequity but social justice as well (Rawls, 1999, 2003).   

Justice in educational reform suggests a fair and equitable distribution of resources among 

schools with the intention to address schools that are the most disadvantaged (Adams, Bell, & 

Griffin, 2016).  Conflict arises however when those entrusted to oversee the distribution of 

resources do not share the same notion of equity.  According to the writers, “social justice 

requires confronting the ideological framework, historical legacies and institutional patterns 

which structure social relations unequally” (Adams, Bell, & Griffin, 2016, p.4).  In the sections 

illustrations and impacts resulting from inequitable resource allocation throughout public schools 

in the United States are provided.   

Educational imbalances exist not only in the country’s poorest communities but also 

throughout the country.  Research suggests that throughout the United States there are only a 

handful of states that show proficient levels of reading (NAEP, 2013).  Data indicate a high 

concentration of low performance throughout the nation, even in the nation’s highest performing 

states such as Texas and Illinois.  The wide distribution of low performing schools throughout 

the country further the challenge of addressing them adequately.  Between 2013 and 2014, the 

number of schools identified as low-performing in Texas increased from 892 to 1,199.  There are  
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two factors that explain this rapid decline of schools in Texas.  First, due to the politics that 

inform the educational accountability process, there tends to be unpredictable or in some cases 

unattainable expectations placed on schools.   

The increase in expected outcomes from a school is partially due to innovative 

curriculum standards and also to more rigorous assessments.  The increase in and unpredictable 

nature of school guidelines may be a contributing factor towards the aforementioned increase in 

the decline of schools (Cadik, 2014).  TEA spokeswoman Debbie Ratcliffe further explains this 

decline writing, “It is taking schools longer to adjust to the revised curriculum standards and the 

new test than we originally projected” (Stutz, 2014, p.1).  Often times, schools function between 

a turbulent, hurriedly changing political atmosphere and children whose cognitive facilities are 

not able to bend and adjust to the new regulations as quickly as they may arrive.    

A second factor that may explain the decline of school achievement is the inconsistency 

in annual funding.  The monetary support provided to schools is uncertain, unpredictable, and 

may lead to fluctuation of resources and therefore practices, from year to year.  According to 

Cadik (2014), funding is a significant justification for the increasing instance of failing schools:  

It is unreasonable to expect improvement in schools when the state doesn’t invest in them 

– and in fact makes it even harder for them to do their jobs.  Incoming Governor Greg 

Abbott has spent years defending $5.4 billion in cuts to public education that have 

already been ruled unconstitutional for creating an unfair and inadequate education 

system.  The cuts have eliminated the positions of thousands of teachers while Texas’s 

student population continues to grow.  (p.  2)  

Increasing enrollment paired with funding shortages do not speak to the issue of inequity in 

itself.  The issue of inequity lies in the additional resources provided to already higher  
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performing schools through private donations, organized fundraising and other institutional 

patterns which limit the access of the marginalized to power (Adams, Bell, & Griffin, 2016).  

The increasing complexities and rigorous academic and curriculum standards may explain one 

systematic challenge facing traditionally underserved school communities.  Furthermore, 

inequities and inconsistencies in school funding constitute another significant challenge facing 

underserved school communities.   

As low-performing schools become a dominant social issue, educational policymakers 

have begun to attend to the need for change in public schools.  Policymakers have called for 

“swift and dramatic” action to improve the nation’s 5,000 lowest performing schools, arguing 

that the magnitude of their dysfunction requires a “robust response” (Torre et.  al, 2013 p.  1).  In 

many large school districts such as Chicago, low-performing schools are managed through one 

of many turnaround models including reconstitution or school closure.  In the past decade alone, 

seven Chicago high schools have been reconstituted, six elementary schools have been closed 

and restarted and seven schools have been closed permanently (Torre et.  al, 2013).  Each of 

these turnaround practices has a lasting impact on all stakeholders.  The most significant 

stakeholders however are the children required to leave their schools during the process.   

These school improvement solutions implemented in Chicago have been carried out to 

improve the educational experiences of the students enrolled.  Unfortunately, in the case of 

Chicago, each of the efforts has only served to displace students into similar unsatisfactory 

educational settings.  In Chicago, the majority of the students are not improving their educational 

experiences (Torre et.  al, 2013).  In fact, students in Chicago tended to transfer from one low-

performing school to another.  Overall, these interventions for low-performing schools have had 

no effect on student learning (Torre et.  al, 2013).  The demographics and societal challenges in  
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Chicago, the fourth largest school district in the country mirror similar challenges faced by other 

school districts around the United States who are working to improve the outcomes of low-

performing schools. 

 School districts’ efforts to improve student experiences through trial-and-error occur 

amidst a context of increasing political regulations and accountability (Torre et.  al, 2013, Cadik, 

2014).  While the performance of schools continues to decline, educators are faced with 

preparing students to meet the increasing global demands of the 21st century (Macias, 2011).  

Schools across the country are seeking creative, impactful and sustainable methods to meet the 

demands of a steadily increasing bar of accountability.   

The political disorder outside of the schoolhouse involving school finance, policy, and 

accountability has an immediate impact inside the schoolhouse as well, especially in low-

performing schools (The New Teacher Project, 2012).  Negative school culture and poor 

working conditions are large concerns for low-performing schools.  When compared to 82% of 

teachers working in high-achieving schools who report that their school is a good place to teach 

and learn, only 32% of teachers who work in low-achieving schools would report the same (The 

New Teacher Project, 2012). Consequently, over 232,000 educators in low- performing school 

settings change schools annually in pursuit of better working conditions (Amos, 2008).  Low-

performing schools’ list of challenges continue to grow as high teacher turn-over requires many 

additional resources including onboarding requirements, beginning teacher professional 

development and mentoring programs.  Each of these items costs a considerable amount of 

money that these schools do not have enough of.  These time and financial resource expenditures 

are compounded as generally speaking, significant numbers of teachers leave each low-

performing campus each school year.   
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Personnel turnover is not the only human resources challenge associated with low-

performing schools.  Due to the many challenges of working in low-performing schools, 

leadership turnover is three times higher than in higher performing schools (Papa, 2007).  In fact, 

when researching principal mobility, Papa (2007) found only 45% of principals remained in the 

same school setting for longer than four years.  These building principals, whose tenure lasts an 

average of three years, are given the complex task of accepting the campus for which they are 

selected and using the various levels of resources to support a diverse group of students and then 

to create a single outcome: student academic success (Papa, 2007).  Research on the impact of a 

schools’ leadership on student outcomes finds that either positively or negatively, the principal’s 

impact accounts for a quarter of student achievement (Leithwood, Patten, and Jantzi, 2004).   

Recognizing leader and teacher retention as a significant factor in raising student achievement, 

efforts must be taken to equip leaders and principal managers to ensure high-quality personnel 

retention in low-performing school settings.    

 In response to research correlating school leaders’ effectiveness to student achievement 

(Leithwood, Patten, and Jantzi, 2004; Papa, 2007; Duke, 2004), school networks are beginning to 

build district level support structures to help turnaround leaders face the anticipated challenges of 

successfully leading a low-performing school.  School districts are now recruiting district-level 

leaders who specialize in aiding principals in turning schools from low-performing schools to 

high-performing schools.  This newly heightened attention to campus-based turnaround 

leadership is associated with the leadership vacuum created due to the mass exodus of young 

principals and the impending retirements of veteran principals, particularly in urban school 

districts (Hopkins, 2006).   
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In Montgomery Public Schools, district level support in the form of “turnaround 

specialists” work with, not in lieu of existing principals to improve low-performing schools as a 

partnership (Johnson, 2011).  In 2015, a large school district in south Texas strategically 

reorganized the office of school support to offer low- performing schools access to more 

specialized turnaround leadership coaching.  The lower ratio of principal support personnel to 

principals allows principals to receive more frequent support and attention (Mellon, 2015).  Due 

to this recent shift in coaching models with principals, school districts have been challenged to 

establish an environment in which the collaborative relationship between school leader and 

district support staff can develop in a relatively short amount of time (Johnson, 2011).  While 

organizations are beginning to agree that low-performing schools require a more individualized 

leadership coaching model, the model of support continues to be debated. 

The benefits of improving schools through transformation or turnaround are best situated 

within the urban school context (Murphy, 2010).  The literature on school turnaround continues 

to echo the message that only through strategy and persistence are organizations are able to 

navigate a school turnaround successfully (Murphy, 2011, Duke & Jacobson, 2011, Leithwood & 

Harris, 2010).  Strategies which have resulted in successful school turnaround remain focused 

with regard to messaging to staff (Leithwood et al., 2010), support from district personnel 

(Strauss, 2010) and campus resource allocation (Murphy, 2010).  While there is literature on the 

process of school turnaround, the majority of school turnaround attempts result in continued 

failure (Smarick, 2010).  Leithwood, Patten, and Jantzi (2004) echo this sentiment below.   

While the evidence shows small but significant effects of leadership actions on student 

learning across the spectrum of schools, existing research also shows that demonstrated  
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effects of successful leadership are considerably greater in schools that are in more 

difficult circumstances” (p.  64).    

The question then remains, what is it that separates the success stories from the expected 

outcomes of turnaround school statistics? What separates the leaders that experience success and 

those that do not? What traits do leaders who thrive in stressful work environments have in 

common with one another? Leaders in high-need schools must be equipped to perform the tasks 

of an administrator while growing the capacity of the teaching staff in order to increase student 

achievement.   

Statement of the Problem 

  In 2010 an estimated 2.5 million children attended a school that was in the process of 

improvement through mandatory restructuring.  While this represents 5,000 schools, the number 

of failing schools continues to grow at a rapid rate (Calkins, Guenther, Belfiore, & Lash, 2007).   

In 2011, nearly 50 percent of the schools in the United States did not meet Adequate Yearly 

Progress (AYP) as outlined through the guidelines of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) (Usher, 

2012).  The majority of the schools in need of turnaround methods are in contexts where students 

experience the challenges of poverty.  Additionally, many of these students are either African-

American or Hispanic (Lachlan-Hache, Naik, & Casserly, 2012).   

 Research suggests that poverty impacts urban schools and communities in various ways.  

The presence of poverty as an obstacle to improving low-performing schools is prevalent in 

school improvement research (Murphy, 2010; Jenson, 2009; Reis, Colbert & Hebert, 2005, 

Swanson, 2009).  The numerical variance in standardized assessment performance between 

students living in concentrated poverty and their more affluent peers is observed from an early 

age and results in children with low socioeconomic status facing tremendous deficits in reading  
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and being three times less likely to graduate from high school (Hernandez 1997; Musti-Rao & 

Cartledge, 2007; Sum and Fogg, 1991).  The challenges of poverty on the schooling experience 

are observed both inside and outside of the school setting.  Children with low socioeconomic 

status have limited access to quality healthcare and early literacy resources (Jenson, 2009).   

Efforts to more adequately support failing schools have resulted in additional funding for low-

performing schools to address gaps in literacy and school readiness.   

  In reviewing the work of successful turnaround leadership, there is evidence that 

supports the primacy of school leadership in navigating a successful turnaround experience 

(Leithwood et al., 2010; Marzano, McNulty, & Waters, 2003).  Duke (2006) cited key elements 

such as assistance, collaboration, data-driven decision making, leadership, organizational 

structure, staff development, alignment, among others, as key factors which may assist a low-

performing school in becoming a higher-performing school.  In addition, Duke (2006) outlines 

several gaps in the current turnaround research literature including the need to further understand 

the role of teamwork and collaboration driven by the campus leader.  This thesis was designed to 

address the research gap more comprehensively by seeking to understand the experiences of 

teachers and school leaders as they participated in an effective school turnaround process 

together.   

Purpose of the Study 

Due to the research gap surrounding the strategies that urban school leaders implement to 

both counteract school failure and work towards academic achievement, the principal 

investigator intends to comprehensively examine the experiences of three turnaround stories 

within the context of a large urban school district.  During the 2015-2016 school year, Claireville 

Elementary, Williams Elementary, and Ryan Elementary (pseudonyms) were each identified by  
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Texas Education Agency (TEA) as Improvement Required (IR).  The following school year, 

however, these schools not only met the standard but were able to improve their overall 

performance on the state accountability system by 58, 54, and 48 points respectively.   

Additionally, a combined total of five state distinctions were earned for their academic 

achievement in science and reading as well as postsecondary readiness.  The three schools are 

between 75%- 95% economically disadvantaged.  Each of these schools was able to counteract 

the effects of great poverty to improve a schools performance in one school year.   

The purpose of this study was to examine the specific factors that enabled three low-

performing elementary schools - Claireville, Williams, and Ryan Elementary to record the top 

three most dramatic academic gains.  Data collection took the form of interviews with key 

members of the school community as well as analyzing archival data from the school district.  

This case study will add to the body of research around the leadership actions that result in 

effective school transformation.   

Significance of the Study 

 This study attempts to understand the factors that transformed Claireville Elementary, 

Williams Elementary and Ryan Elementary from a low-performing school to a higher-

performing school within one school year.  Continued successes of school turnaround 

experiences can be multiplied through the careful deconstruction and communication of existing 

success stories.  This research project will contribute to the field of study through three separate 

fields of thought: pedagogy and practice, policy and practice regarding school turnaround, and 

educational leadership and development.  The addition of literature within these avenues will add 

to the body of school transformation research.  Relevant guidance for current school leaders is  
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paramount for ensuring a continued implementation of school improvement efforts.  This study 

intends to not only fill a gap identified in the body of turnaround literature, but to empower 

educators by providing turnaround stories which may be applied to these leaders in their own 

contexts.   

Researcher Perspective 

My findings in this study are personally relevant being that I am both a steward and 

product of the public school system.  Growing up in a low-income, single parent home without 

many outside or extracurricular resources meant I relied heavily on my neighborhood school to 

ensure I was academically prepared to succeed in middle school, high school, and college.  

Without school choice, the effectiveness of my local elementary school was the main structure 

which supported me emotionally and academically throughout my formative years including 

period where I navigated family mental illnesses, substance abuse and periods of incarceration.   

During these years, my future rested in the capacity of my school to prepare me both emotionally 

and academically.  I would not have been prepared for high school or college had my primary 

school experience not been a positive and effective schooling experience.  My hope through this 

research is to discover and communicate effective strategies employed by transformational 

leaders so that children from low-income homes attending underperforming schools today may 

have the opportunity of a quality educational experience.   

Research Question 

 The purpose of this study was to examine the specific factors that enabled three low-

performing elementary schools - Claireville, Williams, and Ryan Elementary to record the top 

three most dramatic academic gains within a large, urban school district.  The interview data 

were examined to answer the following research questions:  
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1) How do urban school leaders use the establishment of clear purpose (ECP) to initiate 

school turnaround? 

2) How do urban school leaders use data-informed decision making (DIDM) to initiate 

school turnaround? 

3) How do urban school leaders use culture of collaboration (COC) to initiate school 

turnaround? 

 

Definition of Key Terms 

 Included in this research are several key terms which are often associated with school 

transformation.  These terms are used throughout the study and defined in order to ensure clarity 

of meaning when used in this study.   

Accountability 

The process by which schools and districts are held accountable for their students’ 

achievement on multiple data sources.   

Case Study  

A qualitative research method that investigates a contemporary phenomenon and 

provides evidence to support ideas and conclusions (Yin, 1984). 

Culture 

The method through which the school conducts its daily operations (Adelman & Taylor, 

2011; Duke, 2004).  More specifically, it is the “pattern of norms, attitudes, beliefs, behaviors, 

values, ceremonies, traditions, and myths deeply ingrained in the very core of the organization 

(Barth, 2001, p.  8)”. 
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Improvement Required (IR)  

 A state naming convention used to describe schools that do not meet the annual progress 

thresholds or are considered academically unacceptable (TEA, 2010).   

Principal Manager 

 A term used to describe the position which oversees the actions of the principal.  In some 

instances, this position may also provide leadership coaching, although that is not an assumption 

made throughout this research.   

Texas Education Agency (TEA) –  

A branch of the state government in Texas led by the commissioner of education who is 

responsible for the state's public education system (TEA, 2010). 

Turnaround  

Turnaround is a change in school direction both in terms of student achievement and 

overall school climate (Duke, 2006).  Additionally, turnaround will be considered “a dramatic 

and comprehensive intervention in a low-performing school that (a) produces significant gains in 

achievement within two years; and (b) readies the school for the longer process of transformation 

into a high-performance organization (Calkins et al., 2007, p.4). 

Summary 

The purpose of this introduction was to articulate the need for rapid school improvement 

efforts for the nation’s lowest performing schools.  This chapter provided a description of school 

improvement history beginning with the initial commitments of public schooling.  This chapter 

contained relevant contextual information which underlies many school improvement challenges, 

including the compounding effects of poverty.  The turnaround journey for three elementary 

schools within an urban context will show how urban leaders are able to improve the  
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instructional program of a low-performance school even among the aforementioned challenging 

context.  Some literature essential to the understanding of school transformation is reviewed in 

Chapter 2 of this study.   



 

   

 

Chapter II 

Introduction 

This literature review will closely examine school turnaround efforts by first providing a 

brief history of school improvement reform efforts and the intervention options available to 

school districts serving low-performing schools.  Next, I will provide the reader with a 

contextual framework wherein the study schools’ turnaround experience took place.  The chapter 

concludes with research questions for the study and the relevance of the study to the existing 

body of research.   

As the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) places ever more salient burdens on schools 

to perform higher with students who have greater needs than prior generations, many schools are 

simply unable to meet the wobbly bar of achievement.  In 2015, it was estimated that over 

19,000 schools were in need of improvement, whether through increasing educational outcomes, 

corrective action, or restructuring efforts (Kutash, Nico, Gorin, Rahmatullah, & Tallant, 2010).  

However, standards for identifying a school as requiring improvement differ greatly between 

states, creating an inconsistency of expectation among states.  Leithwood (2000) describes the 

challenge of defining a failing school by writing, “Underperformance is contingent on definition 

and the criteria on which this definition is applied” (p.  23).  Often times, one of the challenges 

for turnaround schools is setting the course for school improvement amidst a somewhat unsteady 

route.  Politicians may want to set ambitious, tough targets and underline these as the expected 

minimum performance, but in doing so they create many more failing schools in need of 

improvement (Fink & Brayman, 2006).   
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Why Schools Fail 

All organizations whether successful or not are susceptible to decline.  Establishments 

must therefore continuously reflect on the degree to which their organization is in alignment with 

established core principles.  The core principles are driven by the context in which the 

organization exists.  By remaining true to the fundamentals of the business, most entities are able 

to circumvent or in many cases move away from decline (Collins, 2009).  Research suggests that 

schools begin or continue to decline due to multifaceted variables shared by most school failure 

experiences.  Leithwood, Harris, and Strauss (2010) expand on the complexity of the reasons for 

school failure stating, “The reasons for school failure are almost as complex as the reasons we 

are unable to turn around underperforming schools in vast numbers” (p.  25).   The reasons for a 

school’s decline are interconnected, compounding, and aggravate the issue of school failure.   

Due to a number of methodological issues (Duke and Hochbien, 2008), few researchers 

have empirically studied the nature of school decline.  One of these methodological issues is that 

researchers are unable to anticipate upcoming consecutive years of school failure.  Additionally, 

valid data collection on school decline is noticed is difficult due to respondents’ imprecise 

memories or lack of information available (Duke and Hochbien, 2008).  Consequently, mentions 

of school decline occur more frequently in literature rather than do formal studies (Hochbien, 

2012).  The literature has identified multiple factors contributing to school failure including the 

impact of poverty on individual student achievement (Ayon, 1997; Hernandez, 1997; Sum and 

Fogg, 1991; Smith 1997; West, 2010; Rowan, 2004; Friedman, 2012; Leithwood, Harris, and 

Strauss, 2010), poverty in the broader community (Thrupp, 2001; Driscoll & Kerchner, 1999), 

lack of campus sustainability efforts (Fuller, Baker, & Young, 2007; Levy, Fields, & Jablonski, 

2007; Branch et al, 2008; Gray, 2004) and weak campus leadership (Duke, Tucker, Belcher,  
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Crews, Harrison, Higgins, et al., 2005; Murphy & Meyers, 2008; Day et al., 2009; Duke, 2010; 

Harris & Chapman, 2002a).    

The Impact of Poverty on Individual Student Achievement 

 The readily used term, “achievement gap” refers to the measurable academic disparity 

between economically disadvantaged students and their more affluent peers (Sparks, 2011).  

Recently, research has begun to surface challenging scholars to reconceptualize the notion of the 

achievement gap and instead consider the “education debt” that has been accumulated by our 

nation (Ladson-Billings, 2007, p.  316).  The author clarifies the power of facing the semantics of 

the achievement gap below: 

If we can control the discourse, we can control the thinking...  I argue that we need to 

change the discourse from achievement gap to what I have termed an "education debt" 

(Ladson-Billings, 2006).   

The language in discourse typically places the onus of underachievement on the students, their 

families, and in some cases individual teachers.  It constructs students as defective and lacking.  

It admonishes them to catch up.  When we speak of an education debt we move to a discourse 

that holds us all accountable. 

For the purposes of this research, the researcher recognizes that the achievement gap as it 

is typically described does not adequately address other gaps which exist between students of 

poverty and affluent students.  Examples of the other gaps which impede standardized 

achievement results discussed below are the causational school funding gaps (Ladson-Billings, 

2007), wealth gaps (Altonji & Doraszelski, 2005) and health care gaps (Keppel, Pearcy & 

Wagener, 2002) between African American, Latino, and other students of color and their white  
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counterparts.  Much research exists to further discuss the social constructs which place the 

academic struggles outlined below in the larger context of social failures which impede 

children’s school success (Ladson-Billings, 2007).    

A second limitation in the research surrounding the achievement gap is the discourse 

which “keeps us locked in the deficit paradigm” (Ladson-Billings, 2007, p.  316).  This language 

narrowly insinuates that some groups of students are performing acceptably while others students 

simply need to catch up.  The implicit and arguably deleterious assumption is that student 

performance is a static measure.  On the contrary, one of the fallacies of this notion is the 

inherent assumption is that in order to close the achievement gap those already performing at 

acceptable levels must slow down.  Research shows both students performing and not 

performing at acceptable levels are improving due to the increased pressures of state 

accountability.  Ladson-Billings (2007) challenges practitioners to recognize the achievement 

gap as an incomplete discussion topic that should be discussed in the larger context of societal 

“debt”, stating: 

It [the term education debt] reminds us that we have accumulated this problem as a result 

of centuries of neglect and denial of education to entire groups of students.  It reminds us 

that we have consistently under-funded schools in poor communities where education is 

needed most.  It reminds us that we have, for large periods of our history, excluded 

groups of people from the political process where they might have a say in 

democratically determining what education should look like in their communities.  And, 

it reminds us that what we are engaged as we reflect on our unethical and immoral 

treatment of our underserved populations. 
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For the reasons described above, the author has intentionally omitted traditional uses of the term, 

“the achievement gap”, but is altering the discourse through the review of the literature outlining 

the numerical variances between African American, Latino, and other students of color and their 

white counterparts.   

The academic differences between these two groups of students can be observed through 

not only standardized assessment scores, but also through other data points such as report card 

grades, course selection, attendance levels and college completion rates (Sparks, 2011).  Children 

who live in poverty and read below grade level by third grade are three times as likely to not 

graduate from high school as students who have never been classified as economically 

disadvantaged (Hernandez, 1997).  A study conducted by Sum and Fogg (1991) found students 

living in concentrated poverty are ranked in the 19th percentile on assessments while students 

from a mid-upper income family are ranked in the 66th percentile on assessments. 

The numerical variance in standardized assessment performance has been the focus of 

educational reform since the late 1990’s, when data began to surface highlighting the impact of 

poverty in a system of school and student accountability.  Research finds the numerical variance 

in standardized assessment performance does not begin in grade school, but rather, from birth.  

According to a seminal study on language development in 1995, by age 3, children in poverty 

have smaller vocabularies and lower language skills than children from middle-income families 

(The Editorial Projects in Educational Research Center, 2011). 

According to Rowan (2004), the numerical variance in standardized assessment 

performance is significant as early as kindergarten:  
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In data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study (ECLS) measuring kindergarten 

students' achievement on the ECLS reading achievement assessment, low-income students 

scored at about the 30th percentile, middle income students scored at about the 45th 

percentile, and upper-income students scored at about the 70th percentile (Rowan, 2004, p.  

6) 

This discovery of early childhood disparities hold schools as well as parents responsible for 

addressing the academic success of children from poverty.  Friedman (2012) expands on this 

idea by offering the economic ramifications of this early childhood numerical variance in 

standardized assessment performance stating,   

The link between poverty and education can be seen at all educational levels.  From the 

earliest stage, pre-primary education, poorer Americans start disadvantaged.  Children of 

parents earning less than $15,000 a year have pre-primary enrollment rates about 20 

percent lower than children of parents earning more than $50,000 a year.  This pre-school 

disadvantage for poor people has far-reaching impacts, since students who participated in 

preschool education were 31 percent less likely to repeat a grade and 32 percent less likely 

to drop out of high school.  Additionally, pre-primary education reduces crime rates where 

children who were randomly chosen from a low-income neighborhood to attend preschool 

were shown to have one-fifth the chance of becoming chronic criminal offenders as the 

matched control group (p.3).    

The impact of poverty on students’ school readiness is significant.  Once students living in 

poverty enter the school system, however, the numerical variance in standardized assessment 

performance continues to exist as they matriculate through the grade levels.   
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The U.S.  Department of Education (2001) studied students in grades three through five 

from 71 high-poverty schools and found a significant deficit in academic performance among 

students who live in poverty.  According to the study, students living in poverty scored below 

norms in all years and grades tested (USDOE, 2001).  Smith (1997) echoes these findings 

stating, “Children who lived in persistently poor families scored 6 to 9 points lower on the 

various assessments than children who were never poor” (p.  164).  The effects of poverty on a 

student’s academic performance has recognized through the literature as significant.    

The impact poverty has on the level of student achievement is significant in the public 

school setting.  While over fifty percent of people from high-income families have a bachelor’s 

degree by age 25, just 1 in 10 people from low-income families achieve this honor (Bailey & 

Dynarski, 2011).  Just as the numerical variance in standardized assessment performance begins 

prior to grade school, this academic disparity continues to impact students who, against the 

aforementioned odds, have gained admission to a local college or university:  

The educational disparities between rich and poor Americans are exacerbated at the college 

level where affordability issues have become more acute over the past few decades.  From 

1993 to 2007, the tuition and fees for attending in-state public universities rose an 

inflation-adjusted 79 percent.  In 2008, the cost of attending a public college was $14,000 a 

year, about half the nation’s median personal income.  This high cost of American higher 

education prevents nearly half of college-qualified high school graduates from attending a 

four-year institution and keeps nearly one-fourth from attending any college at all.  In 

1979, Pell Grants, the need-based grants by the federal government to lower-income  
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college undergraduates, covered about 75 percent of the cost of a four-year college; thirty 

years later, this had dropped to 33 percent.  (Friedman, 2012, p.  5)  

Schools which are entrusted to prepare their impoverished students to gain admittance into a 

college or university must also be prepared to help their students navigate the funding and 

opportunity inequities that await them following their K-12 education.   

Poverty in the Greater School Community 

The effects of poverty are visible in the academic challenges that face individual students 

living in poverty (Friedman, 2012; Hernandez, 1997; Rowan, 2004).  Additionally, schools and 

communities serving large percentages of economically impoverished students face greater 

academic performance challenges than do schools serving fewer children with low socio-

economic status (SES) (Thrupp, 2001; Driscoll & Kerchner, 1999).  An overwhelming 

concentration of students of low socioeconomic status live and attend school in similar areas 

(Education Trust West, 2010).  The concentration of students living in poverty leads to more 

severe needs for the schools which serve the community.  Schools serving a large percentage of 

students from low SES families tend to perform lower than schools which serve low numbers of 

low SES families.  Children from low socioeconomic households are six times more likely than 

affluent students to attend one of the bottom third of schools in the state (Education Trust West, 

2010).  These effects are compounded as the entire community faces the challenges brought 

about through poverty.   

 Disadvantages facing urban students include fewer economic resources (Parcel & Dufur, 

2001), limited parental involvement (DePlanty, Coulter-Kern, & Duchane, 2007), and limited 

access to high quality educational opportunities (Akiba, LeTendre, & Scribner, 2007).    
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Educational opportunities often include student resources outside of the classroom to enrich 

learning and access to highly qualified teachers who, through intentional relationship building 

and strong content knowledge, tend to yield higher achievement (Braeden, 2006).  Parents 

struggling financially are typically limited in their choice of neighborhoods and schools in which 

to enroll their children (Hernandez, 2007).  Children from financially distressed households 

generally reside in neighborhoods which are characterized by what Hernandez (2007) referred to 

as, “social disorganization” (p.  66).  Challenges present in these neighborhoods include higher 

concentrations of criminal activity, high levels of unemployment, lack of monitoring of children 

and adolescence, fewer resources for children including playgrounds and healthcare, and fewer 

after-school programs to extend classroom learning (Hernandez, 2007; Thrupp, 2001).  

Additionally, poor families, many of whom may not have regular access to a car, have limited 

access to better schools and enrichment activities (Apple, 1996).    

 The impact of improving a school’s performance through improving the schools’ 

neighborhood was found during a study in England.  Harris and colleagues (2003) found that 

changes in neighborhood employment patterns from a high percentage of blue collar jobs in the 

coalfields to a more heterogeneous mix of jobs including white collar job opportunities were 

associated with an improvement in neighborhood schools over a five-year period (Harris, Muijis, 

Chapman, Stoll, & Russ, 2003).  Additional impacts on the shifting SES makeup of low SES 

schools have been traced to the newly established emphasis on school competition and choice 

among neighborhood public schools (Leithwood, Harris, & Strauss, 2010).  The change in school 

SES caused by neighborhood factors such as employment and school choice has shown an 

impact on the overall makeup of low SES neighborhood schools.   
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         The literature illustrates the correlation between neighborhood economic status and the 

academic challenges facing local neighborhood schools (Thrupp, 2001).  Additional research has 

been conducted to determine how the SES of the neighborhood compares with the SES of the 

individual in terms of academic achievement.  Teddlie and colleagues (2000) sought to 

understand which characteristics had the greatest impact on student achievement and found that 

“the SES makeup of a school has a substantial effect upon student outcomes beyond the effects 

associated with students' individual ability and social class” (p.  184).  The literature above 

communicates the challenges facing school communities which exist in economically 

disadvantaged communities.   

Lack of Campus Sustainability Efforts 

Schools, much like businesses, experience periods of change, growth, development, and 

decline.  The notion of continuous school improvement without subtle decline is unfounded and 

empirically not supported (Leithwood, Harris, & Strauss, 2010).  Due to the multifaceted nature 

of schools, all schools experience periods of decline both as a high performing school and as a 

low-performing school.  Factors that perpetuate the complexity of school improvement are first 

attributed to the high level of campus personnel turnover (Darling-Hammond & Sykes, 2003; 

The New Teacher Project, 2012; Alliance for Educational Excellence, 2014).  Additionally, the 

school’s unpredictable nature impacts the degree to which interventions may be implemented 

with fidelity (Fuller, Orr, and Young, 2008; Gray, 2004).  Expanding on the delicate nature of 

turnaround efforts, Leithwood, Harris, & Strauss (2010) remark, “schools are in constant flux, 

but for schools that are underperforming, this flux is much bigger and the net falls and rises are 

more accentuated because of their starting point” (p.  32).  Often, an unforeseen school challenge  
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may undermine school progress and lead the school toward crisis mode, wherein the cycle of 

school improvement begins again.     

The increased accountability criteria for NCLB legislature called for a highly qualified 

teacher to be present in every classroom.  Additionally, schools were required to make annual 

progress, which was measured through end of course exams.  By 2013, 43 states had begun to 

share the responsibility of student achievement with their teachers through their teacher 

evaluation methods (NCTQ, 2013).  In turn, these states secured federal funding through Race to 

the Top (RTTP), but consequently increased the level of scrutiny and accountability for 

classroom teachers.      

Negative school culture and poor working conditions are large concerns for low-

performing schools.  When compared to 82% of teachers working in high-achieving schools that 

report their school is a good place to teach and learn, only 32% of teachers who work in low-

achieving schools would offer the same (The New Teacher Project, 2012).   Consequently, over 

232,000 educators in low-performing school settings change schools annually in pursuit of better 

working conditions (Amos, 2008).   Across the United States, between $1 billion and $2.2 billion 

is spent annually on teacher attrition turnover (Loschert, 2016).  Nationally, this accounts for 

approximately between 30%-50% of new teachers leaving the field within the first five years 

(Darling-Hammond & Sykes, 2003).  This attrition rate is alarming due to the need for teachers 

working in turnaround campus settings to be experienced in meeting students’ varying, and in 

many cases severe, behavioral and academic needs (Kutash, Nico, Gorin, Rahmatullah, & 

Tallant, 2010).   

While stressful working conditions and poor school culture are attributed to high teacher 

turnover, research also highlights the relationship between teacher and principal turnover (Fuller,  
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Orr, & Young, 2008).  Due to the many challenges of working in low-performing schools, 

leadership turnover is three times higher than in a higher performing school (Papa, 2007).  In 

fact, when researching principal mobility, Papa (2007) found only 45% of principals remained in 

the same school setting longer than four years.  Research on the impact of a schools’ leadership 

on student outcomes finds that either positively or negatively, the principal’s impact accounts for 

a quarter of student achievement (Leithwood, Patten, and Jantzi, 2004).   Recognizing leader and 

teacher retention as a significant factor in raising student achievement, efforts must be taken to 

equip leaders and principal managers with the skillsets necessary to retain high-quality personnel 

in low-performing school settings.    

Principal turnover impacts schools in multiple ways.  First, each time a new principal is 

brought in to lead the school building, there is an increase in teacher turnover (Fuller, Baker, 

Young, 2007).  Related research finds teacher turnover has a significant and marked negative 

impact on student achievement (Baker, Young, Fuller, 2007).  The high turnover of math and 

ELA teachers causes student achievement to decrease in these subjects in the years following 

Levy, Fields, & Jablonski, 2007).  This turnover in campus personnel, many times, creates many 

challenges of its own.    

The second impact principal turnover has on the academic achievement of a school 

setting is the challenge of building community (Baker, Young, Fuller, 2007).  Current school 

reform efforts require fostering small group learning communities throughout the school.  These 

groups may be comprised of both teachers and parents.  These communities are not able to 

withstand a regular turnover of campus leaders, thereby impacting their ability to create change 

(Baker, Young, Fuller, 2007).   
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Many school-wide campus improvement initiatives implemented in low-performing 

schools take time and investment on the part of the teachers and staff to yield potential benefits.  

With a principal tenure of three years on average, many of these improvement efforts are left 

incomplete.  Organizational changes needed for a large-scale campus intervention may take 

upwards of five years to begin yield improved performance.  Additionally, the consequences of 

leadership instability in low-performing schools are more severe, where continued support for 

school improvement is necessary to improve student achievement (Fuller, Orr, and Young, 

2008). 

A research study conducted by Gray (2004) found schools in England that were defined 

as special measures and requiring mandatory intervention models experienced a temporary 

glimpse of student improvement, only to determine these improvements were unsustainable.  

This cycle can be summarized as crisis, intervention, improvement, destabilization, and crisis 

(Leithwood, Harris, & Strauss, 2010).  Campus destabilization is driven by the high number of 

leaders fleeing low-performing schools each year. 

 Principals choosing to remain in the profession generally do not stay in high poverty 

schools, instead they often leave for job opportunities in less demanding and more affluent 

schools.  Fuller, Orr and Young (2008) found principal turnover rates are higher in schools in 

which more than 50% of the students are from economically impoverished communities.  As 

new principals become experienced, they move to schools “easier to run: schools with higher 

income, higher achieving students, and fewer minorities” (Branch, et al, 2008, p.23).  Once 

principals secure a job in a high performing school, they tend to stay longer.  School Leaders  
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Network (2014) explained the principal turnover rate for impoverished schools is higher than the 

turnover rate for schools in more affluent areas sharing,   

 The problem of retention is greatest at high poverty schools where 27 percent of principals 

leave each year and are replaced most frequently with new, inexperienced leaders, as 

compared with 20 percent attrition at more affiant schools (p.11).   

This section has summarized the cause of school decline attributable to the high level of teacher 

and leader turnover.  In the following sections I provide an overview of research describing the 

deficiencies of current school leadership preparation, mentoring, and evaluation systems.     

Weak Campus Leadership 

 Successful school turnaround stories in a high-poverty context are being shared more 

frequently (Murphy & Meyers, 2008).  While each of these stories is unique to some extent, they 

build upon the core pillars necessary for effective school turnaround.  Duke’s (2010) work 

outlines many of the internal factors including trust, collaboration, innovation, and a focus on 

teaching and learning.  These factors however, do not occur randomly, but instead, are directly 

attributable to the actions of campus leadership (Day et.  al., 2009; Stoll & Myers, 1998).    

The nature of effective school turnaround leadership practices is a central theme in this 

thesis; therefore, a descriptive explanation of these practices will be shared in later sections.   

There are many reasons why a leader is ineffective, beginning with the principal preparation.  

Many principal preparation programs do not take into account the uniquely challenging context 

of turnaround school leadership when designing their coursework (Hallinger, 2003).  

Additionally, more than 70% of principals surveyed believed, “leadership training at universities 

is out of touch with the realities of what it takes to run today’s school districts” (Mitgang, 2008,  
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p.4).   School districts and universities must work collaboratively to identify needs in the 

coursework that will better equip new leaders to successfully lead turnaround schools.   

Zenger & Folkman (2013) identified several psychological barriers leaders may face in 

leading an underperforming school.  First, many of the leaders studied experienced high levels of 

perceived invincibility.  Subsequently, these leaders lacked the vulnerability necessary to 

recognize others who may add value to the turnaround experience (Zenger & Folkman (2013).  

Other leaders fail to motivate change within their organization because of a crippling presence of 

fear.  Instead, they choose to delegate decision making responsibilities to school committees.  

Other reasons cited for organizational decline include leaders’ resistance to growth and 

development, their lack of sustained passion, and their embrace of victimization and entitlement 

(Zenger & Folkman, 2012).   Furthermore, lack of vision, poor communication skills, inattention 

to teacher quality, and failure to make decisions have also been attributed to weak leadership and 

failing schools (Leithwood, Harris, & Strauss, 2010).  Many school leaders studied were 

unsuccessful not because of external factors such as poverty or teacher turnover, but due to 

factors within the realm of control of the leader. 

In the previous section, literature was presented outlining the main causes for school 

decline including: (a) the impact of poverty on student achievement,  (Ayon, 1997; Hernandez, 

1997; Sum and Fogg, 1991; Smith 1997; West, 2010; Rowan, 2004; Friedman, 2012; Leithwood, 

Harris, and Strauss, 2010); (b) the impact of school-wide poverty, (Thrupp, 2001; Driscoll & 

Kerchner, 1999); (c) a lack of campus sustainability (Fuller, Baker, & Young, 2007; Levy, 

Fields, & Jablonski, 2007; Branch et al, 2008; Gray, 2004); and, (d) weak campus leadership 

(Murphy & Meyers, 2008; Day et al., 2009; Duke, 2010; Harris & Chapman, 2002a).  In the  
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sections that follow, literature will be presented outlining specific responses the federal 

government is taking to address underperforming schools.     

School Improvement Reform 

 Since the origins of school accountability beginning in 1994, various state and federal 

accountability systems have placed increasing pressure on low-performing schools to improve.  

In the sections that follow, an overview is provided of the American Recovery and Reinvestment 

Act (ARRA) (2009).  ARRA worked to expand the strengths of NCLB and to improve upon the 

previous program by allocating more funds to enact the school turnaround.  A brief description 

of the four prescriptive intervention models will be discussed.  Then, a more comprehensive 

discussion of the transformational model of school turnaround will be shared including factors 

such as cost, human capital requirements, and perceived effectiveness. 

ARRA’s Intervention Models  

The passage of ARRA in 2009 resulted in an increase of federal funding to support 

turnaround interventions for low-performing schools.  $3.55 billion in School Improvement 

Grants (SIG) were awarded by the United States Department of Education.  The SIG guidelines 

included the requirement that local education agencies (LEA) use one of the four turnaround 

models (U.S.  Department of Education, 2010b; Kutash et al., 2010).   These four turnaround 

models were intended to communicate a sense of urgency, and thus induce dramatic alterations 

to the school program in contrast with the incremental changes required in the past (Kutash et al., 

2010).   The intervention models consisted of school closure, school restart, turnaround, and 

transformation (US Department of Education, 2010b).    

School Closure 
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The school closure method calls for a low-performing school to be closed permanently.  

Additionally, students in the low-performing school are able to enroll in a higher performing 

school within the same Local Education Agency (LEA) (Adelman & Taylor, 2011).  Among the 

ARRA intervention models, the school closure model has generated the most debate (Kutash et 

al., 2010).  This model is highly contentious due to its impact on the community as well as the 

lack of high-quality schools within the LEA to which a family may transfer.  Proponents of the 

school closure method believe it sends a strong message to policymakers that failing schools will 

not be tolerated (Smarick, 2010; Kutash et al., 2010).  School closure was not a turnaround 

intervention selected for the elementary schools in this study.   

School Restart 

The school restart model offers low-performing schools the opportunity to either transfer 

control over to, or close and reopen under the management of, a third party management 

organization (Kutash et al., 2010; Manwaring, 2011; Herrmann, Dragoset, & James-Burdumy, 

2014).  A rigorous process is enacted to identify a school’s operator, making this model likely 

the most expensive of the four transformation models.  Additional costs include those accrued 

through necessary capital investments and ongoing school operations and management fees.  

Districts enacting the school restart model must also enroll any of the previously enrolled 

students that wish to attend.  Due to the hiring of new staff, the establishment of a new culture, 

and quick implementation of research-based school improvement strategies, the school restart 

model is considered to have the greatest potential for rapid impact in terms of culture and student 

achievement (Kutash et al., 2010).  School restart was not a turnaround intervention selected for 

the elementary schools in this study. 

Turnaround  
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The school turnaround model most closely aligns with the reconstitution efforts enacted 

through NCLB’s restructuring guidelines.  The school turnaround model requires LEAs to 

replace the school principal, rehire no more than 50 percent of the staff, and grant the new 

principal “operational flexibility” with regard to campus spending, human capital, budgeting, and 

scheduling (Kutash et al., 2010, p.  4).  Turnaround schools are also required to incorporate 

additional intervention programs on campus including extended learning time, high quality 

professional development for teachers, the use of progress monitoring and regular review of 

student data, and wrap-around community support for students and families (US Department of 

Education, 2010b; Herrmann et al., 2014).  Each of these measures is meant to quickly establish 

a new philosophy, new culture, and increased support throughout the building.  Turnaround 

model was not the turnaround intervention selected for the elementary school in this study. 

Transformation 

Underperforming schools choosing the transformational model are required to replace the 

principal, strengthen staffing through ongoing, job embedded professional development, and 

implement a research-based instructional program.  Additionally, the turnaround model is 

characterized by the requirement of promoting continuous use of student data as well as social-

emotional and community wrap-around support for the students (U.S.  Department of Education, 

2010a).  Much like the turnaround model, the transformation model requires a more 

comprehensive approach to improve student achievement outcomes.   

The school transformational model is the most preferred model in nearly all states.  In 

January of 2014, 47 out of the 50 states had selected approximately 640 schools to participate in 

the transformational model (Herrmann et al., 2014).  Additionally, as is the case in this study, the  
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transformation model is the most commonly selected type of turnaround models in city school 

districts (Figure 1).   

 

Figure 1.  SIG Awards by Model as of 2011.  Adapted from An Overview of School 

Turnaround.  (US DOE, 2011). 

While the transformation model is the most widespread, it is considered to be the weakest 

of the four turnaround models.  The transformation model is the least controversial due to the 

smallest aggravating set of requirements to the staff and community.  Subsequently, this 

approach to school turnaround is “perceived to have lower potential for impact than other 

models” (Kutash et al., 2010, p.  24).  While the practices themselves may be less harsh in terms 

of disruption to the school community, the challenge for turnaround schools are the multitude of 

smaller practices required by the government.  According to the SIG application (2003), there are 

24 required practices categorized into the areas of:  (a) adopting comprehensive instructional 

reform strategies, (b) developing and increasing teacher effectiveness, (c) developing and  
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increasing principal effectiveness, (d) increasing learning time and creating community-oriented 

schools, and, (e) having operational flexibility and receiving support (Herrmann et al., 2014).   

The consideration of this model as the weakest of the four interventions may be different 

if schools were required to implement each of these 24 practices with fidelity (Herrmann et al., 

2014; Manwaring, 2011).  In addition, this model has potential to become one of the “furthest-

reaching school reforms ever implemented” (Manwaring, 2011, p.  1).  Unfortunately, studies 

indicate a lack of consistency in implementation; thereby, crippling the opportunities of what 

could be a remarkable attainment in the realm of school reform efforts (Mette & Stanoch, 2016; 

Herrmann et al., 2014).   

Mette and Stanoch (2016) identified campus leadership turnover and simultaneous 

campus improvement efforts as factors in the lack of fidelity in implementing transformational 

school practices (Mette & Stanoch, 2016).   Specifically, this study sought to investigate the 

degree to which a district was adopting comprehensive instructional reform strategies in the area 

of technology.  The study found teachers were unable to provide increased student engagement 

and achievement through the use of technology as was originally intended.  Additionally, 

researchers found “administrators were unable to help provide instructional leadership with the 

initiative, mainly because of additional improvement efforts that were conflicting and demanded 

greater attention” (Mette & Stanoch, 2016, p.  26).   According to the study, a comprehensive 

implementation of a transformation model within a rural setting is “not likely” considering the 

cultural and history disenfranchisement of the setting (Mette & Stanoch, 2016, p.47).  While this 

study has implications for transformational reform efforts, this study is limited by the lack of 

generalizability in terms of implementation in an urban or city context. 



 

   

38 

The research on implementation of school transformation practices is inconsistent.  

Teachers’ access to technology was a strength in the implementation process of school 

transformation efforts.  The fact that schools, which are required to implement such practices, are 

not able to, or perhaps in some cases choose not to, is not an isolated occurrence.  Another 

relevant study regarding SIG implementation suggests there are no schools adopting all 24 

practices (Herrmann et al., 2014).  Instead, schools are implementing, on average, two thirds of 

the required practices.  According to the researchers in this study, the three most commonly 

adopted practices include: (1) using data to inform and differentiate instruction, (2) increasing 

technology access for teachers or using computer assisted instruction, and, (3) providing ongoing 

professional development that involves working collaboratively or is facilitated by school leaders 

(Mette & Stanoch, 2016).   The practices occurring least consistently were: (1) using principal 

evaluation results to inform compensation, (2) using financial incentives and other strategies to 

recruit and retain effective teachers, and, (3) using financial incentives to recruit and retain 

effective principals (Mette & Stanoch, 2016).   In each of the schools studied, the adoption of 

practices was dissimilar.   The variance with which transformation practices are adopted across 

low-performing schools make it difficult to study how effective specific interventions are in 

improving student outcomes.   Lacking in each of the above mentioned studies is an 

understanding of the specific steps leaders of those schools took in attempting to implement 

these campus improvement strategies.  This study will seek to address a gap in literature by 

providing experiences from the perspective of members involved in the transformation of a 

school from a low-performing school to a higher performing school.  The model of school 

improvement in this study is the transformational turnaround model.   
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Model Criticism  

While the implementation of these four turnaround models is pervasive, empirical 

support defining the level of effectiveness for each of these models is lacking.  The largest 

critique is the lack of empirical evidence substantiating their effectiveness in improving student 

outcomes (Ravitch & Mathis, 2010).  Manwaring (2011) echoes this concern stating, “What is 

lacking is a strong research base for each of these turnaround models” (p.  13).   In May 2010, 

research from the U.S.  Department of Education (2010c) was released which confirmed the 

practice of LEAs’ ability to select the turnaround model best situated to address low-performing 

schools.  An absent portion of the report, however, was the lack of information clearly stating the 

various elements of the turnaround models presented.     

In response to the lack of school reform research, policymakers such as Andy Smarick 

refute the lesser researched strategies such as transformation and turnaround and promote closing 

schools instead.   Smarick (2010) argues, “turnarounds are not a saleable strategy for fixing 

America’s troubled urban school systems” (p.  21).  Several failed attempts to improve student 

outcomes through the use of transformation and turnaround models are shared to strengthen his 

argument.  One California study following extensive turnaround efforts found only 11% of the 

schools were able to reach “exemplary progress” (Smarick (2010).  This research found that a 

significant amount of turnaround and transformation attempts are not successful.   

Another criticism is the emphasis on replacing the building principal as an impetus for 

school change.  School transformation critique literature (Robinson & Buntrock, 2011) cite ill-

placed blame for the schools’ performance on the building principal, who they believe, may have 

not received adequate support for carrying out the immense responsibilities outlined in school  
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transformation practices.   The research instead place blame on district leadership for not being a 

real support, but rather merely existing as a compliance manager.  According to Robinson & 

Buntrock (2011), many districts view their role in school improvement as one of compliance 

with state agencies, as they “assume their job is done once they have ensured a schools 

improvement plan has been written” (p.  5).   

According to researchers, these efforts have not offered guidance on how to support 

struggling schools failing to respond to initial interventions (Smarick, 2010).  Even school 

organizations who specialize in starting exceptional school programs are rarely able to revive a 

stagnant, or declining program.  The Knowledge is Power Program (KIPP) often attempted 

turnaround work, rather than opening a new school, and stopped after just two years.  According 

to a KIPP spokesman, KIPP decided to remain focused on their strength, “starting and running 

new schools” (Smarick, 2010, p.  24). 

Although empirical research may not yet be available to determine the level of 

effectiveness found in each of the four turnaround models, there are opportunities to showcase 

exemplar case studies of school leaders who, amidst the challenges outlined previously, have 

successfully facilitated dramatic increases in academic achievement.  While extensive research 

has been completed on leadership in a broad context, there is still scant empirical research in 

turnaround school leadership.  Most of the research in this field is presented in case studies 

limited to the context in which they took place.  While more research is needed in this area, 

practitioners must learn from the single stories that have been chronicled in their pursuit towards 

improving student achievement.   
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Leading in Turnaround Contexts 

Successfully leadership amidst the aforementioned politics and reform mandates is 

identified as the single most impactful factor in school improvement efforts (Marzano, Waters, & 

McNulty, 2005; Day et al., 2014; Duke, 2006; Murphy, 2010; Leithwood & Strauss, 2008; 

Marzano et al., 2003).  The research on organizational recovery all point to one predictor: 

leadership.  According to Murphy (2010), “leadership is seen as a central variable in the equation 

of organizational success” (p.  42).  The leader not only triggers the transformation initially, but 

changes the climate and trajectory by setting priorities, defining responsibilities and conveying 

enthusiasm.   In turnaround situations, it is the leader that provides a sense of direction and 

creates the necessary shift to achieve success (Murphy, 2010; Day et al., 2014).  Research 

illuminates the impact of talented leaders as one of the strongest explanations for the success of 

schools performing beyond expectations in high-poverty settings (Harris & Chapman, 2002a).  

Marzano’s research supports this belief stating, “Leadership could be considered the single most 

important aspect of effective school reform” (2003, p.  172).  This study sought to understand 

how leaders in an urban context were able to effectively improve student achievement outcomes.   

The role of the principal has become “dramatically more complex and overloaded over 

the past decade” (Fullan, 2009, p.  56).  Yet, amidst growing adversities, literature continues to 

highlight school leaders who display the attitudes and actions leading to school improvement.  

The literature has identified multiple factors contributing to the school leaders impact of a leader 

on student achievement including the establishment of a clear mission and purpose (Leithwood 

& Strauss, 2008; Duke 2004; Leithwood & Sun, 2012; Adelman & Taylor, 2011; Murphy, 

2010), the regular review of classroom and campus data (Brinson, Kowal, & Hassel, 2008; Duke, 

2010; Duke, 2004; Johnson, 2011; Salmonowicz, 2006; Copeland & Neeley, 2012), and the  
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establishment of a culture of collaboration (Wallace Foundation, 2011; Leithwood & Strauss, 

2008; Wahlstrom et al., 2010; Duke, 2006: Copeland & Neely, 2012).  In the subsequent 

sections, literature will be shared to elaborate upon each of these factors which have been sown 

to have a positive impact on student achievement.   

Establishing Clear Purpose 

An extensive amount of literature recognizes the impact of establishing clarity of purpose 

(COP), mission, and core values, particularly in a turnaround school setting (Duke 2004; Duke, 

2006; Leithwood & Sun, 2012; Murphy, 2010).  When a school experiences failure, there are 

many direct and indirect consequences taking their toll on the campus climate.  Following 

failure, rejuvenated organizations must commit to be mission driven.  These leaders build a 

strong, clear vision to teach others a new way of doing business.  (Murphy, 2010).   Through 

three year study of England schools, Day, Sammons, Leithwood, Hopkins, Gu, Brown and 

Ahtaridou (2011) found “leadership success…depends significantly on leader’s values and 

qualities, and on the skill with which leaders understand the underlying problems they encounter 

and respond to those problems in ways that are productive in context, not in general” (p.  3).  

More specifically, Murphy (2010) suggests focusing relentlessly on the mission of the 

organization means “the willingness to reallocate resources away from some activities and assign 

them to a higher priority” (p.  169).  To develop an intensive focus on the mission and vision of 

an organization, work must occur around first defining the Why of the organization.   

Sinek’s (2009) discussion of the organizations Why sparked an interest into reflecting 

deeply about the purpose of one's work, in this case, the purpose of a school leader in a 

turnaround context.  According to Sinek’s theory, leaders experience success because they are 

operating from what matters to them most.  This can be applied to the realm of education.   
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Campus leaders must first begin to recognize their own purpose for engaging upon the work of 

transforming a school.   Leaders must then communicate this purpose to others as to inspire, 

motivate, and communicate the core purpose for the work.  In turnaround contexts, leaders have 

a responsibility to inspire others (Duke, 2004; Duke, 2006) Sinek emphasizes the idea of 

motivational responsibility held by leaders stating,  

We are drawn to leaders and organizations that are good at communicating what they 

believe.  Their ability to make us feel like we belong, to make us feel special, safe and not 

along is part of what give them the ability to inspire us.  Those whom we consider great 

leaders all have the ability to draw us close and command our loyalty.  And we feel a 

strong bond with those who are drawn to the same leaders and organizations.  Apple users 

feel a bond with each other.  Harley riders are bonded to each other.  Anyone who was 

drawn to hear Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.  give his “I Have a Dream” speech, regardless of 

race, religion or sex, stood together in that crowd as brothers and sisters, bonded by their 

shared values and beliefs.  They knew they belong together because they could feel it in 

their gut (p.55).   

The purpose of a turnaround leader should be clearly understood.  Stated differently, “The leader 

is the drum major, the person who keeps a vision in front of people”(Monroe, 1997, p.  234).  

The leaders’ Why could be argued to become the beat to which the staff follows.  When seeking 

to understand the role of inspiration and motivation, themes of trust and authentic leadership 

arose in the literature.   According to Sergiovanni (1992), authenticity is “...integrity, reliability, 

moral excellence, a sense of purpose, firmness of conviction, steadiness, and unique qualities of  
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style and substance that differentiate the leaders they choose from others” (p.  17).   Many 

turnaround leaders elicit high levels of trust from their teachers and staff.    

The turnaround leader shows a conviction in their purpose, which Duke and Jacobson (2011) 

describe as “boundless energy, infectious optimism, sincere regard for students, and an 

instinctive sense of where to focus resources and energy” (p.  38).  Moreover, this deep sense of 

enthusiastic purpose must then be articulated into a vision and mission for the school community 

to carry forward.  Successful turnaround leaders must not only hold a deep commitment to the 

mission, but must be able to convince those around the school and greater community the 

mission is worth sharing and pursuing (Harris, 2002).   

According to an Ontario study, a mean response of 3.21 on a five-point scale indicated 

principals’ establishment of direction-setting mission and vision statements as the greatest 

contribution to the academic gains observed (Leithwood, Harris, and Strauss, 2010).  Among the 

direction setting practices found to be most evident by elementary school leaders in turnaround 

schools were: (a) identifying and articulating a vision, (b) fostering the acceptance of group 

goals, (c) creating high performance expectations and motivating others, and, (d) promoting 

effective communication (Leithwood, Harris, and Strauss, 2010).   The research also indicates 

fewer time was spent articulating the mission, vision, and purpose, and more time 

communicating what steps must be taken to reach the organizations goals.    

 Isernhagen (2012) also sought to examine the establishment of a clear purpose in 

turnaround efforts via his investigation of stakeholder knowledge of campus improvement plans.  

Moreover, in a report prepared for the Public Impact for the Center on Innovation and 

Improvement (2008), the ability to motivate others both inside and outside the organization  
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through clear communication was identified as positively influencing increased student 

achievement (Brinson, Kowal, & Hassel, 2008).   

Throughout the literature, the ability to develop and communicate a clear course of action 

was found to be a shared attribute of principals in turnaround settings.  More research needs to be 

conducted to showcase the type of language and artifacts promoting this type of investment on 

the part of the turnaround team.  This study seeks to address the gaps unearthed in the literature 

by offering a comprehensive analysis of three turnaround examples.  In-depth interviews, 

artifacts, notes, and agendas will be analyzed to determine how campus leaders were able to 

clarify the purpose of the organization so that the team joined the cause and reached the campus 

objectives. 

Data-informed Decision Making 

Accountability policies such as No Child Left Behind have been attributed to causing the 

increase of awareness on student performance data.  Data-Informed decision making (DIDM), 

timely and reliable use of student data, is another common thread throughout research on 

turnaround leadership (Wayman, 2006; Robinson & Buntrock, 2011).  Effective turnaround 

principals regularly monitor student progress and take action to continuously seek improvement 

(Duke, 2004; Duke & Jacobson, 2001; Brinson, Kowal, & Hassel, 2008).  Echoing the 

importance of ensuring data reviews, Duke (2004) shares that principals must “recognize the 

necessity for regular and reliable data on each student’s progress.  They should expect teachers to 

use diagnostic instruments, practice tests, frequent in-class questionings to continually monitor 

how students are doing” (Duke, 2004, p.  19).  Turnaround researcher, Sabrina Johnson (2011), 

found leaders must regularly make decisions on the basis of data and ongoing needs assessments.   
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By doing this, leaders “keep the main thing the main thing, and let the data drive the decisions of 

the leadership team” (Johnson, 2011, p.  41).   The literature provides practitioners with a set of 

practices which should be the focus of the turnaround experience.   

Between the years of 1995 and 1998, schools identified as “90/90/90” campuses were 

observed to pinpoint practices that could effectively serve students with the following 

characteristics: “(1) more than 90% of the students were eligible for free and reduced lunch; (2) 

more than 90% of the students were from ethnic minority populations; (3) more than 90% of the 

students achieved high academic standards using independently administered achievement tests” 

(Reeves, 2005, p.  186).  Over 130,000 students from 228 schools were included in this research 

study.  Data gathered from the 90/90/90 research is relevant to this turnaround study, as these 

schools are at risk of achieving at lower levels due to levels of poverty and high percentages of 

students from historically marginalized populations (Reeves, 2005).  One characteristic that 

emerged in this study was the “frequent assessment of student progress with multiple 

opportunities for improvement” (Reeves, 2005, p.  196).   Literature has identified the consistent 

use of relevant data as beneficial in improving the academic outcomes of the school.    

Some authors believe that, in order to see rapid results, a school leader should spend the 

bulk of their time reflecting on data and working with teachers to take action in addressing the 

existing gaps.  In Bambrick-Santoyo’s (2010) book, Driven by Data, he examines many school 

organizations who, through the use of effective data-driven instruction, have transformed their 

schools from low-performing to high performing.  Through this research, the author suggests the 

act of using meaningful data may be the single most effective use of a school leaders’ time” 

(Bambrick-Santoyo, 2010).  The regular measurement and reporting of student learning is  
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enacted so leaders and teachers may identify quickly which instructional strategies are most 

effective.  Reviewing student outcomes often results in a “rapid discard of any failed tactics and 

increase of successful tactics essential for fast results” (Brinson, Kowal, & Hassel, 2008).  The 

literature also shows that the regular use of data in an efficient manner means departing from a 

resource, strategy or practice which is not proving effective.    

Research has identified four important contexts in which data-informed decision making 

may take place (Wayman, 2006).  These four contexts include: (1) building a shared 

understanding of standards and the expectations for learning, (2) a consistent focus on student 

data, (3) building engagement of the teaching staff, and, (4) ensuring proper technology to 

facilitate the review of timely student data.   Through the process of building a “collaborative 

data team”, school personnel can take an abundance of student data and improve instructional 

practice (Wayman, 2006, 465).   

Calibration, or the task of defining goals, standards, and instructional expectations, is 

important in building a strong consensus.  Without streamlined expectations, the work to use data 

to inform instructional decisions can become disjointed (Copland, 2003).   The reflective process 

of calibration requires educators to form cohesive responses to the questions such as, “what 

should students learn”, and “how will we know that learning has happened”.  In a qualitative 

case study, Gunn and King (2003) describe how the absence of this calibration led towards 

aggravated conflict among teacher teams.  These findings illustrate the importance of building 

initial cohesion in instructional expectations when seeking to engage in data-informed decision 

making.   
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While studying four districts’ implementation of collaborative data teams, Wayman 

(2005) shares that while teachers regularly met together to discuss instructional strategies, the 

teams of educators did not regularly examine student data in a focused and consistent manner.  

Instead, instructional decisions were based upon available resources rather than student needs.  

To maintain focus on student performance data throughout teacher planning meetings, the 

conversations should be centered on the questions of, “what did my students learn recently and 

how do I know this” and “in what practices did I engage that affected student learning” 

(Wayman, 2005, p.  465).  When these questions are answered, a more individualized, focused, 

and contextualized opportunity for the traditional resource exchanging emerges.   

As is the case for many initiatives, teacher resistance is often present (Copland, 2013).  

To counteract this initial resistance, school leaders must involve teachers in the implementation 

process, balancing the structural mandates of data analysis with the free inquiry process 

(Wayman, 2005).  Instead of merely following directions, teachers must assume ownership of the 

inquiry process by becoming an active member on school research teams (Schmoker, 2004).  

Wayman (2005) expands on the importance of distributed leadership in data-informed decision 

making stating, “districts who involved principals and schools in these process [of building data 

analysis norms] were generally able to make more rapid and effective use of data for school 

improvement” (p.  11).  Including a wider range of stakeholders in the design process ensures the 

instructional reflection process is not hindered by apprehension of compliance, but instead, may 

be developed to improve instructional practice. 

The final contextual consideration identified for building a collaborative data analysis 

process is the access and usability of technology platforms (Wayman, 2005).  Limited use of  
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technology has been identified as a widespread deterrent in a schools’ capacity to establish data-

informed decision making (Wayman et al., 2004).  Conversely, quality technology systems 

without data-focused teachers and leaders, has been found insufficient for a data-informed 

decision making process (Stringfield, Wayman, & Yakimowski, 2005).  The careful balance of 

both an accessible and educator friendly data platform should be combined with the proper 

leadership to facilitate data-informed decision making through the use of technology.   

The practice of using data does not occur within a vacuum.  Instead, this practice of 

reflection takes place amidst a context of variables including student need, teacher skill level, 

curriculum resources, and district expectations.   While the literature has identified the use of 

data-informed decision making as a cornerstone to school improvement efforts, more research 

must be conducted to analyze the nuances of this practice in the context of a high-needs urban 

school setting.  This study seeks to address the gaps unearthed in the literature review by offering 

a comprehensive analysis of three school transformation experiences.  In-depth interviews and 

artifacts will be analyzed to determine how campus leadership was able to facilitate data-

informed decision making to improve student outcomes.    

Building a Culture of Collaboration  

Duke (2005) and colleagues share that once the use of data reviews occur consistently, 

teachers often begin to take the practice into their own hands.  This development of capacity and 

confidence affords teachers the responsibility for reflecting on the strengths of their instruction 

and action planning in response to regularly progress monitoring data.  As a natural progression 

from the practice of regular reflection upon student progress, literature has identified the 

leadership practice of cultivating a culture of collaboration (COC) through the use of distributed  
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leadership as a means toward improving student achievement (Wallace Foundation, 2011; 

Wahlstrom, Louis, Leithwood, & Anderson, 2010; DuFour, 2007; Isernhagen, 2012; Leithwood 

et al., 2008; Sarason, 1990) 

The Wallace Foundation’s research (2011) identified shared leadership as one of the five 

practices central to effective leadership reporting, “Compared with lower-achieving schools, 

high-achieving schools provided all stakeholders with greater influence on decisions” (p.  7).  

Duke (2006) echoes this idea stating, “No single person can provide all the leadership needed to 

sustain a record of high achievement” (p.  28).  This point accentuates the position of the 

turnaround leader as the creator of norms for partnership and collaboration.   DuFour (2007) 

further expounds on the notion of principals facilitating a collaborative environment 

communicating, 

When principals focus on creating an environment in which people are working toward a 

shared vision and honoring collective commitments, an environment in which the 

structures and supports foster collaborative efforts and continuous professional growth, an 

environment in which each teacher has someone to turn to and to talk to when confronted 

with challenges, they address one of the deepest yearnings in the hearts of most teachers: 

To make a positive difference in the lives of their students.  (p.  46) 

To encourage collaboration, collective problem solving, and shared accountability for results, 

turnaround leaders “ask the right questions rather than provide the right answers; and they focus 

on flexibility rather than insist on conformity” (Leithwood et al., 2008, p.  75).  DuFour (2007) 

expands on the notion of balancing flexibility and conformity stating, “Creating an appropriate 

structure for teacher collaboration is vitally important, but also insufficient.  Principals must do 

more than organize teacher teams and hope for the best.  They must provide the focus,  
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parameters, and support to help teams function effectively” (p.14).  The literature on leadership 

emphasizes the importance for establishing a collaborative team.  Yet, for many leaders, this 

skillsets necessary to establish collaboration may not be inherent (Wahlstrom, Louis, Leithwood, 

& Anderson, 2010).   

 In Malcolm Gladwell’s (2002) book, The Tipping Point, he uses the term “connector” to 

describe individuals that possess a strength for linking people, ideas, and resources.  In 

education, these connectors are a vital for establishing collaborative campus.  According to 

Sarason (1990), school leaders must survey and, if necessary, redefine power relationships 

between administrators and teachers so there is a higher level of collaborative decision making 

and an increase in teacher capacity. 

 While the literature has identified the fostering of a collaborative work environment as a 

factor leading towards school improvement efforts, more research must be conducted to analyze 

the nuances of this practice in the context of a high-needs urban school setting.  This study seeks 

to address the gaps in the literature review by offering a comprehensive analysis of three schools.  

Through the collection of interviews and other relevant artifacts, the researcher will seek to 

develop a more comprehensive understanding of the process by which school leaders cultivate 

collaboration while seeking to improve a schools performance.    

Chapter Summary 

Research on turnaround school organizations reveal common threads throughout which 

include the leaders’ ability to establish a clear mission and purpose (Leithwood & Strauss, 2008; 

Duke 2004; Leithwood & Sun, 2012; Adelman & Taylor, 2011; Murphy, 2010), the regular 

review of classroom and campus data (Brinson, Kowal, & Hassel, 2008; Duke, 2010; Duke, 

2004; Johnson, 2011; Salmonowicz, 2006; Copeland & Neeley, 2012), and the establishment of  
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a culture of collaboration (Wallace Foundation, 2011; Leithwood & Strauss, 2008; Wahlstrom et 

al., 2010; Duke, 2006: Copeland & Neely, 2012).   

Research on effective school leadership in a general context is plentiful, while the 

literature on effective turnaround leadership is limited in the examination of how leaders 

implement each of the practices specified above.   Given this lack of attention to a 

comprehensive description of the implementation of practices in an urban turnaround context, 

the purpose of this study was to examine the specific factors that enabled three low-performing 

elementary schools - Claireville, Williams, and Ryan Elementary to record the top three most 

dramatic academic gains within a large, urban school district.   The interview data will be 

examined to answer the following research questions:  

1) How do urban school leaders use the establishment of clear purpose (ECP) to initiate 

school turnaround? 

2) How do urban school leaders use data-informed decision making (DIDM) to initiate 

school turnaround? 

3) How do urban school leaders use culture of collaboration (COC) to initiate school 

turnaround? 

The analysis of cases in this study will focus on how leaders implement the previously 

mentioned practices in collaboration with teachers.  Through this study, the author will seek to 

reach a deeper understanding of the implementation of research-based practices in the context of 

urban turnaround school experiences.   The following chapter outlines the research methodology 

utilized and justifies the use of the case study approach as an appropriate choice to explore this 

issue.  



 

   

 

Chapter III 

Methodology 

 At the center of the United States’ national ethos lies the “American Dream”; a belief that 

individuals should become successful through hard work and persistence.  For decades, writers 

have described this ideal as one that would create a better, richer, and fuller life for all (Adams, 

1931).   A considerable weight of this credence is many ways left in the hands of the public 

school system.   The educational conviction of equity for all groups of children continues to 

drive school improvement efforts so all students, regardless of background, are provided with an 

opportunity for achievement through a quality education.   

Throughout the country however, students of high socioeconomic status (SES) continue 

to outperform those from low-income households.  Research indicates this gap is widening.   As 

Reardon (2011) notes, “the achievement gap between children from high- and low-income 

families is roughly 30 to 40 percent larger among children born in 2001 than among those born 

twenty-five years earlier (p.1).” While poverty is a crippling disadvantage for students and 

schools alike, schools are beginning to overcome these obstacles through effective leadership 

and a consistent focus on teaching and learning (e.g.  Duke 2004; Duke, 2008).  As leaders 

continue to look for answers, stories of effective turnaround efforts must be documented, 

analyzed, and shared with public education stakeholders seeking to improve the state of their 

district or local schools.  These collective results continue to inform a new generation of 

instructional leaders and change agents as they seek to execute the daunting task of ensuring 

their campus contributes toward students’ access an equitable education.   
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Introduction 

 The purpose of this study was to comprehensively examine the experiences of three 

turnaround stories within the context of a large urban school district.  The study employed an in-

depth qualitative interview design to yield and understanding of the practices of instructional 

leaders in counteracting the challenges facing urban school contexts.  The study also described 

the strategies used by leaders to employ Establishment of Clear Purpose, Data-Informed 

Decision Making and Cultivating a Culture of Collaboration (ECP, DIDM, and COC) in 

initiating school turnaround.  A thematic coding process (2014) was used to classify information 

collected during a series of semi-structured interviews.  This approach allowed the researcher to 

explore the themes related to ECP, DIDM, and COC, as well as those that emerge from the 

interviews. 

The following research questions will be addressed in this study: 

1) How do urban school leaders use the establishment of clear purpose (ECP) to initiate 

school turnaround? 

2) How do urban school leaders use data-informed decision making (DIDM) to initiate 

school turnaround? 

3) How do urban school leaders use culture of collaboration (COC) to initiate school 

turnaround? 

This chapter provides a theoretical basis for the methodological choices employed by the 

researcher.  Specifically, this chapter provides an overview of the research design, a description 

of participant selection, methods used to collect and analyze data, and the methods for building 

trustworthiness during this study.  I conclude this section with a description of the study 

limitations.   
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Research Design 

According to Gall, Gall, and Borg (2005), qualitative research is building on an 

interpretivist epistemology.  Merriam further develops this idea by describing qualitative 

research as based on the idea that, “meaning is socially constructed by individuals in interaction 

with their world” (Merriam, 2002, p.  3).   Qualitative research is a form of inquiry wherein the 

researcher attempts to understand a social phenomenon through the close observation of its many 

intricate components (Merriam, 1998).  Through inquiry, qualitative researchers seek to 

understand a phenomenon that occurred during a specific time and within a specific context 

(Merriam, 2002).    

This investigation used a case study methodology (Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1994; Yin, 

2011) to examine the work of urban school educators in counteracting the effects of poverty on 

student achievement.  Specifically, this case study explored the practices through which 

turnaround leaders implement clarity of purpose, data-informed decision making, and a culture 

of collaboration in improving their schools’ instructional performance.  A case study is defined 

as a description and analysis of a phenomenon in a bounded, integrated system (Merriam, 2002).  

This study used a qualitative case study approach to gain an in-depth perspective of the factors 

associated with three schools which achieved significant academic gains during one school year.  

Yin (2009) outlines a qualitative case study as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a 

contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context when the boundaries between 

phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (p.18).   For the purposes of this study, the 

bounded system included the following: 1) all elementary schools within a large urban school 

district who contain a demographic of >75% students from economically disadvantaged families  
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and 2) improved their overall state accountability measure by 46 points or greater during the 

2015-2016 school year.   

Setting 

This study was conducted in Central Independent School District (CISD), an urban public 

school district which serves students in pre-kindergarten through 12th grade in the Southwest 

region of the United States.  CISD had an enrollment of 215,000 during the 2015-2016 school 

year.  62.1% of the students enrolled identified as Hispanic, 24.5% as African American, 8.4% as 

White and 3.7% as Asian.  CISD serves a student population wherein 75.5% are identified as 

economically disadvantaged.  During the 2015-2016 school year, 90% of White students met 

standard on all end-of-course exams in CISD whereas only 64% and 59% of students who 

identified as Hispanic and African-American achieved the same performance standard.  

Additionally, only 62% of students who are identified as economically disadvantaged were able 

to meet standard during the 2015-2016 school year.   

This district was selected for two reasons.  First, the level of educational achievement 

disparities between the aforementioned subgroups of students is of particular interest to the 

researcher.  Serving as a public school employee, the researcher has a vested interested in the 

offering of equitable educational opportunities for all students, regardless of socioeconomic, 

racial, or ethnic background.  Secondly, convenience was a key factor, as this is the district in 

which the researcher is employed and also resides.   

Participant Selection 

Purposeful sampling (Merriam, 2009), or the selection of specific participants based on a set 

group of characteristics, was utilized in this qualitative study.  Study sites were selected based on 

the schools’ containing a demographic of >75% students from economically disadvantaged  
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families as well as the schools which improved their overall state accountability measure by 46 

points or greater during the 2015-2016 (Figure 2). 

Campus
2015 

Rating

2016 

Rating
2015 2016 2015 2016 2015 2016 2015 2016

Claireville ES IR (2) Met -11 8 19 2 11 9 -3 11 14 4 16 12 54

Ryan ES IR Met -1 8 9 5 21 16 -1 10 11 3 15 12 48

Williams ES IR Met -3 5 8 3 14 11 -1 10 11 0 16 16 46

CISD ES 1 IR Met -12 -2 10 4 10 6 -6 4 10 -5 8 13 39

CISD ES 2 IR (3) Met -14 0 14 7 10 3 -7 6 13 3 12 9 39

CISD ES 3 IR (3) Met -15 -4 11 18 29 11 -5 2 7 -6 1 7 36

CISD ES 4 IR Met -4 2 6 -1 12 13 2 6 4 0 13 13 36

CISD ES 5 IR  (3) Met -21 -5 16 8 7 -1 -10 2 12 -2 6 8 35

CISD ES 6 IR Met -5 1 6 2 10 8 -2 8 10 0 10 10 34

CISD ES 7 IR Met -5 1 6 10 21 11 -1 7 8 2 8 6 31

CISD ES 8 IR Met -3 3 6 8 16 8 -2 5 7 1 8 7 28

CISD ES 9 IR (2) Met -7 2 9 33 27 -6 -4 6 10 -6 8 14 27

CISD ES 10 IR (3) Met 0 4 4 -1 6 7 2 8 6 -5 3 8 25

CISD ES 11 IR (3) Met -14 -11 3 -1 6 7 -4 1 5 -5 4 9 24

CISD ES 12 IR Met -8 -4 4 4 11 7 1 6 5 -6 1 7 23

CISD ES 13 IR (3) Met -12 -3 9 10 4 -6 -6 2 8 -2 8 10 21

CISD ES 14 IR Met -13 -4 9 11 6 -5 -7 1 8 -4 3 7 19

CISD ES 15 IR Met -12 -13 -1 3 8 5 -9 0 9 -4 2 6 19

CISD ES 16 IR (3) Met -10 0 10 17 15 -2 -1 5 6 0 4 4 18

CISD ES 17 IR Met -8 -9 -1 -6 4 10 -2 0 2 1 7 6 17

CISD ES 18 IR Met -3 1 4 12 7 -5 -2 5 7 5 8 3 9

CISD ES 19 IR Met -3 -4 -1 6 10 4 0 2 2 -2 1 3 8

CISD ES 20 IR Met 0 -4 -4 6 9 3 5 3 -2 -2 0 2 -1

Index 2:

Student Progress

Diff from 

Target

Change Relative 

to Target

Index 3:

Closing 

Performance Gaps

Diff from 

Target

Change Relative 

to Target

Diff from 

Target

Index 4:

Postsecondary Readiness

Change Relative 

to Target

Total 

Change 

Relative 

to Target

Diff from 

Target

Change Relative 

to Target

Index 1:                                 

Student Achievement

Central Independent School District Campus Accountability Index Scores Difference from Targets for 2014-2015 and 2015-2016

 
 

Figure 2.  Participant Selection Criteria 

 

 Three individuals per campus who supported each school’s initial turnaround were selected 

for the study.  Miles and Huberman (1994) suggest setting clear criteria as a sampling strategy 

when conducting a qualitative inquiry as this allows the researcher gain the most possible 

knowledge from study participants (Merriam, 2009).   Sample selection was based on three 

inclusionary criteria that ensured that a high level of objectivity is maintained.  These 

characteristics included school leaders who:  

(1) Formally supervise teachers 
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(2) Work in a private or public K-12 setting with high percentage (>75%) of students coming 

from economically disadvantaged homes.   

(3) Worked directly with the school during the initial school turnaround experience.   

(4) Felt comfortable sharing their experience about the factors contributing to the schools 

success.   

The selection of participants was based upon the aforementioned inclusion criteria.  Individuals 

who did not meet the criteria were excluded from the study.    

The identified prospective participants were sent emails (see Appendix A) asking if they 

would allow the researcher to interview them to understand their experiences in navigating a 

successful turnaround experience.  The information apprised the prospective participants about 

the purpose, method and potential positive effects of this study.  Additionally, the letter assured 

each prospective participant of the anonymity of the information they provided during the study.  

The prospective participant was provided with the researcher’s contact information for any 

additional questions or concerns.  School personnel records and responses collected through 

email invitations were reviewed to determine the eligibility of prospective participants. 

Participants  

Nine educational leaders were selected for this study.  Interviews were conducted with 

the principals of each identified school, along with one district support personnel and one 

instructional leader per selected campus.  Once Institutional Review Board (IRB) and CISD in-

district research requests were granted, the researcher identified the principal and support 

personnel at each school.  The researcher then contacted the leaders via email (see Appendix A) 

to schedule the interviews.   
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Data Collection Methods 

According to Creswell (2013), “interview plays a central role in the data collection process” 

(p.  162).  The researcher selected interview questions that the participant will answer during the 

semi-structured interview.  The questions selected for the interview were general, open-ended, 

and selected to gain information about the topic of study.  The use of a purposeful sampling 

method helped to ensure participants’ willingness to partake in the study (Miles and Huberman, 

1994).  The researcher determined that the interview type most appropriate for this case study is 

a one-on-one interview.  Interviews were conducted between January and March 2017.  Each 

interview lasted between 45 minutes-60 minutes.  Drawing on related empirical literature, 

questions (see Appendix B) were designed to elicit information about the range of instructional 

and leadership practices in which these leaders engaged.  An IRB approved study protocol was 

followed (see Appendix C) (Creswell, 2013) and is discussed further below. 

When preparing to conduct the interview the researcher ensured proper audio recording 

procedures (Rubin & Rubin, 2005).  These audio recordings were transcribed by an outside third 

party.  Audio taping interviews allowed the researcher to gain an accurate recollection of the 

interview.  Additionally, the researcher had the opportunity to replay the audio recordings while 

analyzing data to ensure an accurate record.  The researcher ensured adequate recording 

acoustics and digital space for the interview (Rubin & Rubin, 2005).  The researcher designed an 

interview guide (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009) to organize each of the open-ended questions with 

space for the researcher to take field notes of participants’ responses during and after the 

interviews.  Connelly & Clandinin (1990) describe the types of means of collecting data during 

the process of a qualitative inquiry.   
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A number of different methods of data collection are possible as the researcher 

and practitioner work together in a collaborative relationship.  Data can be in the 

form of field notes of the shared experience, journal records, interview transcripts 

and others’ observations (p.5)  

The researcher collected anecdotal field notes to capture storytelling more comprehensively.  

Connelly & Clandinin (1990) echo this by writing, “the sense of the whole [experience] is built 

from a rich data source with a focus on the particularities of life that create powerful narrative 

retellings” (p.  5).  Field notes were collected during the interviews to more accurately capture 

the participants’ responses.  This method of collecting field notes is referred to as active 

recording, wherein the notes are an active reconstruction of the information and events rather 

than a passive recording of the information (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990).   

The researcher selected a location for the interviews based on the preference, geographic 

location, and comfort level of participants.  During the semi-structured interview, the researcher 

remained focused on the questions, maintained a high-level of respect and monitored non-verbal 

communication cues such as body language and eye contact to ensure the participant felt that 

they were being heard (Creswell, 2013).  Gall et al.  (2007) explain semi-structured interviewing 

as, “Asking a series of structured questions and then probing more deeply with open-form 

questions to obtain additional information” (p.  246).  This method of interviewing aligns with 

research provided by Erlandson et al.  (1993) who shares,  

For this reason the naturalistic researcher will gather data from a variety of sources and, 

preferably, in a variety of ways.  Respondents are asked questions, but they are also 

encouraged to engage with the researcher in less structured conversations so that their 

hidden assumptions and constructions begin to surface.  (p.  81) 
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While facilitating interviews, the key responsibilities of the interviewer were to ensure the 

comfort of the interviewee, to capture accurate data, and to reconstruct information through the 

use of field notes to interpret the true meaning of what the interviewee attempted to share (Kvale, 

1996).   

Data Analysis 

Following the semi-structured interviews, transcripts and notes were reviewed to uncover 

themes (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) communicated throughout interviews.  After an outside third 

party transcribes interviews, interview transcripts were reviewed numerous times as the 

researcher “moves from reading to describing, classifying and interpreting” (Creswell, 2013, p.  

184).  Agar (1980) echoes the process suggesting that researchers, “read the transcripts in their 

entirety several times to immerse yourself in the details, trying to get a sense of the interview as 

a whole before breaking it into parts” (p.103).  The researcher followed a multi-phase iterative 

data review process wherein themes emerged through both a priori and emergent coding (Miles, 

Huberman & Saldaña, 2014).   

Phase 1 

During the initial phase of coding, the researcher employed selective coding (Merriam, 

2009), or through the use of established categories identified through review of relevant 

literature.  These codes were generated using low-inference codes derived from the literature.  

These previously established categories based on theory are referred to as a priori coding 

(Weber, 1990) and utilize a deductive, or etic approach (Merriam, 2009).   Coding units were 

identified syntactically (Stemler, 2001) and were as follows: “establishment of clear purpose” 

(ECP), “data-informed decision making” (DIDM) and “building a culture of collaboration”  
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(COC).   The results of phase 1 analysis will present the findings from the perspective of the 

researcher in relationship with the literature (Merriam, 2009).   

Phase 2 

The researcher reviewed the transcripts again using open coding wherein the researcher 

tagged any unit of data that were relevant to the research questions (Merriam, 2009).  Using open 

or emic coding, the researcher sought to uncover themes that were not initially been included in 

the literature review or in the interview questions.  Through this review of the data, the research 

sought to understand the experience from the point of the insider (Merriam, 2009).  Interview 

transcripts were analyzed using NVivo qualitative analysis software to identify emerging themes. 

Data were collected and managed by the researcher.  The data collection tools and 

analysis of the data were kept in both electronic and hard copy formats.  The security of this data 

was ensured through storing of hard copies of the data in a locked filing cabinet and secured 

electronically through a password-protected computer.  To maintain confidentiality, pseudonyms 

were used for district, campus and participants’ names. 

Reflexivity and Positionality 

Given that all qualitative research is based upon the researcher’s experiences, biases, and 

subjectivity, Creswell (2013) identifies two established frameworks from which reflexivity 

should be communicated.  First, a researcher should share their connection to the phenomenon 

being studied.  In this instance, the researcher’s main connection is that of a colleague working 

alongside the leaders who were studied.  While the researcher and participants had no direct 

experience working together, the researcher acknowledges the indirect association colleagues 

who work within the same district may share.  Secondly, Creswell (2013) asserts that a 

researcher must share the personal experiences which shape their view of the topic of study.   
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While the researcher is a graduate of a public school district, she did not attend CISD.  Instead, 

the researcher has been employed by the school district for seven years as a teacher, instructional 

specialist, assistant principal, and principal.    

Stake (1994) describes an intrinsic case study as one that is of particular interest to the 

researcher.  This theory rings true given that the majority of the researcher’s service has been in 

that of a low-performing, transformational school setting although not being directly in the 

schools which are being studied.  These experiences as a turnaround teacher and leader certainly 

influence my understanding of the participants and schools being studied.    

Trustworthiness 

According to Meriam (2009) trustworthiness is the ability for qualitative research to 

maintain credibility and objectivity.  In order for this research to be of value to the field, it must 

ensure high levels of trustworthiness.  Guba (1981) echoes the importance of qualitative 

researchers’ paying attention to trustworthiness by attending to issues of credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and conformability.  To ensure high levels of trustworthiness built 

through credibility, dependability, transferability, and conformability, the researcher 

implemented validation strategies throughout the study.   

 Merriam (2009) describes credibility as the degree to which results are believable to the 

participants involved.  To build credibility, the researcher will review multiple data points to 

uncover themes, and organize them into the contributing factors, which resulted in the schools’ 

improvement.  This strategy is identified as triangulation.  Triangulation includes varying data 

sources and collection methods to gather a more comprehensive understanding of the 

phenomenon being studied (Creswell 2007).  Triangulation was accomplished by gathering and  
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analyzing data from interviews, TEA archival data, and the researcher’s experience notes in the 

aforementioned interview guide. 

 Credibility was built through the use of member checking.  Gall et al.  (2007) provide a 

comprehensive description of this strategy stating, 

Ensure representation of the emic perspective by member checking, which involves having 

research participants review statements in the report for accuracy and completeness to 

correct factual errors, and, if necessary, collect more data to reconcile disparities, rewrite 

the report, or include contrasting views (p.  475) 

This study included member checking to increase the credibility, thereby ensuing 

trustworthiness.   

   Dependability is similar to reliability in that it is the assurance that were the same study 

were to be conducted twice, the results would prove similar.  Dependability was built through the 

data collection and analysis process.  This study ensured dependability through using a secure 

data storage process, with clearly stated routines for interviewing participants, as well as the 

triangulation of multiple data sources to minimize the opportunity for one participant’s 

experiences to overshadow the phenomenon as a whole (Merriam, 2009).  Accounting for the 

ever-changing context of the research adds to the dependability of this research (Trochim, 2006).  

Additionally, dependability was strengthened through peer editing of the research documentation 

by colleagues, researchers and professionals within the field.   

 Transferability is the degree to which one set of findings may be generalized into other 

settings (Merriam, 2009).  According to Trochim (2006), transferability may be added to a story 

“by doing a thorough job of describing the research context” (p.1).  A comprehensive description 

of the study context is provided in chapter one.  The researcher also utilized purposeful sampling  
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to strengthen transferability.  This method of sampling ensured that study participants were able 

to provide a strong source of experiential evidence.  The purposeful selection of successful 

educational leaders who catalyzed the schools’ successes allowed for direct transferability to 

other teachers and administrators who are serving in a similar context.   

 According to Trochim (2006), “conformability refers to the degree to which results could 

be confirmed or corroborated by others” (p.1).   Clearly communicating the procedures for 

member checking the data added to the conformability of this study.  The researchers’ 

transparent sharing of the positionality held and how it may impact on study results (Merriam, 

2009) added to the conformability of the study.   

Limitations 

While the study has significance for school teachers and administrators, there are 

limitations in the research design that were addressed.  The first limitation found in this research 

design was the limited amount of generalizability of the research study to other areas of 

education.  The study is limited to the time and context of the participants’ experience.  While 

the study has direct generalizability to other elementary school leaders and teachers within the 

context of a large urban school district, it lacks generalizability to the larger K-12 public school 

effort to turn low-performing schools into high-performing schools.  To address this limitation, 

the researcher discussed specific results or notions, which may be generalizable to leaders and 

teachers in different contexts in the findings of this study.    

 A second limitation in this research design is the lessened degree of trustworthiness, 

which is associated with qualitative interview structures.  Specifically, participants in interview 

settings may over-emphasize or under-emphasize pieces of the school turnaround story in an 

effort not to be dishonest, but to celebrate the turnaround story.  To mitigate this limitation, the  



 

   

65 

researcher carefully analyzed participants’ responses to identify remarks that may be viewed as 

outliers when compared to the story as a whole.  A second possibility for a lessened degree of 

trustworthiness in this research design is due to the fact that the experiences being shared 

occurred almost one year prior to the study being conducted.  This distance in time may cause 

participants to leave out details or nuances of the turnaround story.  To mitigate this limitation, 

the researcher supplied the questions to the participants in advance so they had time to reflect 

and be prepared to share the most accurate rendition of events as they are able.   

 A final limitation in the study is the anticipated level of researcher bias present in this 

research design.  According to Trochim (2006), “Qualitative research tends to assume that each 

researcher brings a unique perspective to the study” (p.1).   As a fellow educational leader in the 

public school system, the researcher was mindful of this bias and sought to mitigate this 

limitation by paying careful attention to the interview structure and by communicating the 

potential biases included in the researchers’ positionality statement.  While bias may have 

occurred, careful observation, skilled questioning, and detailed data collection methods helped to 

offset this bias throughout the research process (Merriam, 2009).   

 Despite the limitations mentioned above, the study added to the body of knowledge 

within the context of school turnaround efforts.  The study seeks to identify the perceived factors 

that resulted in the initiation of a successful school turnaround in three low-performing schools.    

Summary 

This chapter reviewed the methods that were used by the researcher to examine 

participants’ experiences during three schools’ transformation efforts.  Through the use of 

strategic sampling, the researcher conducted interviews with nine participants who met the 

inclusion criteria.  Following the semi-structured interview protocol, the researcher collected  
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field notes and audio recordings of the participants’ experiences.  The researcher then utilized 

etic and emic coding to uncover themes which led to the schools’ successful turnaround.   Data 

management procedures were thoroughly outlined.  In addition, issues related to the 

trustworthiness of the qualitative research design were discussed and intended solutions were 

outlined.   

 

  



 

   

Chapter IV 

Findings 

The purpose of this study was to examine the specific factors that enabled three low-

performing elementary schools - Claireville, Williams, and Ryan Elementary to record the top 

three most dramatic academic gains within a large, urban school district.  The findings of this 

study are based upon interviews conducted with nine instructional leaders.  Each participant 

discussed the experiences they believed contributed to the significant increases in student 

achievement.  Specifically, each leader spoke to how the work of school turnaround connected 

with: (a) developing a central purpose of the schools’ work; (b) the use of data to inform 

decisions throughout the program; and, (c) the cultivation of a collaborative culture.  This 

research contributes to the field of school turnaround leadership as well as principal preparation 

programs.  As a researcher, I was particularly interested in the specific actions and skillsets 

leaders considered critical to the initiation of dramatic improvements in student achievement.  

The research questions guiding this study were:  

1) How do urban school leaders use the establishment of clear purpose (ECP) to initiate 

school turnaround? 

2) How do urban school leaders use data-informed decision making (DIDM) to initiate 

school turnaround? 

3) How do urban school leaders use culture of collaboration (COC) to initiate school 

turnaround? 

The chapter will begin with a review of the data collection and analysis methods.   The 

findings are presented in three distinct sections, each section dedicated solely to the story of a 

specific turnaround leader.  I begin each section with a description of the school context prior to 

the turnaround.  Next I provide in-depth findings as they relate to each leader’s work developing  
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a central purpose of the schools’ work, using of data to inform decisions throughout the program, 

and cultivating a collaborative culture.  Furthermore, the findings will be presented in a 

comparative manner as I examine the similarities and differences between each of the turnaround 

schools, and more importantly the work of the principals of the turnaround schools themselves.  

Findings shared both at the case and cross-case level will help in overall communication of the 

strategies employed to achieve these school improvements.   

Data Collection and Analysis 

Qualitative research builds on an interpretivist epistemology (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).  

Merriam (2002) further develops this idea by describing qualitative research as based on the idea 

that, “meaning is socially constructed by individuals in interaction with their world” (p.  3).   

Qualitative research is a form of inquiry wherein the researcher attempts to understand a social 

phenomenon through the close observation of its many intricate components (Merriam, 1998).  

Creswell (2013) acknowledges the living nature of data analysis; meaning data is reviewed 

through a constant, iterative process.  In the case of this study, the social phenomena being 

investigated are the practices associated with successful turnaround school leaders.   More 

specifically, this case study explored the practices leaders of turnaround schools employ to 

initiate dramatic school improvement.   

  This case study included the review of relevant historical documentation as well as the 

participants’ inclusion in semi-structured interviews.  The collection of data began prior to the 

interviews by researching the school’s history online and reviewing publicly accessible data 

sources such as the schools’ academic performance reports.  This iterative process continued 

through each stage of data analysis.  Interviews were conducted at a location of the participant’s  
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choosing.  The interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim.  Additionally, field 

notes were taken during the interviews, noting the mannerisms and overall demeanor of each of 

the participants.  Member checks were employed with each of the participants to ensure the 

educators’ experience was captured as the participant intended for it to be, and to confirm or 

extend any conclusions drawn.   

During the initial phase of coding, the researcher employed selective coding (Merriam, 

2009), or through the use of established categories identified through review of relevant 

literature.  These codes were generated using low-inference codes derived from the literature.  

These previously established categories based on theory are referred to as a priori coding 

(Weber, 1990) and utilize a deductive, or etic approach (Merriam, 2009).   Coding units were 

identified syntactically (Stemler, 2001) and were as follows: “establishment of clear purpose” 

(ECP), “data-informed decision making” (DIDM) and “building a culture of collaboration” 

(COC).   The results of phase 1 analysis will present the findings from the perspective of the 

researcher in relationship with the literature (Merriam, 2009).   

The researcher reviewed the transcripts again using open coding wherein the researcher 

tagged any unit of data that were relevant to the research questions (Merriam, 2009).  Using open 

or emic coding, the researcher sought to uncover themes that were not initially been included in 

the literature review or in the interview questions.  Through this review of the data, the research 

sought to understand the experience from the point of the insider (Merriam, 2009).  Interview 

transcripts were analyzed using NVivo qualitative analysis software to identify emerging themes.  

Both an ETIC, top- down, view of the data as well as an EMIC, or more participant viewpoint of 

the findings will be discussed in the sections below.   
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An ETIC Approach: Within Case Findings  

This section will outline the results of the ETIC review, or selective coding (Merriam, 

2009), which was employed based on pre-established categories identified through review of 

relevant research.  The sections below will discuss the context of the schools independently, 

followed by a discussion of the a priori coding (Weber, 1990) identified through analysis of the 

data.  A brief discussion of each school leaders’ use of “establishment of clear purpose” (ECP), 

“data-informed decision making” (DIDM) and “building a culture of collaboration” (COC) will 

be shared.   

 Case 1: Turnaround Leadership At Claireville Elementary School 

Turnaround School Leader And School Context  

Principal Ruiz, who at the time of the study was in her eighth year as a turnaround 

principal, currently leads Claireville Elementary School (CES).  Before leading CES, Principal 

Ruiz had successfully improved the academic performance of Smith Elementary, a traditionally 

low-performing school in CISD.  During her tenure at Smith, the campus consistently earned the 

highest academic ranking from the state of Texas and was chosen as a demonstration site to other 

schools serving similar populations.  This gave Principal Ruiz and her staff the opportunity to 

support other leaders within CISD by showcasing educational practices.  Prior to Smith, Ms.  

Ruiz served as an assistant principal at both Demson Elementary School and Jones High School.  

Throughout her career, she worked in schools serving high percentages of students from 

concentrated poverty and persistently low-achieving (PLA) schools.  According to her team at 

CES, Mrs.  Ruiz is considered a dynamic and innovative educator with a commitment to student 

growth and academic success.   
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CES is located in the center of Central Independent School District near a major 

interstate.  The one story building has retained much of its original 1950’s design and serves just 

fewer than 500 students in pre-kindergarten through fifth grade.  Based on 2016 demographic 

data, Claireville Elementary School’s student composition is 91% Hispanic, 8% African 

American, and 1% Caucasian.  Of the total school population, 96% are classified as 

economically disadvantaged.  The school mobility rate of students, or the percentage of students 

who did not complete the entire school year at the same school, is 16.5%, which is the state 

average, but is 4% under the district average (TEA TAPR Claireville, 2016).  Of the schools 

population, 45% of the students are considered English Language Learners (ELL).  A total of 

10% of the school’s population is enrolled in Special Education, which is 3% over the state and 

district average (TEA TAPR Claireville, 2016).  The Gifted and Talented (GT) population is 

identified at 6.4%, which is 10% below the district average (TEA TAPR Claireville, 2016).    

Claireville is a Title I school-wide campus, meaning the school receives funding for 

serving a majority of students which qualify as economically disadvantaged.  When compared 

with other schools serving similar percentage of students identified as economically 

disadvantaged, English Language Learner (ELL) and with a similar mobility percentage, 

Claireville ranks in the bottom quarter in grade 5 English language arts/reading performance, 

grade 3, overall student progress for mathematics performance, and grade 5 science performance.  

 Claireville’s strengths lay in the area of grade 4 writing and grade 4 math in which its 

students performed in the top quartile in the state when compared to similar campuses.  With 

only two other schools within CISD who serve a similarly diverse population of students, 

Claireville is not only outperforming both schools, but experienced the most dramatic school  
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turnaround during the 2015-16 school year.  The dramatic gains in student achievement total 54 

points of improvement throughout the state’s four-index state accountability system.     

School Site Context Prior To Turnaround  

As with most turnaround principals, Ms.  Ruiz took over a school that had experienced 

leadership turmoil before her arrival.  Specifically, Claireville teachers had been alleged to 

participate in cheating with regard to the state testing.  Ms.  Ruiz reflects stating,   

I was asked by the superintendent in CISD if I would take over a school who had gone 

through some turmoil… he explained that Claireville was embroiled in a state of affairs 

when TEA noted that there was cheating at the school at the time with the STAAR 

test…16 of the 20 teachers were replaced by district employees for the entire school year.  

Needless to say, scores plummeted and literally when I looked at the reports, Claireville 

was at the bottom of every list. 

As the above quotation alludes to, the campus quickly experienced a swift decline in student 

performance.  Due to allegations of tampering with school achievement data during the 2013-

2014 school year, all intermediate teachers and campus administrative staff were replaced.  At 

the end of the 2014 school year, the school’s proficiency levels fell from 95% to 57% in 3rd 

grade reading, 98% to 55% in 3rd grade math, 67% to 58% in 4th grade reading, 75% to 49% in 

4th grade math, 81% to 49% in 4th grade writing, 100% to 61% in 5th grade reading, 100% to 46% 

in 5th grade mathematics, and 80% to 20% in 5th grade science.  Overall, the school declined 

from 87% pass rates to 49% pass rates across all grades and subjects.   Principal Ruiz was 

recruited by CISD superintendent and began her turnaround work at Claireville during the  
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summer of 2014.  By the end of the 2016 school year, the school’s satisfactory level for all 

students across all subjects had improved to 68% (Figure 3). 

 

 

Figure 3.  CES State Achievement Data before Turnaround (TEA 2015 Historical Data) 

 When asked to describe the climate prior to Ms.  Ruiz’s arrival, Ms.  Clemente, the 

existing instructional leader at CES, provides a clear description of how the negative culture of 

the school prior to her tenure was viewed by existing members of the CES teachers noting, 

stating, “there were no systems…There were none, and those that were here, were not working.  

There was just no clear organization to anything”.  Due to the ongoing investigations, students 

were not supported academically or behaviorally.  There were few procedures in place, resulting 

in a chaotic environment for teachers and staff.  The negative adult interactions occurring inside 

and outside of the campus impacted the students and their beliefs about themselves.   
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Pending an ongoing investigation into testing irregularities, numerous teachers were 

removed by CISD and replaced by district employees, many of which had not been responsible 

for the tasks of leading a classroom in some time.  What was supposed to begin as a three-week 

period without classroom teachers ultimately resulted in the replacement teachers staying for the 

entirety of the academic school year.  This arrangement, compounded with the stress of an 

ongoing investigation, placed a tremendous amount of pressure on the existing staff and students 

who were uncertain about their fates.  The time period as a whole was described as one where 

everyone was doing what they thought was best, but not in a streamlined fashion.  The interim 

principal who took over following the previous principals’ removal was described as hard 

working and diligent, but lacked the experience to successfully address the unique challenges 

which this position would later require.   

This new principal was charged with the task of learning the beginning principal skillsets 

of balancing a campus budget, listening to parents’ concerns, and building an effective 

instructional program.  Her task was compounded as she faced a tumultuous community who had 

become angry about the removal of teachers.  It turned out the work of mending a fragmented 

community both inside and outside of the school, paired with rebuilding an instructional and 

cultural program from the ground up was a lot to place on the shoulders of a new principal: 

The district decided that, all of these things being in-place, they needed someone with 

more experience to come and help this campus out.  That's when they reached out to Ms.  

Ruiz.  She obviously had been at Smith and had taken that school back from the ratings of 

unacceptable to exemplary.  So, they needed someone and they had to, you know, woo her.  

She wasn’t just going to leave somewhere where she was doing great and come clear  
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across town.  But, they trusted that she was the person that could take the school out of 

that.  She was the best thing that happened to Claireville. 

Once CISD was able to secure Ms.  Ruiz, the new principal was removed.  Since her time at 

Claireville, she has now gained more experience as a principal and is still serving CISD as an 

effective principal at another campus.  There was much work to be done as Principal Ruiz 

entered the school.  The schools’ instructional coordinator best described the need for a more 

experienced principal to come into the school and build systems, explaining: 

There were no systems.  There were none, and systems that were here, were not working.  

There was just no clear organization to anything.  As you can imagine, the morale was on 

the floor.  Teachers were just disenfranchised with the school and with the community, 

with the leadership, with just everything.  And, that trickled down to the students.    

Principal Ruiz shared a similar reaction about the state of her new school, noting:  

I knew early on that one of the things that I needed to do, because to truly do turnaround 

work, I needed to build a capacity with the teachers.  There's not one formula or one thing 

that's going to work.  I needed to make sure I made the right foundation for teachers to 

learn the content, to teach and still try to get out of an IR accountability.  On top of that, 

making sure that the students knew that we were there to help them, because for a whole 

year, nothing was done.  When we took over the school, literally there was no systems or 

procedures in place.  It was utter chaos, just chaos.  Adults doing whatever they thought 

was right at the time.   No systems or procedures when it came to parents, when it came to 

students, when it came to any of that.   
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As narrated above, Principal Ruiz had the experience and knowledge to quickly assess the 

situation, and thus worked throughout the summer to create a promise of a better experience for 

her staff, teachers and most importantly to her students.   

Establishment Of Clear Purpose  

Research question one inquired into the nuances by which urban school leaders use the 

establishment of clear purpose (ECP) to initiate school turnaround.  An extensive amount of 

literature recognizes the impact of establishing a clear purpose, mission, and core values of the 

operation, particularly in a turnaround school setting (Duke 2004; Duke, 2006; Leithwood & 

Sun, 2012; Murphy, 2010).  Findings suggest Ms.  Ruiz was strategic in this step of the school 

improvement process.  Knowing the negative experience the previous team of educators had 

faced in this school’s setting, she accepted the position with the understanding she would be 

given a “clean slate” in terms of campus personnel.  She was able to hire 95% of her team during 

her first year as principal.  The timing of her onboarding meant she would be unable to hire 

experienced teachers within CISD.  Instead, Ms.  Ruiz was only able to hire new teachers who 

had not yet secured a teaching position.  While she built her team of new teachers, Principal Ruiz 

remarked on the critical importance of clearly articulating the vision of where she saw Claireville 

in the coming years expressing: 

I reviewed the data.  I know exactly where we're at.  We're at the bottom.  We're in the 

bottom of everything, but I needed to make sure that the perception was not the bottom.  

What did we have to do? What do the kids have to do? What do the teachers have to do? 

As outlined below, while CES had some of the lowest student achievement in the district, she 

informed teachers they could not label kids with as low achieving.  Ms.  Ruiz frequently  
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communicated that even though they were at the bottom, they would not remain there long.  Her 

first step in elevating perceptions of the teachers and students was to develop a Claireville 

Mission Statement.    

Early on, I established a mission of the school and a vision of the school, and a creed, 

which I made.  This is the Claireville creed, because kids and the teachers and everyone 

had to believe that we were going to be the best now.  In my mind, you have to sell this, 

because they have to really believe that.  I had to come up with a creed early on that I said, 

okay, this is who we are and this what we're going to say over and over and over and over 

again. 

As outlined above, Ms.  Ruiz leader articulated her school’s mission through repetition and 

through showing a personal investment in the wording of the mission statement.  Principal Ruiz 

reflects on the specific self-questioning process, which took place as she crafted Claireville’s 

new mission sharing:  

I had to come up with a mission statement that is really going to say who is it that we're 

going to be? What is it that we're going to aspire to be? I set that expectation that this is 

who are.   More importantly, this is where we're going.    

As shared above, Principal Ruiz entered into a very strategic questioning process when defining 

the central purpose.  Principal Ruiz began the school year by sharing the following purpose and 

mission with her new teachers:  
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Committed to excellence in all that we do, Claireville Elementary educates all PK-5th 

grade scholars for career and college readiness through rigorous lessons and targeted 

instruction  

This mission statement shared above was not only communicated regularly, but was painted on 

the school’s walls and placed in prominent areas of the office and conference rooms.  This 

purpose statement was used to prioritize the tasks required of the team.  Additionally, with the 

work of her newly established team, Principal Ruiz created a vision statement.  This statement 

would communicate who they were as a Claireville team of teachers, staff, and students. 

Claireville Elementary develops confident and critical thinkers who are motivated to grow 

as life-long learners with strong academic skills and inquisitive attitudes.  Claireville 

Elementary provides an academically and behaviorally rigorous environment with a focus 

on literacy instruction for the children of CISD.   We provide an intense focus on literacy 

skills to ensure that each of our scholars is reading on grade level by the end of second 

grade.   Our intensive literacy instruction then allows us to meet the individual needs of 

every Claireville student in the other core content areas.  We believe that to truly prepare 

each child for the rigors of middle school, high school, and college we must provide them 

with an engaging environment that is demanding.  At Claireville Elementary all students 

are held accountable for class work, homework, mastery of learning objectives and 

behavioral expectations on a daily basis.  Aristotle said that “Excellence is never an 

accident.   It is always the result of high intention, sincere effort and intelligent execution; 

it represents the wise choice of many alternatives – choice, not chance determines your 

destiny.”  Scholars at Claireville Elementary are provided with excellence and taught to  
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have excellence in all they do.   This constant pursuit of excellence lives within a culture of 

respect and drives everything in our school community. 

As evidenced in the CES vision written above, Principal Ruiz communicated her high behavioral 

and academic expectations for the students and staff at Claireville.  Additionally, she 

communicates the belief that both the teachers and students are capable of meeting and holding 

the high expectations.  Aside from her effective communication of the vision, Principal Ruiz 

faced the challenge of helping others believe they were capable of more.  Principal Ruiz reflects 

about the challenge of elevating the adults’ belief of their students: 

I need to make sure that the kids believe that, that the teachers believe that, and it becomes 

something innate within them, because we are champion.  Failure is not going to be an 

option for us.  I had to change the mindset because early on.   

As narrated above, Principal Ruiz recognized the importance of first instilling feelings of self-

efficacy.  She understood her young teachers and students must first believe they were capable of 

greatness before they could take the necessary strides towards progress and achievement.  As 

mentioned previously, Principal Ruiz was faced with the challenge of hiring and onboarding her 

staff of first-year teachers.  For her, communicating the vision for the new teachers and their 

receipt of the message was the easy work.  Putting structures in place to bring the purpose of 

work to fruition would prove much more challenging.  Principal Ruiz opted to support the 

purpose of the organization through a heavy reliance on campus-based administrators.   

When you have such a young staff and you really try to do turnaround work, I know that 

teachers need professional development.  I knew that our teachers were young and to start  
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building capacity, I went ahead and I hired two teacher specialists and an assistant 

principal, and myself.  So, there was four of us.  For a small campus, it is a lot, however 

everyone had a role because I needed to build the capacity within those teachers.    

As detailed in this quote, not only did Ms.  Ruiz see a need to develop her teachers’ sense of 

efficacy as a means towards developing buy-in to the central mission and purpose, she also 

recognized building her teachers’ self-efficacy required them to experience mastery through 

campus-based instructional coaching.  Additionally, Principal Ruiz worked to maintain a low 

coaching ratio for her administrative staff members.  Below, Ms.  Ruiz’ district manager and 

experienced turnaround leader, Dr. Henson, reflects on her role as a turnaround leader in 

supporting this turnaround initiation from a district level: 

I fought really hard to get her the supports I felt she needed.  Outside of her sphere of 

influence, I was able to get her two full-time teacher development specialists.  The fact that 

90% to 95% of her teachers that were first-year meant her leadership team needed to 

probably be a little heavier for a school that size.   So, on paper you may say, wow, this 

school is a little top-heavy, but there was a rationale behind it and in her case, it definitely 

paid off.   

Principal Ruiz’ district support staff knew the needs of Claireville and worked as a shield to 

explain, and in many cases defend, these needs when she was not able to herself.  During the 

time of the study, Principal Ruiz was spending far more time than expected on her leadership 

team.  The goal of this investment was to build the capacity of her young teachers to execute the 

newly formed mission and purpose.  From the outside, however, her district manager worked  
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diligently to protect Claireville’ s mission and the process by which both she and Principal Ruiz 

believed it would best be brought to fruition.  The district manager, Dr. Henson, noted:  

Over the last several months, there have been a lot of course changes and a lot of talk about 

budget.   They're going to see a school like Claireville, with 400 kiddos and they're going 

to say, we have a principal and an assistant principal and two teacher specialists; this 

school is entirely too top-heavy.  So, before a school like this is asking for any additional 

funds in terms of target assistance, they need to start cutting.  But you can't apply this just 

general rule to everybody… I know that must frustrate CFOs and accountants, who are 

trying to keep their books nice and clean, but our work is messy and if we're really going to 

customize, or provide the right intents of support for most struggling of schools then we 

have to be able to bend the rules a bit.   

Principal Ruiz’ district support staff knew the needs of Claireville and worked as a buffer to keep 

the district from applying a one-size fits all approach to Claireville’s funding formula within the 

district.  The principal’s district managers allowed her to spend more time and money on 

building her teachers’ capacity and efficacy, thus providing Ms.  Ruiz with the confidence that 

she would be able to pursue the mission and vision created to improve CES.  For brand new 

teachers, the practice of front-loading instructional capacity building as a means to execute on 

the mission of the organization was readily accepted from the beginning.  She regularly 

communicated that realizing the mission would require teachers to deliver high-quality, and 

differentiated instruction each day.  Principal Ruiz reflects on the constant reminders she gave 

her staff that the immense work they were putting into their craft would pay off in years to come: 
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I would tell them, if I can instill in you all those habits of you becoming a highly effective 

teacher, they're going to become second nature.  It's a lot of the work we do now, but when 

you become a third-year and a fourth-year teacher, these are things that are going to 

become innate, and you're going to just do them automatic.  You can do it.   

As the teachers developed their instructional capacity through regular coaching and feedback 

from the Claireville administrative staff, the staff attempted to execute the CES vision and 

mission, which was “to meet the individual needs of every Claireville student in all core content 

areas”.  The district principal manager, Dr. Henson, shared her observation of Principal Ruiz’ 

ability to establish clarity of purpose sharing: 

So, as opposed to another turnaround principle, she actually had the opportunity to create a 

very clear mission and vision with people that were brand-new, not just to the campus, but 

the profession in general.  Not to say that that wasn’t easy, but she quickly owned where 

the school was in terms of again, it's murky past and said, we're a new team and it's all 

about us moving forward. 

Principal Ruiz regularly leaned on her ability to serve as a connector, whether she was 

connecting teachers to one another or herself to the community, her ability to build connection 

lead towards her ability to initiate school turnaround through the establishment of a clear 

purpose.   

Data-Informed Decision Making 

Once the groundwork for school improvement was set including clarifying the norms, 

procedures, and purpose of the schools’ work, Principal Ruiz worked to act as a buffer for her  
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new teachers.  Rather than exposing her teachers’ to the overwhelming amounts of information 

her district leadership member noted that Principal Ruiz made the data more manageable by 

intentionally sharing what she believed to be as most important: 

She [Principal Ruiz] knew that she was working with a very novice teaching staff and she 

had to do her best to, for lack of a better way of putting it, just filtering or making sense of 

it all and as much possible, saying yes, this is what we have available to us but this is what 

we actually need to hone in on. 

The statement above illustrates her instructional leadership capacity to differentiate the 

expectations she placed upon her fragile staff.   

While the content of the data shared with teachers was important so too was the timing 

with which the data was shared.  Principal Ruiz reflects on the importance of the data being 

shared in a timely manner: 

We have so much data, but data’s only good as how fast you can turn it around and how 

quickly and what you're going to use with that.  You really have to be specific of what data 

do I really need? Because you can have a lot of data.  When the teachers are trying to learn 

the content and teach and learn the systems and building procedures, you want to make 

sure you give them just what they need.  You don’t want to overwhelm them. 

The statement above illustrates Principal Ruiz’ instructional prowess to differentiate the pacing 

to which she exposed her young staff.        

Just as teachers were being asked to differentiate the pace and content of the curriculum 

to meet the needs of their learners, Principal Ruiz modeled by responding to the needs of adult  
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learners.  As the school year continued, Principal Ruiz moved from sharing data with her young 

staff members reactively, to discussing anticipated data trends.  As they approached upcoming 

standards, the young teaching teams sought to develop a common language for how to best 

prepare the instruction to match the level of rigor inherent in the standard.  Principal Ruiz 

reflects upon the process of developing this skillset within her novice teachers, sharing:  

We have rigor readiness protocol that we use before every snapshot, because I need the 

teachers to understand, we have to have a common language, first of all.  These are the 

new teachers.  What does rigor ready mean for all of us? It's a little different for everyone.  

We had to have a common language.  This is what rigor ready means at Claireville.  The 

first thing is, I need teachers to really understand, because they're learning this.  What is 

the TEK that I'm teaching? What is the standard that I'm going to teach? And know that.  

Know the standard really well.  Then, I need you to know the different ways that this TEK 

is going to be assessed.  How is this TEK going to be assessed in the different ways? Then, 

you need to understand.  I did get this from the book, but they need to understand, is your 

instruction pitched at the right level of the rigor for the students to show mastery? And 

what does mastery look like? What is it that I'm going to be looking for? What does an 

exemplar response look like? These are the questions that we ask.   

Through her strategic questioning outlined above, Principal Ruiz demonstrates a strong 

understanding of curriculum and instruction through clear questions meant to prepare them 

intellectually for the upcoming instruction.  Once the teachers delivered their lessons, Principal 

Ruiz introduced Claireville Action Plans.  These action plans were completed after each  
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formative assessment to aid in the development of a responsive plan to student outcome data.  

Principal Ruiz shared the details of this plan, expressing: 

Then, after every snapshot, we have an action plan.  What that action plan, we call it the 

Claireville action plan is, what they do is, now I have my results.  Now, I know that this is 

what I taught.  These students didn't get it, and why is it that they didn't get? I knew with 

having young teachers, I had to focus on one particular thing at a time.  I said, we're going 

to get really, really good at this one TEKS, and then we can move on.   

As evidenced through her intentional pacing outlined above, establishing a culture of data-

informed decision making for her novice teachers meant packaging the information into bite-size 

pieces so they may experience success and in turn increase their sense of efficacy.  Selecting one 

data point at a time proved helpful for her team.  Principal Ruiz shared that one of the strongest 

drivers to improving overall student achievement data was focusing of building teachers’ 

capacity in developing clear mastery objectives when planning for first teaches or reteaches. 

The first thing that I focused on with our teachers in response to student data is the learning 

objective of a lesson.  We came up with a Claireville way of doing a learning objective.  

Every objective you see, in every single classroom, from pre-K to fifth grade, to science to 

math, to reading and writing, has the objective in that particular way, and it's color-coded.   

As outlined above, Principal Ruiz cites two specific actions that lead to the development of data-

informed decision making during the turnaround process.  These two actions were a strong focus 

on teaching strategically and in response to student misconceptions and the use of clear mastery 

objectives.  Through a focus on building systems to respond to student data, teachers’ instruction  
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became aligned to the rigor inherent in the standard throughout the grade level (horizontal 

alignment), and across grade-level throughout each of the content teams (vertical alignment).    

Secondly, Principal Ruiz refers to the use of systematic post-assessment reflection and 

action planning meetings as a means for reviewing data strategically.  Once the teachers began to 

take ownership in the systems used to respond to student data, Principal Ruiz created time for 

groups of teachers to spend a full day planning for upcoming units in response to collaborative 

data analysis.  Principal Ruiz cites these days as having a positive impact on her ability to create 

teams equipped to use data to inform their decisions noting, 

My Planning for Success sessions were an entire day of planning with our teacher 

specialists.  I went ahead and I said, okay, I think now we're [leadership team] going to 

move towards you [one teacher] leading reading [planning] and you [another teacher] 

leading math [planning].  We're still building the capacity, but now they're [novice 

teachers] getting to know a little bit more the pedagogy.  We're not letting them go.  This is 

what they needed, to go through the entire planning guide.  They have a whole day of 

planning where we'll look at the entire curriculum guides.  They plan the activities.  They'll 

plan their anchor charts.  They plan everything they needed. 

As mentioned above, while Principal Ruiz’ Planning for Success Days were initially led by the 

administrators and content specialists assigned to the campus, the teachers’ confidence in 

planning soon led to self-directed collaborative planning sessions.  These sessions initially took 

place after school; however, teachers soon requested the building remain open on evenings and 

weekends allowing for additional collaborative planning.   
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Culture of Collaboration  

 Due to the persistent focus on improving student achievement, Principal Ruiz continued 

to allocate resources for effective planning structures intended to increase teachers’ confidence 

and competence in their planning expertise.  Resources allocated included additional money for 

substitutes, extra-duty pay for teachers, and planning tools such as public state exam resources.  

This motivated her new staff to push themselves towards planning outside of normal school 

hours, which she asserts, began to cultivate an authentic sense of collaboration.  Principal Ruiz 

reflects on the gradual cultivation of collaboration sharing: 

They asked to come on Saturdays.  I didn't really have to pay them, because these are 

young teachers.  When they see that you're really trying to help them and assist them to be 

that better, they want to come.  I wouldn't have to pay them.  They were building their own 

capacity.  They see that I'm truly helping and trying to build them up to be the best teachers 

that I could possibly can.   

As the data above indicates, Mrs.  Ruiz intentionally cultivated an infectious excitement for 

growth in novice teachers.  New teachers learned that with effort, comes improvement.  The 

gradual enhancement of their perceived and actual skillsets led to a higher level of confidence.  

Principal Ruiz reflects on their increase in teacher confidence noting,  

Part of the secret is, you have to be able to create opportunities for success for these young 

teachers to be confident.  Once they see that they're confident in their planning, they're 

confident in this, you open just the world them to feel that much better and they're willing 

to anything and everything for you.  When they see where we're starting and you celebrate 

every step of the way.   
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As mentioned above, an emphasis on celebrating improvement over mastery of their own craft 

allowed teachers to showcase a similar excitement in regard to their students’ achievement.  Ms.  

Ruiz reflects on the power of honoring growth as a means for collaboration both for her teachers 

and students sharing,  

If you only celebrate achievement [passing], as on our campus, you’ll never be celebrating.  

No, we haven’t achieved, but if you celebrate progress every step of the way, you really 

honor them and you celebrate them, because it's good.  Guess what? Progress has now led 

us to, we've met standard, and we made double-digit growth in everything.  It's a process.   

Principal Ruiz’ focus on capacity building in her young staff, outlined above, afforded these 

teachers to improve their teaching skillsets rapidly.  This improvement in teachers’ level of 

confidence in their abilities led to an authentic culture of teacher and leader collaboration.   

Case 2: Turnaround Leadership at Williams Elementary School 

Turnaround School Leader and School Context  

Principal Parker who was in his eleventh year as a turnaround principal at the time of the 

study leads Williams Elementary School (WES).  Prior to arriving at WES, Principal Parker 

spent the previous nine years successfully improving three persistently low-performing CISD 

elementary schools.  Described by his team at WES, Principal Parker is a systematic and data-

driven educator with a true commitment to individual student growth and academic success.  

Through his intense focus on student performance, Principal Parker has built a solid track record 

of turning around low-performing schools through the use of strategic planning, the building of a 

focused and coherent curriculum, program development, and effective communication.   
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WES is located in the center of Central Independent School District neighboring a major 

interstate.  Williams serves 460 students in pre-kindergarten through fifth grade.  Based on 2016 

demographic data, WES’ racial makeup is 82% Hispanic, 8% African American and 1% 

Caucasian.  Of its total student population, 74% are classified as economically disadvantaged, 

which is on par with the district, but is the lowest by 20% when compared to other schools in this 

study.  The school mobility rate of students, or the percentage of students who did not complete 

the entire school year at WES, is 9.3%, which is 10% lower than the district and state mobility 

averages.  Of the school’s population, 45% of the students are considered English Language 

Learners (ELL).  A total of 5.7% of the school’s population is enrolled in Special Education, 

which is 3% lower than the district average.  The Gifted and Talented (GT) population is 

identified at 14%, which is the highest of the selected school sites, and is equal with the district 

percentage.  Teachers at Williams Elementary possessed varying levels of teaching experience.  

During the year of study, there were no beginning teachers.  40% of the teachers were in their 

first five years of teaching.  65% of the teachers were within their first ten years of teaching.  

Only 35% of the teachers had 11 or more years of teaching experience.   

When compared to other schools serving the same unique population of students, 

Williams Elementary is ranked within the top quartile in the following areas: attendance rates, 

student progress in reading language arts, grade 4 writing, grade 5 reading, and grade 5 science.  

During the year of study, WES received three campus distinctions in academic achievement in 

English language arts/ reading and science, and was in the top quarter for overall student 

progress in the state.   

School Site Context Prior to Turnaround  
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The principal serving Williams prior to Principal Parker was, for a variety of reasons, not 

physically present during her short tenure as principal.  While interviewing the assistant principal 

about her history serving the school, she shared that many instances in which she, while serving 

as the school’s magnet coordinator, was left to serve as the instructional leader.  The assistant 

principal of Williams Elementary reflects on the previous principals’ absences noting:    

By March she was kind of gone from the school.  I was here by myself.  Sometimes she 

was at Starbucks, sometimes she was running late, sometimes she was not here.  Not here.  

Let’s put it that way. 

As outlined above, without consistent leadership she, along with the rest of the staff, was left to 

lead a school where student achievement was steadily declining, the assistant principal reflected 

on the period of Principal Parker’s onboarding as a time in which the adults were in survival 

mode.  Aside from the expectations she sought to set as the magnet coordinator, teachers were 

mostly left to implement the instructional program as they saw necessary.  She reflected upon the 

experience as a time in which she felt she was “holding it [the school] together” by herself.   Out 

of necessity, she began to execute tasks outside the realm of her normal responsibilities to aid in 

improving the schools’ steadily decreasing achievement ratings.  She quickly took on the role of 

instructional leader for her teachers sharing, 

I was pulling groups, I was helping them [teachers], I was using data, we needed an 

intervention schedule, I was pulling teacher assistants… everybody had [intervention] 

groups.  Everybody had an hour of intervention [in the instructional schedule].  So, that 

helped.  We didn’t come out like super-high, but we made it. 
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This approach described above, while described as patchwork in nature, worked to keep 

Williams from slipping into an Improvement Required (IR) rating.  CISD pulled Mr.  Parker 

from another turnaround campus to begin the work of improving Williams Elementary in the fall 

of 2014.  Principal Parker began his tenure as principal one year before the year of this study.  

He resumed as principal in June, and would begin the school year with 13 teacher vacancies.  

CISD’s initiative to begin the school year fully staffed meant he was asked to fill the 13 

vacancies with new teachers who had not yet secured a position elsewhere.  This group of novice 

teachers tended to be less proficient than their already-hired novice peers.  Principal Parker 

reflects on the quality of the teachers when he arrived and the lack of action to address the 

existing gaps in teacher quality expressing,  

The first year I was at Williams Elementary, I started middle of June, and I walked in the 

door with 13 vacancies at a small school.  I was hiring in June and July, so a lot of those 

people I got that first year still were not—it wasn’t good enough.  I had some holdovers 

[existing staff members] who lacked the wherewithal to do it.  They just couldn’t do it.  

People who were nice people but either lacked urgency or lacked skill, and I think one 

thing that I see in effective teachers is intellectual curiosity.  There wasn’t people that had 

any intellectual curiosity, just people that just, “I don’t know why I’m doing this, it’s 

something you told us to do.  Not bad people, but you know, they just couldn’t do it or 

weren’t going to do it.  But no action had been taken before my arrival, to do anything. 

As outlined above, in response to entering a campus which was home to many ill-equipped and 

in some cases incapable educators, Principal Parker’s first year at Williams Elementary was  
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spent assessing the potential capacity in his team and through the encouragement of his direct 

supervisors building a course of action for the following school year.   

The second school year of his tenure at Williams Elementary is the year Principal Parker 

was able to achieve one of the district’s largest increases in overall achievement.  Mr. Parker 

reflects upon his instructions to quit worrying about the current year, and to develop a plan of 

action for the following year sharing,  

The first year was a disaster and at one point, my boss at the time, in about January, said, 

“You really need to stop worrying.  You’re not going to get anything out of these people.  

You just need to plan for next year.” And I was like (loud sigh), I know.  And also, that 

was the first time I had to go in and fire everybody.  It was a lot of people. 

As shown above, the leader was encouraged to transition from focusing on the current reality of 

his school to what could happen the second year of his tenure.  Principal Parker’s decision to 

plan for the following school year paid off.  While this decision was made hesitantly, Principal 

Parker felt this was the proper course of action.  It was at that point he and his administrative 

team began to plan for what would be one of the most significantly impactful years of his and his 

teams’ time at Williams Elementary. 

Establishment of Clear Purpose 

Principal Parker’s no-nonsense attitude played a significant role in the means by which 

the purpose was clarified to his team.  Rather than developing a set of values or mission 

statement, he allowed the academic needs of the school to drive the “why”, and allowed the 

individual motivations of his team members to drive the “how” of the organization.  Through a  
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persistent focus on student achievement and his systematic leadership style, Principal Parker 

established a clear purpose grounded in numerical variance in standardized assessment 

performances beginning with the teacher in-service at the start of the school year.  Following, is 

an example of the sentiments echoed by interviewers, including Dr. Jones, an experience school 

turnaround principal manager, who were asked about the principal’s individual style: 

Principal Parker, he’s very much about performance.   He’s a, he is what I would define as 

a turnaround principal and so when he inherited the campus, they were definitely a campus 

that was in trouble.    

This reflection on his leadership style shared above was reiterated when a second colleague of 

his responded, “He is more to business.  Mr.  Parker is more about the business … more like, this 

is how we’re doing here, and we’re doing it”.  Principal Parker himself shared his thoughts about 

his style of leadership, how it compared to his predecessors, and how it was intertwined with the 

methods utilized to establish a clear purpose and begin the process of change expressing: 

The issue of purpose had been well drilled into the people that were there so I didn’t have 

to do as much work around there.  Everybody knew the school was in bad shape, so in 

terms of getting people on board, the previous principal shamed and berated, and screamed 

at people.  Then I came in after that.  And for all my faults, and there are many, I don’t 

shame and berate and scream at people.  I may not be the warmest, friendliest, most-

fuzziest guy, but I don’t do that [shame and berate others].    

Outlined above, his direct methods, while not motivational in the traditional sense, were well 

received in the process of establishing trust with his newly formed team.  The trust building  
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experience of his tenure as principal was critical given the unsteady history of school leadership.  

It was through the transparent messaging and open dialogue that Principal Parker began to 

establish trust with the teachers in preparation for the work to come during the school year.  

Principal Parker reflects on his candidness with the teachers noting: 

There was already the realization that, “Hey, this sucks.” And they knew it from their lived 

experience that they had and then just seeing kind of how the school was, and the kids 

were kind of wild.  They knew it was bad, and [even as I was new to Williams] they trusted 

me to some extent because they knew I had a track record. 

This no-nonsense and frank approach chronicled above, was used to establish trust and quickly 

led to the development of the school’s mission.  Their mission was borne from the school’s 

greatest academic need and communicated regularly from Mr.  Parker.  He reflected about the 

methods he used to communicate their central purpose sharing,   

I beat them over the head with “Who are we worried about? Who are we worried about? 

What are we doing? What does this mean for them?...  At Williams Elementary, it [the 

schools main focus] was achievement of English Language Learner (ELL) students and the 

achievement of our economically disadvantaged students.  So, making sure that was on 

everybody’s lips and was just obnoxious about, “Okay, what are our three things?” “Okay, 

what are our three things?” At every meeting, “Okay, what are our three things?” so that 

people were like (speaking slowly), “ELL students…” but, they could always say it. 

As the aforementioned data indicates, Principal Parker established the purpose of the school’s 

work during the year of study in terms of their academic focus.  He relentlessly pursued this  
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purpose by listening to his staff and tailoring messaging to each staff member as to the personal 

purpose for her or his work.  He gathered this information at the beginning of the school year 

through the back-to-school teacher in-service.  Principal Parker reflects upon this experience of 

gathering individual teacher purposes sharing, 

A lot of it was done at the beginning of the year, in those two weeks of instruction.  We did 

activities with the teachers on values, what are the things that you value, and how are you 

going to communicate those values are going to help you be more focused and work harder 

for us with students.  Everybody does it as a group.  We believe this, as a group.  “These 

are our values, what are we valuing, what do we believe in,” I think it’s useful and 

purposeful. 

As indicated above, Principal Parker was relentless on communicating how of the work of 

improving the school’s performance would take place through careful attention to each 

stakeholder’s why.   He took the time to learn about teachers as individuals, and learn what was 

important to them as educators.  The purpose of the organization remained the same for all 

teachers, yet the communication was sensitive to each team member’s individual drive.  More 

than student achievement, Principal Parker’s consistent emphasis on each team members’ 

contribution to the organization led to an emotional investment on the part of the adults both in 

and outside of the school.  Principal Parker’s district manager reflects upon Parker’s impact on 

the school community and how he was able to develop trust and a willingness from the parents 

and community to aid in the school’s purpose: 

He reinvigorated a hope of the community in the school because of the capacity he has to 

work with all of the stakeholders in the school.   Again, having been from that area or  
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grown up in that area, he was very familiar with just culturally, the things that mattered and 

so that made him relatable for the parents. 

As indicated above, through understanding the needs of the outside community, students, and 

staff, Principal Parker was able to identify the necessary focus areas of the schools’ work.  

Through his direct, no-nonsense communication style, Parker clearly articulated the purpose for 

the work, and while staying true to his leadership style, won the trust of many.  Finally, through 

his careful listening and learning to school stakeholders, Principal Parker successfully learned 

about how he may best tap into his stakeholder’s passions and interests in a way that created a 

sense of urgency in improving the educational experience for the students of Williams 

Elementary.   

Data- Informed Decision Making 

 Principal Parker’s strengths included his initial ability to understand data-informed 

decision making at a highly systematic level.  Through this deep understanding, he was able to 

quickly create systems and empower his teaching staff to utilize these systems to address 

students’ needs appropriately.  Moreover, Mr.  Parker was able to pair his analytical strengths 

with human contextualization of these data systems to ensure meaningfulness to his stakeholders.  

These strengths were uncovered through each interview as participants remarked on how 

effortlessly Principal Parker gained an understanding of the current reality, and thus was able to 

react in a systematic method that resulted in gains in achievement data and was sensitive to the 

schools community.  William’s turnaround was attributed to this systems thinking mentality, 

beginning with his ability to understand the current needs of the community: 
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He reinvigorated a hope of the community in the school because of the capacity he has to 

work with all of the stakeholders in the school.   Again, having been from that area or 

grown up in that area, he was very familiar with just culturally, the things that mattered and 

so that made him relatable for the parents. 

In using data to inform his decisions, he first sought to gain an understanding of the schools’ 

current reality, as was shared above.  Through this expertise at identifying student gaps, Principal 

Parker identified the purpose of the school’s work.  As the purpose was set, he then worked to 

build his staff’s capacity to understand students’ data.  Reflecting on his work examining his 

teachers’ current skillsets while simultaneously building the capacity in his team, Principal 

Parker offered the following:  

When we gave them the data at the beginning of the year, we said, “Okay, what do you 

see? What should we do with this data?” And some teachers were able to get into that 

conclusion, but the ones that didn’t know, we [had to] guide them to the conclusion that we 

wanted them to see. 

As the data above indicates, he recognized in order to create the necessary change; he must 

enable all of his teachers to accurately understand their students’ achievement data and coach 

them to make decisions in response to the data.  He was sensitive to the needs of his mixed 

experienced teachers, and sought to build ownership in this process.  In his words: 

Teachers identify the problems, teachers report out, so instead of me saying, staff 

members, “Hey, this is a problem, this is a problem, this is a problem.” It helps, I think, 

build ownership about what is the problem. 
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As outlined above, building teacher ownership was a priority as Principal Parker’s team of 

teachers had various years of experience but had similarly limited data analysis skills.  He made 

the conscious decision to intentionally cultivate buy-in through the equipping process.  By 

building teacher capacity, he believed he could then communicate the data in as many forms as it 

took to reiterate the need for change in a specific area.  He reflected on his preparation for the 

beginning of the school year meetings saying, “I was just setting it up for teachers so they could 

draw the conclusion, like, wow, by any measure, this is not good”.  Principal Parker had now 

ignited the purpose of their work together through data.  His next step was to provide a space for 

teachers to develop a strategic plan on how best to respond to the data.  He structured this 

learning through developing planning norms: 

In professional learning community (PLC) type situations, my expectation—some people 

did it better than others, my expectation was you bring your reports and you’ve already 

looked at them, and so we can identify what’s working, what’s not working, what’s coming 

up.   

As noted above, there was an embedded expectation that all teachers and leaders in attendance at 

a data-review session were knowledgeable prior to engaging in the meeting.  His expectation was 

that meetings were a critical time to discuss the instructional implications that arose based on the 

previous analysis of data.  For Williams Elementary, evidence of previous analysis was in the 

form of a very simple data-reflection form.  The instructional coordinator from Williams 

describes this process sharing:  
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We had a little form to look at standards [which students performed] over 70%, the ones 

that were lower [than 70%] and the ones that were below 30%.  We used happy faces, sad 

faces, and some color [coding].  And we try to see [understand]. 

As the data above indicates, these planning meetings became a fruitful time for teaching 

reflection.  The meetings became less about compliance measures as they were before and more 

of a space for teachers to discuss student data.  Soon after these reflection meetings began, 

concerns about the need for better planning practices followed, with particular attention to the 

progress monitoring systems at Williams.  Through discussion, teachers uncovered a need to 

comprehensively prepare their instruction to meet the rigor inherent in the teaching standard.  

They began to ask to see the exam items to understand how certain skills would be examined.  

Principal Parker agreed, and he was able to convince the district to release the exam to teachers 

prior to beginning the unit of learning.  For the first time, teachers were empowered to plan 

against how their students would be assessed.  The instructor reflected on applying a higher 

degree of scrutiny to their exams while taking ownership of their instructional delivery: 

We used same tests from the district.  The change that we did last year is that we let the 

teachers see them.  We changed some of the questions of those tests, like “This is not really 

aligned, this question is not asked correctly.I think that helped, letting them see the test. 

As the data above indicates, through a capacity building methodology, Principal Parker slowly 

distributed the responsibility of data-informed decision making to his teaching staff.  Through 

high expectations and a strong data skillset, Principal Parker’s allowance of teachers to review 

the exams prior to the learning unit ensured aligned teaching activities, and began to cultivate  
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more intentional instructional planning.  The teachers’ instructional capacity increased as they 

took higher levels of ownership over their students’ academic achievement data.   

 Near the end of the school year, Principal Parker led one last series of data-informed 

decisions that contributed to the increase in overall achievement.  Through a strongly aligned 

interim assessment program, Principal Parker was able to monitor the performance of each group 

of historically underperforming students.  Specific to English Language Learners (ELL), he 

gathered their exam performances and, with his team of teachers and leaders, made data-

informed decisions about which language of assessment each student should be administered:   

And then another thing that really helped us, we were very data-driven but also strategic 

about language of assessment, because.  I’d much rather have you pass in whatever 

language you’re going to pass in, and feel good about it, and feel that sense of self-

efficacy, than fail because we’re supposed to do it in something that’s programmatic.   

As the data above denotes, with a strong understanding of the state assessment policies, Principal 

Parker made decisions he believed were best for his students even if these decisions were in 

conflict with the district program’s recommendations.  He knew the needs of his many students 

and expected his teachers and staff to as well.  He relentlessly ensured students’ needs were 

attended to, even if that meant his leadership team needed to replace an ineffective teacher.  

Principal Parker shares his data-informed decision making process to removing a teacher and 

placing himself and his administrative team in the classroom thus:   

I taught fifth grade math from January until the first round, one section, and my assistant 

principal taught another section and I had a teacher specialist taught another section, and  
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we ended up having 92% passing.  We were doing our own, like, literally PLCs walking 

down the hall, like, “How did that go today?” “That problem didn’t work.  Let’s do some 

more division with problem solving.” 

As the actions mentioned above illustrate, Principal Parkers’ deep knowledge of student needs 

was not without immediate action.  Once he or his teachers observed a need, care and attention 

were given to students to ensure their academic gaps were addressed.  For some students, this 

meant reaching upwards of 90% mastery, while for others, it meant merely passing.  For all 

students it meant making academic progress, regardless of whether they would reach high levels 

of mastery or not.  He took groups of students with similar needs and assigned someone on the 

teachers or staff to help address the need.   

 The final step to ensuring a positive trajectory was to pay closer attention to the 

instructional planning which would occur prior to the analysis of data.  In this turnaround 

example, the teachers’ understanding of how to respond first to negative data was quickly 

reformed to empowering teachers to plan more strategically towards future instruction.  More 

specifically, the knowledge of past student data was used to plan first teach lessons which would 

hopefully close the gaps of knowledge before they arose in somewhat reactionary data reflection 

form.  Principal Parker discusses this process more in depth below:  

I would say, prior to that year, most of our PLCs revolved around data, and I, as the leader, 

had to make myself and make them say, “Okay, we’re going to step back a little bit and 

spend more time on planning.” And I would say another thing I did, and this is where my 

coach really pushed me and helped me as a leader, also, I was very lucky that second year 

to have really good instructional specialists, and we were all like this [on the same page],  
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and really maximizing them, and they got me and we had a mind meld immediately, which 

that was great.  They were able to push, push, push when I wasn’t there, individually and in 

groups, around data. 

As Principal Parker outlines above, the data-informed decision making was a process that began 

in a reactive fashion, yet ended as a proactive activity.  The last section will discuss how 

Principal Parker was able to shift from responding reactively to academic achievement data to 

developing a culture of collaboration by providing teachers with the time and resources to 

needed to plan stronger lessons and develop better lesson execution strategies.   

Culture of Collaboration  

Principal Parker’s ability to cultivate a culture of collaboration began not with 

enthusiastic performances of camaraderie, but through his willingness to be transparent in his 

communication, to showcase his own professional strengths, to serve as an instructional leader, 

and to allocate time and resources so his teachers felt supported.  First, Principal Parker’s 

authentic approach towards culture was a defining factor in building his campuses culture.   As 

noted previously, his notion of “culture” was not initially one of his perceived strengths, 

I don’t think culture is a strength of mine.  Obviously, I’ve had a lot of success, so I 

followed a principal who was big on culture but nothing about the culture, in my opinion, 

was related to academic achievement.  It is about relationships to the people and having a 

happy warm feeling, which is a good thing, but sometimes there’s not a carry over into 

teaching.  I’m not warm and fuzzy, I’ve never been the warm and fuzzy person, I try to 

feed people well, and pay people for every single thing, and that’s about the most I can do.   
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And I’ll not shame you and berate you in public.  That sounds horrible, doesn’t it? But I’m 

not. 

As Principal Parker shares, his frankness and candor built a welcome environment for planning 

and collaboration to take place.  His sincerity communicated trust to his broader learning 

community.  This was paired with a proclivity to model exactly what he would like to take place.  

This willingness to vulnerably display what he requested of teachers translated into trust from the 

staff of their principal.  One key stakeholder reflects upon this strength of modeling noting: 

He’s down to business, he doesn’t go around the bush, he’s going to tell you what he’s 

expecting from you, and you’re going to do it.  He’s not just expecting it, he will be the 

first one that gets in front of the class and does it.  He’s the type person that he will model 

“Read Alouds” for the teachers.  “You don’t know how to do it? I’m going to show you 

how to do it, but when I come I’m expecting you to do it.” Maybe not exactly, but do it that 

way.  So, that coaching piece… like being a coach and an instructional leader…and he will 

be always roaming around the school. 

As the assistant principal’s reflections note, the Mr.  Parkers’ instructional expertise was well 

known.  The modeling of instructional strategies for teachers was paired with the common 

knowledge that Principal Parker taught a class of his own every day.  These act reinforced the 

message shared by teachers of, “we’re all in this together”.   

Once I realized we were doing that [replacing an ineffective teacher for one semester], 

really talking about that with teachers, and teachers seeing that we were doing that, and 

seeing that we were teaching and doing it, I think that helped as far as purpose, and helping  
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them know—and they already did know that they were working on teams and working 

together.    

Principal Parker’s actions above display his willingness to roll up his sleeves and work alongside 

his team, a trait noted by his team members.  His strength as an educator partnered with his 

transparent, authentic outlook helped to build a culture of hard work, perseverance, and respect.  

Additionally, teachers were paid for overtime planning, which added to the teachers’ 

collaboration motivations.  Teachers respected that he, as the principal, was very much in tune 

with what it took for them to be successful.  Principal Parker shares one example of building 

collaboration through tending to the practical needs of his teachers: 

The other part of the collaboration piece is that I provided teachers—not as much in math, 

lots of lots of reading support last year from retired teachers, and making sure that they 

[retired teachers] made time, or me making time to make sure that those retired teachers 

had a good handle on the data.  They were very effective retired teachers but didn’t really 

want to be with all the messy stuff so we would make it as easy for them as possible, and 

they would run with it.   

As the example above illustrates, the need for additional staff members during key parts of the 

school year required his teachers to work collaboratively to ensure the tutors were able to work 

efficiently.  This meant teachers had to often alter their schedule to provide Parker with the 

ability to create campus-wide instructional schedule modifications.  Principal Parker reflects on 

teachers’ willingness to forgo a high level of independence in lieu of collaboration-focused 

initiatives: 
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I think that’s another collaboration piece because we really had to get in and look at our 

schedules and get very detail oriented because we needed to take out certain kids and give 

them certain things with limited human resources.  But that necessitated a high degree of 

collaboration, and I think it drove some people crazy—almost it did.  Because at one point 

we had the schedule completely rearranged, we had built in this time, it was really overly 

complicated and crazy.  It really was. 

Principal Parker recalls that while teachers were challenged to give up moments of autonomy, 

they recognized it was for the betterment of the campus as a whole.  Rather than directing in a 

top-down fashion, Parker’s willingness to address instructional needs alongside the teachers 

resulted in the teachers’ willingness to work together instructionally and with the understanding 

that collaboration between teacher and leaders had to be a “give and take”.  Subsequently, his 

teachers were willing to work collaboratively to make their visions of success a reality.                                                                                                         

Case 3: Turnaround Leadership at Ryan Elementary School 

Turnaround School Leader and School Context  

Ryan Elementary School was built in 1962.   Ryan has a Science and Math magnet 

program in grades K- 5.  Every magnet student receives additional Math, Science, and 

technology instruction.  A neighborhood Gifted and Talented (GT) Program is offered to first 

through fifth grade students qualifying for the program.  Resource, Life Skills, Co-teach, 

Preschool Program for Children with Disabilities (PPCD), and Behavior Services Class (BSC), 

services are available for Special Education students.  Bilingual classes are provided for each 

grade level from Pre-K through fifth grade.  Grades 3-5 (including Bilingual) are 

departmentalized.  Beginning in 1995-96, Ryan became a school-wide Title I school, meaning  
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the campus has a majority of students who are identified as economically disadvantaged.  Title I 

funds and staff supplement classroom instruction and provide financial resources for tutorials. 

Based on 2016 demographic data, Ryan Elementary School’s student enrollment totals 

644.  Of the 644 students, 85% of the students are Hispanic, 12% African American, 1% White, 

and <1% considered American Indian, Asian, or two or more races.  94% of the students enrolled 

in Ryan Elementary are considered economically disadvantaged.  Almost half of the students 

enrolled at Ryan Elementary qualify as ELL.  The daily attendance rate is 94.8%, which is well 

below the district’s expectation of 98%.  Teachers at Ryan possess varying levels of teaching 

experience.  On average, the years of teaching experience totals 10 years.  Over half of the 

teachers have less than 5 years of teaching experience.  Only 40% of the teachers have 11 or 

more years of teaching experience.   

According to Texas Education Agency (TEA) performance reports, Ryan has teetered 

between Met Standard and Improvement required since 2012.  Specifically, the school fell into 

Improvement Required (IR) in 2013, and then returned to Met Standard (MS) in 2014.  The 

school returned to IR in 2015 and has now improved to MS again in 2016.   The school’s 

strengths are performance in third grade reading, English, Spanish and fifth grade math.  The 

school’s areas for improvement are in the subjects of fourth grade writing and fifth grade 

reading.  The school’s principal, Ms.  Soto, is the product of the feeder pattern schools in the 

neighborhood including Scarborough high school.  She taught third grade bilingual students at 

Ryan for 12 years at the beginning of her career in education, and then returned in 2013 to 

become the school’s principal.   

School Site Context Prior to Turnaround  
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Principal Soto, having taught at Ryan previously, arrived back to the school where she 

once called home in the summer of 2013.  She describes her experience coming citing: 

I came onto this campus that looked nothing like the campus was.  Nothing about it was 

the same.  Except the building, from when I left six years previous.  Coming back, it was a 

bit of a shock.  There were still some staff members here that were teachers with me when 

I was here.  But there was a lot of people that – I don’t know, it was interesting.  Staffing 

was a problem, the teacher quality was a problem. 

As Principal Soto remarks above, teacher quality was the most pressing issue and the size of the 

campus a secondary challenge.  During her absence, the schools past principals had sought to 

increase the size of the school without regard for the quality of the staff employed or the space 

constraints caused by the addition of students.  Principal Soto described the increase in the size 

of the campus saying: 

At that time, the school was much bigger, for the wrong reason.  At one point, the 

enrollment was at 850! We don’t have that capacity.  My staff now, we've shrunk down to 

what's more of our normal size.  We’ve right-sized ourselves.  But it took some time to do 

that.   Coming in, there was some staffing issues.  Major budgeting issues.  Teachers were 

still teaching using outdated materials. 

As the previous vignette illustrates, Principal Soto faced immediate challenges of displeased 

parents, ill-equipped teachers, and steadily decreasing academic skillsets of the students.  She 

knew it would be a tremendous challenge for her to restore the school to its previous levels of 

success. 
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Establishment of Clear Purpose 

Principal Soto’s first step in clearly articulating the school’s vision and purpose for the 

work that school year was to explicitly describe the current reality.  She quickly became aware of 

the fact many of her teachers were uninformed of the concerning academic state of the school 

stating, 

Teachers had a lot of questions, because they didn’t understand what the indices [state 

accountability measures] were.  They thought we were still just under the pass and fail.  

Not their fault, that was just a clear indication to me that the team that had been here, they 

weren’t training – they hadn’t updated their teachers, they hadn’t been told – they’d never 

made the transition and given them the [new] materials to make the transition [to the new 

state exam].  There was just a lot. 

As mentioned above, as Principal Soto learned her team was ill equipped, she immediately 

worked to fill those knowledge gaps for teachers.  In order to establish a clear course of work for 

the school year, Principal Soto first had to communicate the process by which everyone, 

including herself, would be held accountable.  The communication of the school’s 

underperformance was a motivator for many.  As described by the school’s principal manager, 

Dr. Guerro, the urgent need for academic improvement paired with the personal importance of 

the school provided Principal Soto with a high level of motivation in setting the course for the 

school year.  He shares,   

I know that kind of lights a little bit of a fire under leaders to kind of kick things into gear 

and really make some changes.   I think it’s interesting for Principal Soto because she was 

a teacher at Ryan.   I think her mom still lives in the community and so being at Ryan and  
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having it be a low-performing school, I think, took on personally, a little bit.   It was more 

of a personal challenge as well as a professional one.    

As the statements above indicate, Principal Soto worked with a sense of urgency based on a 

personal belief that the school’s current state was unacceptable, and from the pressures placed on 

IR schools by supervisors in the district office.  Due to a pressing need to improve the 

instructional program, Principal Soto chose to act quickly, using a barometer of what is best for 

students as a guide to her swift decision making process:        

We had to rock the boat right away, because it was kind of like a crisis, more so than I 

thought when I first got here.  We just kept uncovering layer after layer after layer.  The 

only thing that teachers cannot ever argue with is what I’m doing right now and the 

decision I’m making right now is what's best for kids.   

As mentioned above, the teachers’ resistance to change was met with the consistent messaging 

that each decision made would be best for the students.  This unswerving reasoning made the 

differences in adult opinion less important than what teachers could agree to in terms of what 

was best for their students.  Principal Soto maintained clear purpose in her decision making: 

The bottom line here is, at the end of the day, whatever dollar I spend, whatever scheduling 

decision I make, whatever piece of paper I sign, it has to be what's best for kids.  I 

probably, it was like a mantra.  But it was my one argument that you can’t fight with that.  

Who’s going to fight with that?  

As the data above indicates, through consistent messaging about making decisions around what 

would best serve students, Principal Soto clearly communicated the purpose of the work for the  
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school year; challenging teachers’ long-standing ways of thinking, and forcing teachers to 

critically reflect upon outdated practices.  As an example, Soto discussed the many changes 

made to the instructional master schedule:  

Scheduling changes… they all had extra time built into the schedule, and I had to 

completely rework the master schedule.  But it all came back to, this is the work we do on 

my time, and if we do it right, it impacts the kids.  I just constantly, this is what's best for 

kids, this is what's best for kids.   

Leader actions, like the ones outlined above, communicate the schools central purpose.  Principal 

Soto’s establishment of a clear purpose focused on working for children only was not readily 

accepted.  Throughout her first year of the school improvement process, she experienced a high 

level of teacher turnover:  

I had like 44 staff members.  At the end of year one, 22 people left.  Twenty teachers and 

two admin.  The majority of that was, they made the decision that my way of doing what's 

best for kids was not their way.  At the end of the day, I only ended up having to take two 

people to file a review out of those 22.  The rest, through conversations with me, realized 

that they either have to get onboard or not.   

As highlighted above, Principal Soto communicated her purpose unambiguously and regularly to 

initiate the turnaround process.  Her purpose was communicated directly through critical 

conversations, but also indirectly through the daily decisions made during the turnaround 

process.  The urgency with which Ryan Elementary’s purpose was established, communicated, 

and monitored was aided by Ryan’s history as an exemplary school that Soto had been a part of  
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creating.  The teachers’ excuses fell upon deaf ears as Principal Soto reminded teachers of this 

history. 

I also said to them, because I wanted to get rid of that “these kids can’t” kind of thing, I 

had that kind of luxury that a lot of principals don’t.  I had been a teacher here for 12 years.  

When I left, we were exemplary.  I told them, do not tell me that we can't be at that level 

again.  We were at that level when I left.  I know what it took to get there.  We can do that 

again.  I kind of very upfront eliminated that excuse.  We know it can be done, we’re going 

to do it again.  That’s kind of like a period at the end of that.  There was a lot that first year.   

As the information above indicates, Principal Soto’s persistence to keep kids at the center of the 

school’s decision making fueled the vision that Ryan would once again return to a school of 

academic accomplishments.  As Principal Soto began her third year leading Ryan Elementary 

with staff in alignment with a kids-first purpose, she was finally able to successfully install 

systems that allowed the school to be honored with two state distinctions in one academic school 

year.   

What we started working on that year that really became solidified year three was, what is 

the Ryan way of doing things for kids? We have a Ryan way for our workstations.  This is 

the way Ryan does it, and we do it this way because this is what works for us.  This is the 

Ryan way of doing things. 

As shown above, the establishment of a methodology for the work was enabled by the consistent 

and fearless communication of Principal Soto’s “why”.  This resulted in some teachers’ 

unwillingness to modify their mindset in accordance with the school’s newly charted path.   
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Evidence of the positive belief about children is observed through each interaction that takes 

place between the adults and students at Ryan.  Every adult now greets each child positively; a 

ritual now termed The Ryan Way.  With the groundwork laid for a positive kid-centered 

environment, Principal Soto was then able to develop sustainable systems for overall 

instructional improvement. 

Data- Informed Decision Making 

When questioned about the ways in which Principal Soto and her team used data to 

initiate the school’s turnaround process, Soto referred to two sets of data she regularly 

monitored.  Ms.  Soto was the only principal in this study to mention both student achievement 

data and teacher instructional observation data.  Teacher instructional data were discussed at 

leadership team meetings while student achievement data were discussed at teacher Professional 

Learning Community (PLC) meetings.  The leadership team developed a Ryan Elementary 

specific way for reviewing student data to develop a specific plan of action for all struggling 

learners.  As referenced by Ryan’s district level support, Dr. Guerro, a turnaround specialist, 

these practices were not unlike those found at other schools, 

In the case of Ryan, when we first got there, there was pretty much no use of data tracking 

at all.   It was very much teacher centered, teacher driven and if they didn’t want to do it 

then they weren’t really forced to know how their kids were progressing.   When we got 

there, [and were] establishing those systems, there was a lot of pushback.  We put in just 

basic systems for tracking data, having the snapshots, understanding how your kids are 

doing and what you’re going to do to reteach, setting that basic system up.   
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As shown above, amidst pushback from teachers, Ryan’s leadership carried forward the intent to 

establish best practices for reviewing student data in a way that led the purposeful instructional 

decisions.  These systems were put in place through capacity building trainings.  In addition, 

Ryan consistently monitored the capacity of teachers to access and make sense of their student 

data.   

Principal Soto is a data numbers person.  We didn't want to assume the capacity of our 

teachers.  From the very beginning, we trained them on just the basics, one-on-one, on how 

to access those reports, what those reports looked like, and what standard reports that they 

should be pulling. 

Through the careful attention to teachers’ skillset outlined above, Ms.  Soto led teachers 

deliberately through the actions required to actively participate in data-informed decision 

making.  Once teachers had an understanding of how to access the necessary data, Principal Soto 

built time in the instructional schedule for teachers to meet and discuss their student data through 

a professional learning community (PLC).  Principal Soto implemented the Ryan Way of hosting 

PLCs through the distributed leadership of her best teachers.  These lead teachers were selected 

based on their proficiency at analyzing data and ability to put instructional systems in place.  

Often times, this was a first year teacher.  Grade level chairs led the grade level PLC, but 

Principal Soto required one member of the administrative team to be in attendance also.  Campus 

administrators were not there to take over the meeting, but to coach and develop their teacher 

leaders to facilitate impactful planning meetings.  They provided feedback to their teachers 

following each PLC meeting.   
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As with the other elements throughout the instructional program, Ryan’s PLCs were 

differentiated to include specific components of the PLC process her teachers needed while 

removing pieces of the process her teachers did not need or were not ready to use.   

PLCs aren’t a new thing.  There's different formats, you have all kinds of forms you can 

fill out.  We created our Ryan way what does that PLC need to look like? It’s like, where 

can you get the most bang for your buck? We came up with our Ryan way of what a PLC 

should look like.  It was tough at first.  An admin had to be present at each one.  The tough 

part is an admin was never supposed to lead, even if it was tanking. 

As Principal Soto’s reflections above note, she recognized she had to allow her staff to practice 

these competencies to achieve her long-term goal of equipping the campus to implement these 

systems.  Principal Soto’s experienced teachers were used to participating in a PLC meeting, but 

time in previous PLC meetings was spent completing mandatory tasks required by the previous 

principal.  The shift from task-oriented meetings to collaborative planning meetings was aided 

through her empowerment of her lead teachers.  Her hope for empowering teacher leaders was to 

develop planning efficacy.  Through an authentic and tailored planning outline, and the freedom 

to allow teacher leaders to implement this outline in the best interest of their teams, Principal 

Soto embarked on a process of relying on grade level PLCs to review and respond to student 

data.   

And so, shaky at first, but our PLCs are doing them the right way, one for sure hands 

down, one of the reasons why we saw a shift in our data.  I probably had all the books out, 

and it was like, what do you pick and choose that works for Ryan, so this is the Ryan way.  

The teachers have to discuss data every time.   
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Principal Soto relied on strengthening her understanding of the PLC processes so that she could 

more effectively implement a synthesized approach tailor-made to the needs of her campus.  

Principal Soto’s core belief around the analysis of student achievement data is that the PLC 

process needed to be teacher-led and administrator supported.  She reflected upon this belief, 

stating: 

Because we needed to empower our teachers to use that time for them, and to see that this 

was – you're not doing this because the principal’s asking you to do it and you’ve got to 

check it off your list.  We have a lot of teachers who are really good at that.  They’ll go 

through the motions, check it off, we did this, we filled out our agenda, we signed our 

minutes, we brought samples.  Okay, good, good, good.  We needed them to see the value 

of it.  And so, it was hard at first, because as the administrator, you want to jump in and say 

– you want to lead the questions this way, or the discussion this way.   

As shown above, Principal Soto’s insistence in remaining a contributor and not an owner of the 

process allowed for more buy-in from her newly formed teams of teachers.  Principal Soto’s 

personal reflections of the process by which she used data was more about the empowerment of 

teachers and less about the specific structural elements of her data-informed decision making 

process.  For Soto, the power of capacity building in her teachers to access and analyze their own 

student data, as well as the importance of the distribution of leadership to teachers in leading the 

data review process, was key in her implementation of data-informed decision making to initiate 

school turnaround.   

Culture of Collaboration  
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Once Principal Soto secured a team of individuals who shared a kid-first mentality, a 

culture of collaboration was able to take hold.  Principal Soto’s method of building collaboration 

among her staff included employing distributed leadership and decision making to her teacher 

leaders and administrative staff.  Additionally, through openness to new ideas and to failure, 

Principal Soto created a culture of risk-taking.  While Principal Soto is the instructional leader, 

she sees herself as a part of a team.  This mentality plays out as she makes decisions with the 

help of her trusted team members.   

I am the principal, but I’m not the boss.  It’s rare that I make a decision without input from 

everyone else.  Even today, I was telling a third-grade teacher, there's something I’m 

thinking of that involves an intervention school-wide.  It’s interesting and it’s different, 

we've not done it before, and so I asked if she can meet with me after school.  She’s one of 

my top people.  She’s probably, data-wise, the top – evaluations, anything you can think 

of, she’s my top one.  And so, I want her opinion on that.   

The statement above highlights Soto’s interest in seeking out her teams’ opinions on her ideas 

regularly.  Often times, a leader is open to the ideas of others, however, the true openness of a 

leader to their followers is identified when a trusted follower disagrees with a decision.  Below, 

Soto reflects upon her teams’ display of trustfulness through disagreement stating,  

And there are times when I’m told no.  I think that’s important, because that’s the only way 

you get buy-in.  At this point, I've created I feel a culture here where people know that they 

can come, whether it’s a teacher, a teacher assistant, I've had clerks come in, we can 

problem-solve together.  That’s the thing, we have to problem-solve together.   
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As noted above, Soto’s willingness to listen to others’ opinions on a decision was admired by her 

instructional leaders.  This openness led to building a culture of collaboration as well as built 

capacity in the instructional leadership, which allowed for the school to ultimately benefit from 

stronger leaders and teachers.   

She trusts people to—she doesn't micromanage.  She knew, even if I brought an idea and 

she knew that it would probably would fail, she would allow me to fail so I can learn.  I 

found that I started making less and less mistakes based on getting feedback from her and 

changing the way I thought about certain things.  I think for her, she allows people to grow.  

She wants people to grow, but also gives them that—she doesn't micromanage.  It really 

helps people. 

As the previous vignette illustrates, her open-mindedness to new ideas is communicated through 

her practice of maintaining an open door.  The belief that leaders must be open to the campus’ 

needs was an expectation for each of Principal Soto’s leaders as well.  She reflects on the need to 

be constantly aware of whether your staff is communicating the campuses belief of open doors 

and open minds. 

Even if it’s not the best time, and my door is open, they come in.  They know they can, and 

that’s my office, it’s my secretary’s office.  I had to tell an AP once, we don’t close our 

doors.  Never.  You'll never walk down this hall and see a door closed, unless that person’s 

not here.  Because we all have to do it together.  So, its perception too, a little bit, I think.   

As mentioned above, Principal Soto recognized creating a culture of collaboration means 

showing your readiness, your vulnerability, and your willingness to help.  She reflected upon a  
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learning moment experienced when working to cultivate a culture of collaboration.  She recalled 

the need for her teachers to truly believe she is there to assist, 

I think sometimes, and especially for some of our best teachers, they think that unless it’s a 

911 emergency, they have to figure it out themselves.  And sometimes they stress 

themselves way more than they should, instead of coming to us and letting us help. 

As the information above alludes to, Principal Soto’s openness to her teachers is communicated 

through her willingness to put aside her administrative work and listen to teachers.  This 

openness to teachers and their ideas has cultivated a strong culture of collaboration among the 

teachers and administrative team.  As mentioned previously by a member of her administrative 

team, Principal Soto’s openness to ideas maintained consistency even as some of those ideas 

were unsuccessful or resulted in a longer improvement process.  As long as implementing the 

idea was developing the teacher or leaders skillset, Principal Soto was open to innovation.  This 

openness to ideas cultivated a culture of risk-taking and a capacity building mentality, 

When you know as a teacher or as a leader that your principal is going to support you, 

you’re willing to take a few more risks because you know it’s okay if I make a mistake 

because my principal’s going to back me or she knows I’m just learning this and she’s not 

expecting me to be perfect.   I think when you have that culture of risk taking and you’re 

out maybe doing some interesting or kind of progressive strategies, or some grouping, 

you’re going to be okay doing that.    

This information above highlights Principal Soto’s patience for new ideas, her tolerance for 

failure, and her belief in capacity building each lead towards the development of a collaborative  



 

   

119 

culture.  At Ryan Elementary, building a culture of collaboration took the shape of openness to 

ideas, risk-taking, and sometimes failure.  One example of this cultivation of collaboration in 

response to failure is shown during a conversation with a young teacher following an 

unsuccessful assessment:  

She’s like, so you're not mad? I’m like, I’m not mad.  We did this as a data point.  We 

didn’t do this to assess ourselves, like are we doing a good job? We needed to know.  It’s 

all that collaboration, it’s just the collaboration piece.   

As the instance above shows, teachers’ trust in Principal Soto’s ability to be supportive, even in 

the face of failure, proved comforting as they sought to improve their practice collaboratively.  

The culture of collaboration was born through Principal Soto’s kid-centered approach.  She 

remains consistent in her approach towards teachers and holds consistent expectations of her 

staff.  This consistent willingness to hear others’ opinions exists only as far as it aligned with 

Ryan’s core purpose and mission.  Principal Soto’s district level support staff reflects on her 

collaborative leadership style during the year of dramatic school improvements, 

I think part of it does have to go to culture and her feeling and creating that culture that it’s 

okay if you don’t master this overnight.   I think you can’t undervalue that because when a 

teacher feels like I can try something and not get killed for it in evaluation, then they’re 

going to be more willing to actually try to implement.   Otherwise, they kind of hold on to 

some old practices and when they know you’re coming around, they’ll bust out whatever 

strategy or practice you asked them to do.   
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As outlined above, Principal Soto was able to cultivate trust with the teachers, which translated 

into a willingness to engage in genuine collaboration in a culture where mistakes were viewed as 

learning opportunities.  Through an authentic openness to ideas, high expectations, and a 

relentless student-focus on the Ryan way, Principal Soto established a culture of collaboration 

between her leadership team and the teachers.    

Summary 

These sections included an in-depth review of three cases involving the establishment of 

clear purpose, the use of data-informed decision making, and the building of a culture of 

collaboration.  The first of these turnaround school stories was that of Claireville Elementary 

where Ms.  Ruiz used her enthusiastic, yet directive demeanor to take control of an overwhelmed 

community and a full staff of new teachers.  The second school was Williams Elementary, 

wherein Principal Parker relied on his instructional, analytical, and systems approach to guide his 

implementation of these core components.  The third school, Ryan Elementary, was successful in 

implementing each of these strategies due to Principal Soto’s persistence at maintaining a student 

focus and a willingness to remain open to new ideas.   In the next section, a cross-case analysis 

of the findings will build upon the initial within case findings for turnaround leadership across all 

three schools.   

An EMIC Approach: Cross-Case Findings  

After the top-down, more researcher-driven approach was applied to understand the data, 

the interview transcripts were reviewed once again to identify emerging themes which arose 

through the use of open, or emic (Merriam, 2009), coding across all three cases.  Reviewing 

these cases horizontally allowed the researcher to uncover themes not initially included in the  
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literature review or in the interview questions.   This section will discuss a cross case analysis of 

the research findings as they relate to the context of the school, the qualities shared by the 

turnaround leaders, and the common drivers of the established categories identified through 

review of relevant literature.  These common drivers are the emerging themes which allowed the 

leaders to participate in the three established strategies of establishment of clear purpose, data-

informed decision making, and the cultivation of clear purpose.   

Turnaround School Context 

Each of the three schools were selected independent of one another.  The selection of the 

schools was made in partnership with the Research and Accountability department within the 

Central Independent School District.  The three schools were selected based upon the fact that 

they exhibited the most dramatic improvement in CISD during the 2015-2016 academic year.  

The schools’ demographic information was similar at the time of the study (see Table 1).  While 

the three schools varied slightly in overall student enrollment, similarities among the 

demographic makeup are noteworthy.  Specifically, the majority of each school consisted of 

students identifying as Hispanic, with a large percentage of them identifying as English 

Language Learners (ELL) (TEA TAPR Claireville, 2016; TEA TAPR Williams, 2016; TEA 

TAPR Ryan, 2016).    
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Table 1.  Demographic Comparisons between study Sites 2015-16 (TEA 2017) 

 

 

Claireville 

Elementary 

Williams 

Elementary 

Ryan Elementary 

Student Enrollment 452 493 644 

Percentage of Students 

African American 

6.4 7.3 11.5 

Percentage of Students 

Caucasian 

1.8 6.5 3.0 

Percentage of Students 

Hispanic  

90.9 82.2 83.9 

Percentage of Students 

Economically 

Disadvantaged 

93.6 74.5 93.8 

Percentage of Students 

English Language 

Learners 

38.9 45.2 47.3 

Mobility Rate 16.5 9.3 24.9 
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During the year of this study, Central Independent School District reorganized from 

heterogeneously mixed district school support offices to a tiered, homogenously grouped school 

support office approach.  Specifically, the schools in this study were included in CISDs 

Improvement School Office (ISO).  This office was organized to serve persistently low-

performing schools.  There was one dedicated leader for the lowest performing elementary 

schools and one dedicated leader for the lowest performing secondary schools.  This 

transformation district office was tasked exclusively with the charge to improve the lowest 

performing schools within the district.  To that end, CISD expanded its team of principal 

managers with the intention that each principal manager would have fewer schools than those 

serving higher performing schools.   

        The Superintendent of CISD stated that, “these changes mark a fundamental shift in our 

focus as a district — from intervention to prevention — and will allow us to ensure that 

struggling schools have experienced, proven principals at their helms and the ability to hire and 

retain talented teachers” (Mellon 2015).   The three schools included in the study also received 

support from the ISO.  Several of the leaders remarked that being a part of this specialty district 

office afforded leaders the amenities both as principals and principal managers they would not 

have had access to otherwise.  One leader reflected on the influence of having more resources 

available because of their involvement with the school transformation team sharing:  

I'm not going to apologize for this, but – when I needed to secure certain resources or 

services or supports for my school, I felt like any time I would pick up the phone or visit a 

certain central office apartment, and I identified myself as a leader on the transformation 

team, it tended to make things go a little faster.  People paid attention.  People jumped.  It's  
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sad because it should be like that for any school but yes, I did feel like – it took a while but 

people knew we existed, who we were working with and the fact that we needed to be 

made a priority at times. 

As the above statement confirms, due to the immense challenge facing the schools within the 

ISO, CISD district employees paid special attention and expedited many requests coming from 

this office of schools.  School leaders and district personnel who were a part of the ISO spoke to 

the efficiencies associated with being a part of the ISO.  Specific examples included immediate 

access to site-based teacher development specialists, access to additional funds, and cohesiveness 

when working alongside the state-required school improvement personnel members: 

It was nice to be able to – when you think about these outside supports, the PSP, I for the 

most part just worked with one or two and we were on the same page.  The target 

assistance funds were sort of earmarked for this team, same thing with the TDS; I was able 

to collaborate with them a lot more than I could now, where they're spread around the 

entire district. 

As shown above, school leaders recognized the efficiencies that existed when supporting a 

homogenous group of schools.  While there were benefits to a centralized approach of supporting 

low-performing schools, members of this team also recalled feeling incapable when facing the 

drastic needs and challenges of their campuses.  While on paper, it made sense to group the 

schools together by need, each principal manager, including Dr. Jones, offered counter-narratives 

to grouping the neediest schools together sharing:  
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It was overwhelming and I just felt, as did my colleagues, that there just wasn’t enough of 

us to go around.  Ideally, we started off with smaller groups; however in the end, by the 

time all the changes were made I had colleagues outside of my team that had the same 

number of schools as I did.  This year, I have eight [schools] and last year it was seven 

[schools], so not much of a difference [in terms of school: support personnel ratio]. 

As outlined in the sections above, there were both strengths and limitations to being a part of the 

elementary school improvement.   The commonality remains that all three schools, selected 

independent of one another were previously placed under the supervision of this specialty school 

office.    

School Site Context Prior to Turnaround  

 Prior to the principals’ tenure in the school, each school had suffered a decline, in some 

cases dramatic, which led to their being brought on as principal.  In the cases of Claireville, 

Williams, and Ryan, each school had suffered culturally as participants attested to a lack of trust 

from teachers and parents as well as a feeling of chaos given that teachers and students were 

provided with limited direction.  In all three cases, participants described the school prior to the 

arrival of the turnaround principal as being without systems or procedures.  Participants 

described past principals as lacking the skillset or clarity to remain calm, optimistic, and in 

control.  Each participant remarked much of the onboarding process was restoring trust in the 

administration that had been tarnished.  As the previous principals’ leaving added to the 

instability, the three turnaround leaders entered a school in which the majority of the most 

effective teachers had moved to another campus, or in the case of Claireville, were removed.  In 

all three cases, the turnaround leaders inherited a staff of novice teachers.   
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       Data trends at Claireville, Williams, and Ryan were also similar in that the year prior to this 

study each campus suffered from a significant decline in overall achievement.  In the case of 

Principal Parker and Principal Ruiz, this was due in part to high staff turnover during their first 

year.  Principal Soto, the only one of the three who was serving in her first year as a principal 

took two years to create a team of her own.  In the year prior to the turnaround, each school 

experienced a dip between 5-10 percentage points in overall achievement (see Figure 4).   

 

 

Figure 4.  Overall Academic Achievement in relationship to Principal Tenure 2013-16 (TEA 

2017) 

In all three of the turnaround cases, the principal was either in their second or third year of 

leading the school.  Each leader spent 1-2 years each assessing the current reality of the school, 

establishing the school’s revised purpose and mission, and building new systems for data- 
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informed decision making and collaboration.  For each principal, these processes took between 

two and three years, resulting in an increase in student achievement.   

Qualities of the Turnaround Leaders 

 Findings suggest several commonalities among the turnaround leaders in this study such 

as their reliance on previous experiences in turnaround work, a high level of personal 

responsibility, and their propensity to serve as a connector.  Each of these characteristics was 

showcased differently according to the participants’ individual styles and personalities.  These 

three emerging leadership themes will be discussed in the order of frequency observed.    

 In all three of the turnaround cases, the principal had participated in similar efforts.  Each 

turnaround leader made regular mention of their previous work in a turnaround setting, which 

provided them with insight in managing specific challenges.  In the case of Principal Ruiz, she 

was recruited from another turnaround setting where she served as principal, and in six years, 

was able to improve the schools’ performance to that of the highest academic ranking.  Her 

previous turnaround school also became a demonstration school for Central ISD.  She applied 

the same strategies to her work at Claireville.  As she reflected about her working with the 

district, she shared, “they pretty much saw what I was doing and they left me alone.  They said, 

you're moving in the right direction”.  Her previous experiences afforded her the confidence to 

apply similar strategies and feel supported by her district via a certain level of trust and 

autonomy.   

        Similarly, prior to a successful turnaround experience at Williams Elementary, Principal 

Parker had successfully led school turnarounds for two of the lowest performing schools within 

CISD.   In both of these instances, Principal Parker was able to lead remarkable achievement  
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growth within one to three years.  Since the time of the study, Principal Parker has already taken 

on a larger, lower-performing school, which will be his fourth turnaround school leadership 

opportunity.   

Principal Soto was the only principal in the study that had not directly led some form of 

school improvement; however, she did play a critical role as an assistant principal while 

successfully improving a high school within her current feeder pattern.  She remarked that the 

turnaround process in a high school setting prepared her for a smaller turnaround school of her 

own:  

I think that’s one of the jobs that really prepared me for the job I have now.  That high 

school was getting ready to be taken over by the state.  The data was horrible.  So bad.  I 

can't even believe the numbers.  And so, between all of us working diligently, within a year 

we were out [of IR], and the school stayed out the whole time that he was principal there.   

Principal Soto repeatedly used her experience as an assistant principal in a turnaround high 

school setting to help her execute the necessary actions for a successful turnaround at the 

elementary level.   

         During each of the turnaround cases, leaders’ style exhibited the characteristics of tenacity 

and direct leadership.  The teachers of these leaders sometimes perceived these characteristics as 

brash.  The tenacity of these leaders, paired with their experiences, allowed them to actively seek 

out partnerships and resources for themselves, not necessarily though the channels of support 

outlined by the district.  This resourcefulness was mentioned and praised throughout the 

interviews:  
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Someone like Principal Ruiz knew that she had to really mobilize other resources, outside 

of even her own school or district, to meet her teacher’s needs; her collaboration with 

education centers; her collaboration with local universities and their math departments, and 

there are a number of others.  Ms.  Ruiz can mobilize these things, what she needs for her 

teachers, and gets the job done…She understands that to work successfully in an urban 

school setting at a struggling school like Claireville used to be, you've got to be able to 

mobilize resources for your school outside of the district, and she definitely understands 

how to do that successfully… She has a great relationship with a current board member 

who also has the superintendent’s ear. 

As described above, principals in this study were fearless and unabashedly used their influences 

to procure what they perceived to be needs of the school.  During the turnaround experience, the 

participants noted that to work solely within the pre-established parameters set forth by CISD 

was insufficient; therefore, through cautious defiance principals went beyond the existing 

structures to gain the necessary resources.  One district principal manager, Dr. Henson, stated, “if 

she [turnaround principal] needs something, she knows that she can go to her board member 

without getting into trouble and get what she needs.  Same thing with certain cabinet members, 

other board members, so forth and so on”.  While each principal courageously procured 

resources, they were each careful to navigate the politics that exist in a large urban school district 

such as CISD.   Much of their responsibility as principals was quickly and strategically garnering 

resources despite what was afforded to them simply by being identified as a low-performing 

school.  Principal Soto reflects on this experiencing, sharing: 
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The resources are there for us.  I think that we [turnaround principals] get what we need 

from the district… if we want it, we just have to go ask for it.  [laughter] You need to know 

to ask for it.  But for the most part, they're willing to give you if they’ve got it. 

The quote above demonstrates gumption and tenacity on the part of the leader.  Aside from their 

identity as tenacious advocates, each principal began the turnaround process with knowledge 

about the specific needs of each campus and the actions that had to be taken to acquire resources 

in a rapid manner.  When asked about the most effective support received during the turnaround, 

Ms.  Ruiz remarked how her own knowledge and know-how afforded her the opportunity to 

procure the necessary resources for her particular situation: 

It [effective supports] was really not a lot of the resources that I got from the district, but I 

knew what I needed and I knew how to tap into what I needed to get done.  Because we are 

a decentralized district, I was going to do what's best for my campus.  I, coming in and 

looking at the data, I knew what I needed.  Early on, I said, I'm going to need this type of 

professional development.  I'm going to have to set this up.   

As this principal actions, and many others mentioned previously, each of the principals exhibited 

a high level of independence, often not waiting for a supervisor to tell them how they should 

improve their schools.  While principals felt it was necessary to seek out their own resources, 

they were appreciative of the autonomy to procure the resources they felt would best support 

their campuses needs.  Mr.  Parker echoes the exhibiting of high levels of independence stating, 

I knew what I needed.  I didn't really need a lot of their help in that regard, but I know who 

to tap into….I think as a principal, you need to learn who to tap into of what you need,  
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because you know what's best for your campus.  Really, as a principal, you become very 

attuned and aware of what is it that your campus needs and what you have to do to do it.   

The statement above is telling of the high level of independence exhibited by each turnaround 

leader.  When principals failed to garner the proper resources they developed their own 

innovative solutions.  When reflecting on the lack of district support in removing an ineffective 

teacher from Ryan, Mr.  Parker recalled the decision to move the teacher into another setting 

within the school, and teach the class himself sharing:  

Anyway, this one gentleman, very nice gentleman, we put him in the computer lab the first 

year I was there.  And then I tried to RIF [reduction in force] him at the end of that year, 

The District pissed me off because they didn’t feel like they had to find him a space and it 

was my responsibility to deal with it.  This is in late June.  And I did not feel supported by 

them in that.  I remember having conversations at that time.  “Do you all want me to take 

care of business or not?”  

As this statement illustrates, these principals, while expressing frustration at some of the current 

procedures, each respected district processes and found alternate solutions while working within 

legal parameters.  Each stakeholder interviewed shared multiple examples wherein the principal 

of the turnaround was in many ways forced to work outside the normal parameters to locate and 

secure the resources necessary for a school turnaround.  The principals each responded to this 

challenge with tact and understanding but with a tenacious focus on ensuring their students and 

teachers had what they needed to be successful.   
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In each of the turnaround instances, the schools were relatively toxic in terms of the 

relationship between campus administration and teachers.  Each of these leaders relied on their 

affective leadership skillset as listeners, trustworthiness and care to mend broken or distrusting 

relationships that existed previously.  Principal Ruiz relied on her enthusiastic, caring, yet 

passionate leadership style to build trust between the community, teachers, and staff.  Principal 

Parker relied on his systems approach to instill in his teachers a sense of confidence and self-

efficacy, building trust through capacity building and achievements.  Principal Soto relied on her 

student-focus and collaborative decision making to build trust and subsequent healing.  Through 

a reliance on their individual strengths and personalities, each leader was able to enter into a 

chaotic and distrusting setting, breaking down barriers to build back relationships centered on 

their core purposes.  This focus on healing and relationship restoration ultimately translated into 

an improvement in student achievement.   

Common Themes: Drivers of Establishment of Clear Purpose 

All three turnaround leaders exhibited a high level of investment in the improvement of the 

overall academic state of the school and in the neighborhood and community at large.  Each 

leader developed their school’s purpose through courageous conversations with teachers, parents, 

leaders, and district personnel.  The principals each displayed a personal interest in the 

betterment of the community, which drove the establishment of their school’s purpose and 

mission.  Principal Ruiz best described the personal investment in the schools’ success when she 

stated: 

This is my 22nd year in CISD, I've not worked in any other district other than CISD.  I’m a 

product of CISD.  I actually attended the schools that are in my feeder pattern now.  I went  
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to Shore Elementary, and then Jones Middle School, and I graduated from Center High 

School just down the street.  This is my neighborhood.  And they started talking to me 

about Ryan, and I of course wanted – this is my home. 

As the quotes above display, Principal Soto’s investment in the school was born from her own 

matriculation through the schools.  Ms.  Parker’s investment in the community surfaced during 

an interview with a CISD stakeholder.  This interviewee described the Mr.  Parker’s interest in 

the neighborhood by sharing:  

Again, having been from that area or grown up in that area, he was very familiar with just 

culturally, the things that mattered and so that made him relatable for the parents.  He 

reinvigorated a hope of the community in the school because of the capacity he has to work 

with all of the stakeholders in the school. 

Mr.  Parker felt a connection to the community that was apparent to his teaching staff and 

managers.  Principal Ruiz, while not personally from the neighborhood, shared her passion for 

not allowing the community circumstances to dictate the level of education that would take place 

in the school noting,  

And we are not okay with the status quo.  Yes, we are at 85 North and Main, but this zip 

code is not going to dictate the education that we're providing for our children, and it's not 

going to dictate what we do in our classrooms. 

As the previous three examples illustrate, each leader displayed a personal investment in the 

success of the school, not only for the students but for the community at large.  They used the 

investment in the community to drive the intent with which they established their purpose for  
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leading in the school.  The three leaders in this study displayed a readiness to defend their 

school’s core purpose and mission through critical conversations with existing staff members, 

parents, teachers, and district staff.  Principal Soto returned to her previous workplace to 

discover many persons held negative mindsets about the students attending Ryan Elementary.   

I wanted to get rid of that “these kids can’t” kind of thing, I had that kind of luxury that a 

lot of principals don’t.  I had been a teacher here for 12 years.  When I left, we were 

exemplary.  I told them, do not tell me that we can't be at that level again.  We were at that 

level when I left.  I know what it took to get there.  We can do that again.  I kind of very 

upfront eliminated that excuse.  I don’t want to hear that it’s because of these kids’ 

discipline or because these kids’ parents don’t care.  I said, because I've seen it done, so 

we’re going to do it again.  We know it can be done, we’re going to do it again.  That’s 

kind of like a period at the end of that. 

As showcased above, Principal Soto guarded her school’s central purpose through bold 

conversations with stakeholders.  CISD’s district principal manager, Dr. Guerro, echoes the 

importance of establishing a clear purpose while taking the purpose personally:  

It has to hurt you when you see that it’s not working.   I think for Principal Soto, the fact 

that she taught at the school, she had history with the school, her mom lives in the 

community, and it was personal.   She was passionate about returning the school to its 

former glory days if you will.   I think those are pretty big. 

The information above demonstrates the personal connection Principal Soto felt to her mission.  

Turnaround leaders were fierce in establishing and defending their schools’ central mission and  
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purpose.  They optimistically and unabashedly defended their schools’ central purpose through 

clearly articulating their personal connection to the work as well as hosting direct conversations 

with staff members whose actions or statements were not in alignment with the established 

purpose of the organization.   

Common Themes: Drivers of Data-Informed Decision Making  

At the center of each principal’s ability to effectively lead their school’s data-informed 

decision making process was a significant level of experience as an instructional leader.  Each of 

the identified turnaround leaders held between 8 and 15 years of core content classroom teaching 

experience.  Following their time as a classroom teacher, they served in a role as an instructional 

specialist before assuming the position as campus administrator.  Their experiences as an 

instructional teacher and leader provided them with the skillsets to assume the principalship as a 

strong instructional leader.  During their interviews, they displayed a robust understanding of 

curriculum and instruction.  This expertise allowed them to lead effective conversations around 

teaching and learning and to empower teachers to do the same.   

 Even with instructional leadership as a strength, each principal faced the challenge of 

delegating instructional leadership opportunities to others.  They each displayed a deep need to 

trust those to whom they outsourced instructional responsibilities.  Only after the person 

(teacher, administrator, teacher development specialist, contracted consultant, etc) displayed a 

high level of understanding of the curriculum and instruction would they empower them to lead.  

Having a keen eye for these aspects of the program meant they understood when it was time to 

delegate the instructional program components to teachers and leaders.    
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I was very lucky that second year to have really good TDS’s, and we were all like this [eye 

to eye; understood one another], and really maximizing them, and they got me and we had 

a mind meld immediately, which that was great.  They were able to push, push, push when 

I wasn’t there, individually and in groups, around data.  That was the biggest thing that my 

relationship with them, that I was very comfortable, I trusted them, and they were—we 

could just have a talk and they were off and following up, and they had a good sense of 

what I wanted.  That really helped, and yes, it was hard to let go. 

The example above exemplifies where the principals’ deep content knowledge allowed them to 

effectively delegate the instructional responsibilities to team members.  Just as these principals 

were able to visualize what excellence for each part of the instructional program looked like, 

they were hesitant to share responsibilities until they were sure the recipient shared the same 

vision of excellence.  Principal Ruiz described her need to ensure her teachers had a strong 

understanding of teaching and learning, adding that it was her responsibility as the principal to 

ensure that it happened.  Her reflections are captured as she shares,   

I had to assess that [their instructional capacity].  I was going to have first-year teachers 

who didn't have the experience, who didn't know the content.  I needed to make sure I 

made the right foundation for teachers to learn the content, to teach and still try to get out 

of an IR accountability.  I had to make sure that I was very specific about everything that 

we had to do….  [I told the teachers] I'm giving to give you all the resources and all the 

teacher development that you need to be successful. 

The example above highlights Principal Ruiz’ willingness and necessity to involve others in the 

decision making process.  Yet the delegation of authority would not take place until those  
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involved displayed the capacity to execute on the vision of curriculum and instruction.  Leaders 

in this study recognized it was their responsibility to build instructional leadership capacity 

within their teachers.  This capacity building occurred through professional development 

throughout the school year.  Principal Parker discusses the process of building buy-in with the 

teachers, while still holding the reins of data review and decision making at the classroom level: 

I know learning is a social act… We need to get them to talk, and give them the stuff [data 

reports], and have a heavy-hand in the facilitation with questions, but still give them time 

to talk and process in groups, and then report out. 

Principal Parker relied on his strong background of teaching and learning as a helpful barometer 

of whether or not to outsource the responsibility of data-informed decision making to others.  In 

addition to assessing their teams’ readiness to own various aspects of the decision making 

process, these leaders relied on their strengths as instructional leaders to build capacity in their 

novice or ill-equipped teams of teachers and staff members.  This allowed for distribution of 

leadership and the acceleration of progress due to a strong reliance on monitoring and responding 

rapidly to student and teacher data.   

Common Themes: Drivers of Culture of Collaboration 

 Emergent themes that arose during the review of methods for building a culture of 

collaboration were two-fold.  First, leaders relied on their ability to model instructional and 

cultural excellence, which led towards building a culture of collaboration.  Secondly, leaders 

possessed personal skillsets of being a listener, serving as a confidant, and showing high levels 

of fairness, which communicated trustworthiness and ultimately allowed for teachers to  
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authentically engage in a culture of collaboration.  Findings are shared in the order of frequency, 

beginning with the most reoccurring.    

 Using their vast experiences as instructional leaders as a springboard, each principal relied 

on their ability to effectively model strategies before expecting their teachers or leaders to do the 

same.  While the strategies modeled were often instructional, Principal Soto pointed out the 

importance of also modeling cultural elements of the schools fabric: 

Sometimes I’m like, I will deal with this tomorrow when I’ve had a chance to make sure I 

am being fair, and I’m saying things the way they need to be said, and I’m not just jumping 

based on my emotions.  Because we do want to maintain that, we never want to be the ones 

that lose our cool.  We have to model that for our teachers.  We never want to be the ones – 

if we don’t want teachers losing their cool with kids, I can’t lose my cool with teachers.  

And that’s hard sometimes, because sometimes they just -- interesting things happen. 

The above data showcases Principal Soto modeling her ability to remain emotionally constant as 

a means for cultivating trust and collaboration.  The principal of Ryan believed she should model 

appropriate responses to a variety of situations, as she expected her teachers to model these 

behaviors with students. 

My teachers are like my students.  That’s like my big classroom.  And so, if something’s 

not going right, I can’t just write them off and replace them..  If this is what they want to 

do, and this is what they're passionate about, and they love being at Ryan, then it’s my job 

to help them to be the best that they can be. 
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The quote above showcases the importance placed on Principal Soto’s modeling.  Each principal 

considered their role as a model of behaviors as a critical responsibility.  Principal Parker’s 

assistant principal had this to say: 

He’s not the type of principal that would be like, “Oh, I’m above that.  I’m going to tell 

you that you have to do better, but I’m not going to show you or help you to do better.” So, 

I think the teacher’s value that, like you’re able to just tell them.  Even during an 

observation, he will go and whisper something to a teacher, like (whispering), “Maybe you 

need to change this,” but he will not say it in front of the students but he will tell the 

teacher, “Oh, okay,” I think that helps the teacher feels that relationship.  Some of them 

maybe at the beginning were a little scared, the previous principal was never in the 

classrooms.  So for some of them it was like, “Oh, this principal really comes in the 

classroom, and he’s asking us to do guided reading and reading aloud—he’s going to come 

see us do reading aloud or a guided reaching.”  

As shown above, Principal Parkers’ ability to model successful behaviors provided his teachers 

with the confidence to attempt the instructional strategies in their own classrooms.  Furthermore, 

CISD principal manager, Dr. Jones, echoes the importance of modeling when seeking to build a 

culture of collaborating, stating: 

You have to be an instructional leader.   People have to buy in to you and you have to have 

that credibility that when you give a suggestion to a teacher, that they don’t just uh-huh, 

yeah.   They’re agreeing with you because of your position of power.   Yeah, you can 

direct them to do it and fine, I have to do it, but I think the best turnaround principals are 

the ones that have the skillset to, if they needed to, take over the classroom and model that,  
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and show the teacher this is how it’s done rather than just tell them.   A lot of them 

[principals] will tell them and never show them because they can’t.   

As the information above describes, the ability for a turnaround principal to model their 

expectation facilitated the growth of a culture based on authentic collaboration.  Each of the 

turnaround leaders studied showed a high level of ability to model expectations to teachers and 

leaders.  Along with possessing the skillsets to do so, they readily modeled the skills to their 

teachers thus cultivating vulnerable and genuine collaboration.   

       A second emerging theme that served as a driver of collaboration was the leader’s affective 

strengths.  These strengths include strong knowledge of self, ability to maintain emotional 

consistency, and a deep care and respect for the adults for whom they had been chosen to lead.  

They each exercised their position of power as an opportunity to support others.  Teachers under 

each of these leaders felt listened to, respected, and in turn, were willing to push themselves to 

face the challenges existing in each turnaround context.  This respect for the teachers was best 

explained by Principal Soto’s manager who shared:  

I think there is still that aspect of she’s going to fight and advocate for her teachers.   Your 

teachers have to know that you have their back.   I’m going to boil that down, but basically 

you’re a teacher advocate.   Obviously you’re not above students, but if you empower the 

teachers and you build capacity in the teachers, it’s going to be better for students. 

As indicated above, Principal Soto cultivated meaningful collaboration throughout her campus 

through her advocacy for, and devotion to, her teachers.  The principal of Claireville openly 

reflects on the power of leading with care sharing: 
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A lot of it is the social and emotional wellbeing of the teachers as well.  You become their 

rock.  They want to come to talk to you.  It is not education.  It's other personal stuff.  They 

need to be well in order for them to go into the classrooms and deliver the education that 

you need.  When you do that, you build those relationships.  Building relationships is key 

to anything that you do, and you do that really early on. 

As mentioned previously, Principal Ruiz cultivated a culture of collaboration through serving as 

an emotionally available leader and through being sensitive to her teachers’ health and wellness.  

Principal Ruiz speaks to the importance of tending to her teachers’ needs so they are able to tend 

to the needs of their students’ needs, “They all have needs, just like the kids.  They each have 

their own needs.  Tapping into what their needs are and providing for their needs”.   Along with 

care and kindness, a culture of collaboration was also bred through principals’ fair and consistent 

nature.  The principal of Ryan Elementary communicated trust and respect through 

demonstrating transparency and fairness stating, 

But my teachers know that, they know I’m fair, they know I value their time, I’m never 

going to do anything to impose, and then if I do need them to do something, if I have the 

money, I’m going to make it up to them.   

Principal Parker’s practical methods outlined above demonstrate fairness and care.  Along with 

being fair, Principal Soto continues by showing the connection between the respect of teachers 

and their willingness to participate in a collaborative culture noting:   
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At this point, I've created I feel a culture here where people know that they can come, 

whether it’s a teacher, a teacher assistant, I've had clerks come in, we can problem-solve 

together.  That’s the thing, we have to problem-solve together.  My door is open.   

Through the simple action of upholding an open office policy mentioned above, Principal Soto 

communicates that she is open to conversation and values honest collaboration.  In an effort to 

develop trusting relationships, participants relied heavily on their ability to model instructional 

and cultural excellence, which ultimately led towards building a culture of collaboration.  

Additionally, each leader possessed a set of personal skills which included being a listener, 

serving as a defender and showing high levels of fairness, which communicated trustworthiness 

and ultimately enabled teachers to authentically engage in a culture of collaboration. 

Summary  

This section included a cross-case analysis of the three school cases and turnaround 

leaders in the study.  Specifically, this section examines the commonalities unearthed through the 

cross-examination of cases.  The findings were discussed in the order of frequency observed.  A 

comparison of the turnaround contexts showed evidence of similarities in the leaders’ vested 

interest in the school community to establish clarity of purpose.  The author discussed a reliance 

on the previous experience of successful turnaround experiences and their instructional expertise 

to facilitate a program of data-informed decision making.  Lastly, through a focus on capacity- 

and trust-building, the author provided a description of the commonalities among the methods 

for building an authentic culture of collaboration.  The next and final chapter will examine how 

these findings add to, support, or conflict with the empirical review of literature provided in 

Chapter two.  Additionally, I will share recommendations for future research.   



 

   

 

Chapter V 

Discussion 

School improvement is challenging to accomplish, yet when successful turnaround 

occurs, attention should be given to deeply understand the nuances with which the turnaround 

took place so successes may be replicated.  This is especially true in urban school contexts where 

there is often a high concentration of schools in need of improvement.  Of the continual attempts 

to improve historically low-performing schools, only 30% experience turnaround success 

(Kowal & Ableidinger, 2011).   The research on organizational recovery all point to one 

predictor: leadership.  According to Murphy (2010), “leadership is seen as a central variable in 

the equation of organizational success” (p.  42).  The leader not only triggers the transformation 

initially, but also changes the climate and trajectory by setting priorities, defining responsibilities 

and conveying enthusiasm.   In turnaround situations, the leader provides a sense of direction and 

creates the necessary shift to achieve success (Murphy, 2010; Day et al., 2014).  Through 

research highlighted in the review of the literature, evidence illuminated the impact of talented 

leaders as one of the strongest explanations for the success of schools performing beyond 

expectations in high-poverty settings (Harris & Chapman, 2002a).  Marzano’s (2003) research 

supports this belief stating, “Leadership could be considered the single most important aspect of 

effective school reform” (p.  172).   Each of the leaders chronicled in this study served as 

effective turnaround leaders, often supporting the research focused on the school leader’s role as 

critical to the initiation of school improvement. 

The literature has identified multiple factors contributing to the school leaders impact on 

student achievement including: (a) the establishment of a clear mission and purpose (Leithwood 

& Strauss, 2008; Duke 2004; Leithwood & Sun, 2012; Adelman & Taylor, 2011; Murphy,  
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2010); (b) the intentionality with which leaders used data to inform their decisions (Brinson, 

Kowal, & Hassel, 2008; Duke, 2010; Duke, 2004; Johnson, 2011; Salmonowicz, 2006; Copeland 

& Neeley, 2012); and, (c) the establishment of a culture of collaboration (Wallace Foundation, 

2011; Leithwood & Strauss, 2008; Wahlstrom et al., 2010; Duke, 2006: Copeland & Neely, 

2012).  Limited research exists chronicling the narratives through which these practices are 

implemented in practical terms in the context of turnaround schools.    

The final chapter is dedicated to discussing the drivers of key strategies that arose from 

this study, highlighting considerations for the development of current and future turnaround 

leaders.  Furthermore, implications for practitioners and future research are shared.  Lastly, 

considerations are included for district level leaders to provide support for turnaround school 

leadership.   

Discussion of Key Findings 

Several nuances with regard to the implementation and use of the three isolated strategies 

were uncovered throughout this study.  These strategies are namely the establishment of a clear 

mission and purpose, data informed decision-making, and establishing a culture of collaboration.  

The emerging themes, or key drivers, which lead toward the leaders’ implementation of each 

strategy have been shared in the order of frequency observed.  This information is presented 

visually and through discussion in each of the sections below.  The key drivers of the practices, 

along with related research, will be discussed in the following sections.   

Key Drivers: Establishment of Clear Purpose  

 An extensive amount of literature recognizes the importance of establishing clarity of 

purpose during the initiation of a school turnaround experience (Drucker; 1992; Duke 2004;  
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Duke, 2006; Leithwood & Sun, 2012; Lezotte, 1991; Murphy, 2010; Marzano et al., 2005).  All 

three leaders referenced their schools’ paths of improvement as a meaningful part of their own 

professional path.  This ownership of purpose corroborates the findings that leaders build a 

strong, clear vision to teach others a new way of doing business through careful reflection on the 

existence of their own purpose for leadership (Murphy, 2010; Bardwick, 1996; Champy, 1995).  

The three emerging key drivers of the leaders’ ability to establish the purpose of the organization 

include: (a) developing a personal investment in the school community; (b) the ability to clearly 

communicate the purpose through actions and works; and, (c) their active part in defending the 

purpose of the organization (Figure 5).  These emerging drivers are listed in the order of 

frequency observed during the interviews.   

Figure 5.  Emerging Drivers of Establishment of Clear Purpose 

 

 



 

   

146 

For all three leaders, the most frequently occurring driving force in terms of accurately 

conveying the newly charted path was to understand and internalize the needs of the community.  

This need to both differentiate and internalize the central purpose of the organization is reflected 

in the literature claiming successful turnaround leaders must hold a deep commitment to the 

mission and must be able to convince school stakeholders the mission is worth pursuing (Harris, 

2002).  For the leaders included in this study, their ability to convince others of the validity of the 

mission was built upon a deep, personal conviction in the purpose of their school. 

 A second driver guiding the leaders’ establishment of clear purpose was their keen ability 

to articulate the charted path.  The critical transition between the internal development of 

purpose and outward communication of the schools’ purpose is corroborated through research.  

Duke (2004, 2006) shares that campus leaders must first begin to recognize their own purpose 

for engaging upon the work of transforming a school and then communicate this purpose to 

others as to inspire, motivate, and communicate the core purpose for the work.  Each of the 

school leaders’ possessed the ability to articulate purpose through words, but also understood 

what the path forward meant for the actions of each individual in the organization.  More than a 

procedural communication, leaders, from their deep conviction, were able to communicate their 

schools’ purpose in a way that cultivated inspired followers.  Research states the leaders’ ability 

to use words to stimulate motivation is necessary, and has been linked to positively influencing 

improved student results (Brinson, Kowal, & Hassel, 2008).   For example, Principal Ruiz 

communicated her high behavioral and academic expectations for students and staff at Claireville 

and through the mission statement also communicated the belief that teachers and students were 

capable of meeting high expectations.  Aside from her effective communication of the vision,  
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Principal Ruiz faced the challenge of helping others believe they were capable of more.  

Instilling a sense of motivation in the turnaround team has been linked to improving student 

outcomes.  According to the literature, motivating members of the school is a core responsibility 

of turnaround leader (Duke, 2004; Duke, 2006) and was a strength of each leader interviewed.   

The three leaders in this study each displayed a readiness to defend their schools’ core 

purpose and mission through critical conversations with existing staff members, teachers, 

parents, and district personnel.  For example, as Principal Soto returned to the school where she 

previously was employed, she immediately confronted adult actions out of alignment with the 

stated mission of the organization.  Additionally, she faced conflict head-on as she reclaimed 

excessive spending towards extravagant adult resources and placed them back into the hands of 

children.  Her decision to allocate resources towards the school’s central purpose was fraught 

with push back, yet she continued to do so.  Her actions substantiate the research that states 

leaders who are establishing clarity of mission must demonstrate the willingness to remove 

resources away from one activity and reassign them to a higher priority (Murphy, 2010).  Each of 

the turnaround leaders was fierce in their establishment and defense of their schools central 

mission and purpose.  Their confidence towards defending the schools’ purpose through actions 

is echoed in the literature which states school leaders must be prepared to confront those whose 

actions are contrary to the values and direction of the school (DuFour, Dufour, Eaker, & Many, 

2010).  The leaders in this study unabashedly defended their schools’ central purpose through 

clearly articulating their personal connection to the work of improving their school.  

Furthermore, these leaders hosted direct conversations with staff members whose actions or 

statements were not in alignment with the established purpose of the organization. 
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The previous section discussed the three most readily occurring emergent key drivers of 

the leaders’ ability to establish the purpose of the organization.  These drivers included the 

leaders’ ability to develop a personal investment in the school community, the ability to clearly 

communicate the purpose through actions and works, and their active part in defending the 

purpose of the organization through allocation of resources or direct conversations with those 

whose actions were not in alignment with their school’s mission.   

Implications for Turnaround Leaders: Establishment of Clear Purpose  

Leaders’ ability to establish a clear purpose for the work of their schools has been 

identified by the literature as critical in the process of improving schools’ academic performance 

(Leithwood & Strauss, 2008; Duke 2004; Leithwood & Sun, 2012; Adelman & Taylor, 2011; 

Murphy, 2010).  This research was confirmed in this study, as each of the three leaders 

implemented the underlying drivers necessary to establish a clear purpose at their schools.  

Implications for current and future leaders are discussed below through the three drivers 

identified in this study.   

First, leaders must make understanding the community which they serve a priority.  If a 

leader was not directly born and raised in the community, it is critical to invest time in learning 

about the contextual nuances of their school’s community.  Specifically, the leader needs to 

prioritize learning about the history of community, the established norms in the neighborhood, 

and the existing strengths and conflicts which are present.  This understanding cannot simply be 

gained through public meetings held inside the school, but must also occur by spending time 

outside of the school.  Principals should eat meals in local restaurants, stop at neighborhood gas 

stations, hold meetings in area apartment complexes and plan visits to other hubs where life  
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occurs in that neighborhood (Melaville, Berg; & Blank, 2006).  A holistic understanding of one’s 

neighborhood must be cultivated by the individual leader for them to begin to craft an authentic 

and honest purpose for the school’s being.  This must be accomplished by the leader’s presence 

both inside but most importantly outside of the school building.   

Secondly, turnaround leaders must clearly be able to articulate the schools’ mission and 

purpose through their words and actions (Leithwood, Harris, and Strauss, 2010).  This 

articulation of the schools’ mission must bubble over from a deep conviction of the needs, 

abilities, and strengths of the neighborhood (Melaville, Berg; & Blank, 2006; Harris, 2002).  The 

statement of purpose should be directly tied to the schools action plan for improving educational 

outcomes for each of its students.  The purpose should not only drive the direction of the school 

academically, but culturally as well.  The leader must be able to clearly articulate the purpose 

and how the campus will bring this purpose to life through direct and indirect methods each day.  

Direct methods may include instructional programming, the selection of highly effective 

teachers, and an improvement in the campus intervention systems (Adelman & Taylor, 2011).  

The leader cannot stop at only addressing the direct actions which lead towards the fulfillment of 

the schools’ mission.  They must also cite indirect actions which take from or give to the 

school’s purpose.  Indirect methods include personal interactions among teachers, students, and 

leaders.  These include the body language and tone of each member of the learning community.  

Additional indirect methods may include the maintenance of the physical property and general 

campus organizational structures.  Lastly, seemingly indirect actions which lead towards 

fulfillment of the school’s purpose and mission are the stories which are shared to the 

community through social media.  School leaders must help craft the message and strengths of  
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the school communicated online through the school’s website, social media accounts, or area 

news media outlets (Roth, 2016).  These actions to ensure a positive message are often indirect, 

yet powerful actions that can lead towards fulfillment of the stated mission.   

Lastly, as the school’s mission and vision is slowly formed through each positive and 

negative interaction each day, school leaders must be unswerving in their willingness to address 

the negative interactions each time they occur (Isernhagen, 2012).  This conversation should take 

place soon after the interaction and be grounded not in the principal’s personal feelings, but in 

the framework of how this interaction takes away from the school’s mission.  The principal must 

place themselves in the position of head teachers, meaning that these conversations are not 

intended to be patronizing but an opportunity for new learning to occur.  Teaching staff members 

that negative interactions chip away at a school’s mission is critically important for the students 

and families served by the school (Leithwood, Harris, and Strauss, 2010).  The principal should 

offer support in developing alternative solutions for the conflict which led to the negative 

interactions.   

Through the consistent application of the three aforementioned steps towards establishing 

clear purpose, future and current turnaround principals are able to define or redefine their 

schools’ mission and purpose moving forward.  This redefining of the mission can always occur.  

As was the case for Principal Soto, it was during her second year that she stepped forward to 

clearly articulate the school’s purpose and began to take action to realize the new mission of her 

school.  Whether new or veteran, a turnaround principal may take similar steps to define or 

redefine the school’s core purpose and mission.   

Implications for Research: Establishment of Clear Purpose 
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The leaders’ ability to establish a clear purpose for the work of one’s school has been 

identified by the literature as critical in the process of improving the schools’ academic 

performance (Leithwood & Strauss, 2008; Duke 2004; Leithwood & Sun, 2012; Adelman & 

Taylor, 2011; Murphy, 2010).  This research was confirmed, as each of the three leaders studied 

carried out the underlying tenants, or drivers, necessary to establish clear purpose.  Implications 

for future research are shared below.  The first recommendation is for future research to 

prioritize exploring teachers’ perceptions in the process of establishing purpose.  A second 

recommended research area would be to more carefully understand how the purpose of a school 

may be refined after the turnaround ignition has passed. 

In order to continue to improve the methods by which leaders may establish a new purpose 

and vision for the school, additional research should be conducted to better understand the 

teachers’ perceptions of the mission establishing process.  Specifically, it would be relevant to 

understand the teachers’ perspective and opinion of the evolution of the mission as they work for 

various turnaround principals.   Guiding questions for this research are shared below: 

1) Does the evolution of the leader's mission and purpose for the school alter a teacher's core 

purpose for their classroom work? If so, to what degree?  

2) How do teachers make sense of the bigger picture of the mission statement to the work of 

their classroom contexts? How can leaders’ aid in the facilitation of connection between 

the schools work and the teachers’ work?  

Additional research should be conducted to further understand what impact, if any, the evolution 

of the schools’ purpose has on veteran teachers.  Then, turnaround leaders may strengthen their 

ability to more effectively establish clear purpose.   
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A second area of research necessary to the field is the manner in which leaders are able to 

maintain a positive connection to the mission after 3-5 years.  More research must be taken to 

understand how experienced turnaround leaders maintain focus towards realizing the established 

purpose of the school.   Specific questions guiding these studies may be: 

1) How do leaders’ maintain a clear focus on the established purpose of the school after 

much time has passed since the inception of the mission?  

2) How do leaders modify or in some way refine the mission to address changes in the 

school and community needs?  

3) How do leaders remained encouraged to pursue the mission of the organization if the 

purpose is not coming to fruition and the school academic progress continues to 

remain at unsatisfactory levels?  

While the research subjects in this study were observed to utilize the establishment of clear 

purpose for the turnaround initiation, further research should be conducted to understand the 

principal’s use of this same strategy 3-5 years after the schools initiation of turnaround.  

Questions such as those listed above may drive future research regarding the establishment of 

clear purpose for the campus turnaround leader.    

Key Drivers: Data- Informed Decision Making  

An extensive amount of literature recognizes the change that may occur when turnaround 

principals regularly monitor student progress and take action to continuously seek improvement 

(Darling-Hammond, 1997; Duke, 2004; Duke & Jacobson, 2001; Brinson, Kowal, & Hassel, 

2008).   Each of the three leaders in this study regularly used research-based data informed 

decision making processes throughout their initiation of the school improvements.   Examples  
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include Principal Parker’s use of data-reflection action plans following each interim assessment.  

Another example of effective data systems observed were through Principal Soto’s use of 

teachers’ appraisal ratings as data points upon which to reflect and make decisions.  The three 

emerging key drivers of the leaders’ ability to implement data-informed decision making 

processes were: (a) significant experience in a core content classroom, (b) expertise of 

curriculum and instruction, and, (c) ability to equip their team members to execute the data-

informed decision making practices alongside the leader (Figure 6).  These emerging drivers are 

listed in the order of the frequency observed during the interviews.    

 

Figure 6.  Emerging Drivers of Data Informed Decision Making 

One of the emerging themes from the review of data was the instructional capacity of the 

participants and their reliance on their instructional experience to understand data-informed 

decision-making at a high level.  The principals attributed their strong knowledge of curriculum  
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and instruction to their extended time as core content educators prior to moving into an 

administrative role.   This particular finding is consistent with Darling-Hammond (1997), who 

states that developing instructional proficiency is essential to improving instruction and, 

ultimately, improving a school.  Teaching is a critical element to the school improvement 

process; therefore, campus principals must either be exceptional teachers themselves or be 

prepared to refine their own teaching skills.  Fullan (2000) reinforces this finding, as he 

considers an extended knowledge of instruction to be vital for effective instructional leadership.  

Only leaders who are strong in their instructional knowledge are able to notice the variances in 

teacher expertise that may impact learning. 

These three leaders’ extended time supporting the core instructional program of a 

classroom prior to becoming principals aided in their capacity to serve as instructional leaders.  

The necessity for principals to serve as instructional leaders, rather than only managerial leaders, 

is grounded in a large amount of research (Leithwood & Seashore-Louis, 2012; Leithwood, 

Wahlstrom, & Anderson, 2010; Seashore-Louis et al., 2010).  This research states principals 

should be knowledgeable about best practices in education.  Through her use of probing 

questions, Principal Ruiz demonstrates a strong understanding of curriculum and instruction.  

Rather than simply telling her teachers the actions to take, she cultivates within them the thinking 

patterns which must occur to improve instruction.   This strategy of effective, rigorous 

questioning in itself is an indication of her strong understanding of effective instructional 

strategies.  Principal Parker’s strength as an educator was observed through interview 

respondents as well as through the results of his classroom instruction as a turnaround principal.  

During his time improving the school as principal, he also was serving as a classroom teacher  
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due to the presence of an ineffective teacher.   During the year of the study- as he led as 

principal- he also managed to ensure that 85% of his students were successful on the state exam.  

The principal with the most teaching experience was Principal Soto, who regularly relied on her 

experience as a core subject teacher during her work improving Williams Elementary.  Through 

her knowledge of effective instruction, she built structures in which a professional learning 

community would thrive.   The concept of instructional leadership focuses on the principals’ 

ability to support classroom practices that improve student learning.  According to the Wallace 

Foundation (2013), the principal must not only shape the academic vision for instruction, but aid 

in the improvement of instruction which will allow for teachers to better meet the needs of their 

students.  Through a strong knowledge of curriculum and instruction, these three principals are 

able to drive systems of data-informed decision making.   

The final emerging theme present in this study is the way in which the three turnaround 

leaders systematically operationalized data-informed decision making processes for their 

teachers and staff.  The results show principals equipped their teams through the building of 

common language systems, careful differentiation, the use of questioning to build ownership, 

and the ability to remain unswerving in their expectations regardless of pushback from teachers.  

Wayman (2006) states that the first of four contexts in which data informed decision-making can 

take place is through building a shared understanding of standards and expectations for learning.  

Each of the turnaround leaders methodically developed and communicated these expectations 

through regular professional development.  Previously mentioned, Principal Ruiz states the first 

step for her team in building data-informed decision making processes was to build a common 

language for what rigor looks like at Claireville.   Calibration, or the task of defining goals,  
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standards, and instructional expectations (Wayman, 2006) is important in building a strong 

consensus.  Without streamlined expectations the work to use data to inform instructional 

decisions can become disjointed and diffuse (Copland, 2003).   The reflective process of 

calibration requires educators to form cohesive responses to the questions such as, “what should 

students learn”, and “how will we know that learning has happened” (Gunn and King, 2003; p.  

3).   The findings in my study illustrate the importance of building initial cohesion in 

instructional expectations when seeking to engage teachers and staff in data informed decision-

making. 

In each of these principal examples, the turnaround leaders were sensitive to their teams’ 

current capacity and, modeling their instructional capacity, differentiated school improvement 

instruction to their teachers in manageable quantities of information.  For example, as remarked 

by her district leadership member, Principal Ruiz intentionally took data provided by the district 

and made it more manageable for teachers by intentionally sharing what was most important.  

Principal Parker met his novice team of teachers where they were and slowly introduced the data 

informed decision making steps to them in a way that built buy-in and equipped them 

intellectually.  Teachers became better equipped to prepare intellectually for the upcoming 

instruction.  Then, once teachers delivered intentionally planned lessons, Principal Ruiz 

introduced Claireville Action Plans wherein teachers could regularly respond to student data in 

real-time.   

Echoing the importance of ensuring data review occurs regularly, Duke (2004) shares 

that principals must “recognize the necessity for regular and reliable data on each student’s 

progress.  They should expect teachers to use diagnostic instruments, practice tests, frequent in- 
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class questionings to continually monitor how students are doing” (Duke, 2004, p.  19).   This 

research aligns to the findings occurring on each campus where principals expected teachers to 

take the time to develop action plans in response to each interim assessment throughout the 

school year.  These findings corroborate with research which states the importance of frequent 

assessment of student progress with multiple opportunities for improvement throughout the 

school year (Reeves, 2005).  These turnaround leaders regularly kept abreast of their students’ 

performance through their equipping of teachers to execute on data systems.   The ability to 

monitor progress of their students and to change instructional course is grounded in the literature 

as critical to the implementation of data-informed decision making (Brinson, Kowal, & Hassel, 

2008) Each of the schools employed regular measurement and reporting of student learning so 

leaders and teachers could identify quickly what instructional strategies are working and which 

are not (Johnson, 2011; Wayman, 2006).  By keeping student learning at the center of their work, 

turnaround leaders in this study allowed student data to drive the decisions.   

Lastly, in pursuit of establishing data-informed decision making, each turnaround leader 

was intent for these systems to take place, regardless of teacher pushback.  For example, amidst 

significant pushback from teachers, Principal Parker continued the process of implementing best 

practices of reviewing student data so her teachers would be better equipped to use data when 

developing more targeted reteach plans.  Related research on teacher pushback states that while 

resistance is commonly present, school leaders must involve teachers in the implementation 

process while balancing the structural mandates of data analysis with the free inquiry process 

(Wayman, 2005; Copland, 2013).  Findings demonstrate all three of the turnaround leaders 

showed a willingness to provide the information and training in a somewhat unstructured,  
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constructivist fashion in order to build buy-in; however each leader also exhibited an 

understanding of when teachers’ landed on accurate conclusions.  Principal Parker brought them 

to the data but intentionally allowed for open discussions without heavy handed guidance.   

Instead of merely following directions, teachers were empowered to take ownership of the 

inquiry process by realizing their role as an active member on school research teams (Schmoker, 

2004).  This belief is reiterated by Principal Soto’s core conviction that the analysis of student 

achievement data is a process that must be teacher-led and administrator facilitated.  The 

findings suggest when administrators are willing to lead collaboratively; teachers have the 

opportunity to shift from compliance review of student data to a more authentic review and 

discussion.   

In the sections above, the three emerging key drivers of the leaders’ ability to implement 

data-informed decision making processes are discussed.  The emerging key drivers found were 

the leaders’ teaching experience in a core subject classroom, the leaders’ expertise of curriculum 

and instruction, and their ability to equip team members to execute the data-informed decision 

making practices.  These emerging themes along with relevant research are shared to further 

contextualize the nuances with which these turnaround leaders employed data-informed decision 

making.   

Implications for Turnaround Leaders: Data-Informed Decision Making 

The leaders’ ability to intentionally use various forms of data to drive decision-making 

has been identified by the literature as critical in the process of improving the schools’ academic 

performance (Brinson, Kowal, & Hassel, 2008; Duke, 2010; Duke, 2004; Johnson, 2011; 

Salmonowicz, 2006; Copeland & Neeley, 2012).   This was confirmed in this study as each of  
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the three leaders studied relied on the drivers necessary to utilize data informed decision making.  

Implications for current and future leaders are two fold and discussed through the lens of the key 

drivers identified.   

When asked about their campus wide data analysis systems, the leaders in this study each 

relied on their experiences as a core classroom teacher and the instructional proficiency that was 

gained during their time as an instructor.  It is my belief it was less about the content which was 

taught leading them to be proficient data analyzers, but rather the analytical skills acquired 

during that time.  Putting systems in place to lead a campus in backwards planning was a natural 

progression from executing those same systems as a core content classroom teacher.  During 

their time in a core content classroom, these leaders each acquired the ability to notice, name, 

and measure accurate mastery of skills through effective formative and summative classroom 

systems.  Each of the leaders was then able to apply the same thinking skills at a campus systems 

level.   

The system for data informed decision making is recurrent and could be described as 

plan, instruct, measure, and respond (Figure 7).   Turnaround leaders must be able to apply a 

system thinking process for making decisions about any key function within the building.  A key 

function could be attendance rates, school climate, teacher performance, or academic 

achievement.   
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Figure 7.  Data Informed Decision Making Cycle  

Through a deep understanding of mastery, the leader or teacher must plan for an intervention (in 

the case of student outcomes, instruction) which will lead students towards mastery (Bambrick-

Santoyo, 2010; Wayman, 2006).  Furthermore, the leader must use the understanding of clarity to 

backwards plan checkpoints in which an assessment can accurately measure progress and 

diagnose current relationship to mastery.  Lastly, systems must be established to respond to the 

gap existing between current reality and expectation.  This may be in the form of reflection and 

action plans submitted by the teachers, or a principals’ public action plan response to a 

community survey.  Lastly, the planning towards mastery once again must take place to continue 

to push teachers or students towards the intended outcome.   Current and future turnaround 

leaders must gain an awareness and capacity for leading this process at the classroom level prior 

to leading such efforts at a campus level as a principal or lead instructional liaison.   

 The final implication for leaders in establishing data informed decision making systems is 

the use of distributed leadership to maximize the opportunity for teacher engagement in the data-

informed decision making process (Schmoker, 2004).  The leaders in this study relied on the 

collaboration of grade level leads, campus instructional specialists, and district instructional 

personnel when bringing to life this new learning process for developing teachers.  Current and 

future turnaround leaders must be willing to outsource this instructional leadership to those 

members of the team who have demonstrated a strength and aptitude at leading the data-

informed decision making process.  Again, these cycles of data-informed decision making can be 

built around any key factor throughout the instructional program, so while the most obvious use 

of distributed leadership is to the instructional leaders such as instructional specialists and lead  
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teachers, to improve student achievement, this same process must be applied elsewhere 

(Wayman, 2005).  If attendance is an area of concern for a campus, empowering the registrar to 

implement a system for improvement of attendance rates is recommended.   Just as would be 

required for the teachers and instructional staff, developing various aligned checkpoints to 

monitor their level of implementation would be necessary.    

Campus leaders ought to consider each member of the learning community as one who 

may benefit from this decision making process (Wayman, 2005).  All members of the school 

community must think carefully about the decisions being made and ensure decisions are in 

alignment to the goal, as well as measurable to ensure continuous improvement occurs 

(Bambrick-Santoyo, 2010).  It is through the use of empowering each member of the team- from 

the students to the crossing guard- to employ a level of data-informed decision making processes 

through which campus leaders can distribute their responsibility and promote the work of 

improving the school most efficiently. 

Implications for Research: Data Informed Decision Making 

The leaders’ ability to intentionally use various forms of data to inform their decisions has 

been identified by the literature as critical in the process of improving the schools’ academic 

performance (Brinson, Kowal, & Hassel, 2008 Duke, 2004; Johnson, 2011; Salmonowicz, 2006; 

Copeland & Neeley, 2012).   The implications for further research are discussed below.  First, 

researchers should consider teachers’ perceptions to the changes in data analysis systems.  

Secondly, researchers should seek to make sense of the role students may have in their own data-

informed decision making.   

 



 

   

162 

In order to continue to improve the methods by which leaders may establish data informed 

decision making, additional research should be conducted to better understand the teachers’ 

perceptions of the campus-level data informed decision making processes.  Specifically, it would 

be relevant to understand the experienced teachers’ perspective and opinion of the evolution of 

these systems, as teachers often work under the supervisions of regularly transitioning 

turnaround principals.   Guiding questions for this research are shared below: 

1) Does the evolution of the leaders’ systems for data informed decision making inhibit the 

teachers’ propensity towards making classroom level data-informed decisions more 

effectively?   If so, to what degree?  

2) How do teachers make sense of the campus level achievement benchmarks for state 

accountability in connection to their work as classroom teachers? How can leaders’ aid in 

the facilitation of connection between the schools work and the teachers’ work?  

Additional research should be conducted to further understand what impact, if any, the evolution 

of the schools’ data-informed decision making systems has on experienced teachers. 

A second area of research necessary to the field is the manner in which students are 

empowered to be leaders in their own data-informed decision making processes.  More research 

must be conducted to understand how students and families can take ownership in defining their 

own goals, selecting actions to push themselves towards their selected goal, selecting an 

assessment or measuring tool, and reflecting upon their progress.  Specific questions guiding 

these studies may be: 
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1) How do teachers and leaders empower their students and families to take an active role in 

the data-informed decision making in academics, extracurricular or social-emotional 

components of their school experiences?  

2) What impact, if any, does the increased ownership of student data- informed decision 

making have on the results of academics, extracurricular or social-emotional components 

of their school experiences 

3) How do schools empower families to feel efficacious in being a partner with the school in 

this data-informed decision making process?  

While the research subjects in this study were observed to utilize the data-informed decision 

making at the campus level, further research should be conducted to understand the impact of 

these evolving systems on experienced teachers.  Additionally, further questions were shared 

outlining the continued research which could occur to further understand how leaders and 

teachers can empower students and families to take an active and relevant role in data-informed 

decision making.  Questions such as those listed above may drive future research regarding the 

establishment of data-informed decision making for campus turnaround leaders.  

Key Drivers: Culture of Collaboration  

An extensive amount of literature recognizes the need for turnaround schools to develop 

a culture of collaboration (Wallace Foundation, 2011; Wahlstrom, Louis, Leithwood, & 

Anderson, 2010; DuFour, 2007; Isernhagen, 2012; Leithwood et al., 2008; Sarason, 1990; 

DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2010).  All three leaders cultivated a culture of collaboration 

throughout the initiation of their schools’ improvement.   The three emergent drivers of the 

leaders’ ability to cultivate a culture of collaboration were: (a) their ability to increase teachers’  
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self-efficacy; (b) their ability to demonstrate their expectations by modeling; and, (c) their 

affective skillset, which included their ability to remain objective while also tending to their 

teachers’ emotional needs (Figure 8).  These emerging drivers are listed in the order of frequency 

observed during the interviews. 

 

Figure 8.  Emerging Drivers of Culture of Collaboration 

 One of the emerging themes which drove the leaders’ ability to cultivate an authentic 

culture of collaboration was the teachers’ increasing belief of their own skillset in the planning of 

curriculum and delivery of instruction.  The cultivation of this teacher skillset was an intentional 

component of the turnaround leaders’ back to school professional development plans, was 

revisited during in-school professional development, and was brought forward once again during 

after-school teacher learning opportunities.  In each instance, the shift from a reactive response to 

data to a proactive planning occurred organically.  As teachers felt more confident responding to  
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student misconceptions, they sought to address them proactively through their lesson planning.  

This shift is addressed in the literature as teachers’ review of data often times leads teachers to 

begin taking the practice of planning into their own hands.  This ownership soon develops a 

deeper responsibility for reflecting on the strengths of their instruction and action planning in 

response to regularly progress monitoring data (Duke, 2005).   

As a natural extension from the practice of effectively reviewing student data, the 

literature has identified the leadership practice of building collaboration through the use of 

distributed leadership as a means toward improving student achievement (Wallace Foundation, 

2011; Wahlstrom, Louis, Leithwood, & Anderson, 2010; DuFour, 2007; Isernhagen, 2012; 

Leithwood et al., 2008; Sarason, 1990).   Each of the leaders chronicled distributed their 

instructional leadership through intentionally building capacity in teacher leaders.  The necessity 

of building teacher self-efficacy to increase the leaders’ impact, or distributed leadership, was 

observed in all three turnaround instances.  Specifically, Principal Parker and Principal Soto 

leveraged their most effective grade level teachers as facilitators of grade level planning 

meetings.  Each leader provided feedback to teacher leaders prior to, and immediately following, 

planning meetings.   Principal Ruiz intentionally developed her new teachers’ instructional 

capacity which led to an increase of their perceived and actual skillset.  This improvement built 

higher levels of confidence and motivated her new staff to push themselves towards planning 

outside of normal school hours, which began to cultivate an authentic sense of collaboration.  

Distributed leadership through increasing efficacy has been found to cultivate a higher level of 

collaboration among teachers (DuFour, 2007; Duke, 2006).  The enactment of distributed 

leadership was a driving means towards collaboration for each of the leaders’ studied.  Each  
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principal made mention of the careful balance of setting a clear path for planning while leading 

though strategic questioning instead of top-down directives.  To encourage collaboration, 

collective problem solving, and shared accountability for results, the turnaround leaders in the 

study knew to ask the right questions rather than always be in the position of providing the right 

answers.  These actions are supported by the literature which states that to build teacher efficacy, 

turnaround leaders must err on the side of flexibility rather than uniformity (Duke, 2006; 

Leithwood et al., 2008; DuFour, 2007; Wahlstrom, Louis, Leithwood, & Anderson, 2010).   

Another finding in this study was the leaders’ ability to model, teach, and demonstrate the 

specific instructional strategies they expected to see from their teaching teams.  Each principal 

possessed the skillset to model and recognized the importance of doing so for teachers.  This 

finding is related to the literature which states the single most important tool in cultivating a 

culture of collaboration is the leaderships’ willingness to model the approach for which they are 

wanting to take hold (Thompson, 1995).  In the case of Principal Parker, his teachers experience 

the unique occurrence of observing their principal who, along with his administrative tasks, also 

taught a class each day.   As shared in the findings chapter, each of the leaders’ studied took 

significant pride in modeling, teaching, and showing their teachers how to be successful in their 

schools.   

 The final driver of participants’ ability to cultivate a culture of collaboration is their use 

of an affective skillset.  In each of the cases, principals’ ability to express care, trustworthiness, 

and compassion added to their teams’ willingness to reciprocate those feelings to their own 

teammates through collaboration.   The need of teachers to experience empathy in their 

leadership when cultivating trust is grounded in research (Sergiovanni, 1992).  The leaders’  
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ability to demonstrate authenticity is connected to the teachers’ willingness to practice the type 

of vulnerability collaboration necessitates.  Mentioned previously, Principal Soto expressed 

compassion towards a new teacher who, after attempting a new instructional strategy, found it 

resulted in negative student outcomes.  Principal Soto reiterated learning means making 

mistakes.  Similarly, Principal Parker’s strong and consistent demeanor earned trust from his 

followers.  These practices in vulnerability and trust building took place at Claireville as well.  

Principal Ruiz regularly made mention of attending to her teachers’ personal needs, and shared 

multiple examples where she served as their confidant.  Through these actions, the turnaround 

leaders in this study elicited high levels of trust and affection from their teachers and staff.  The 

modeling of trust afforded teachers the confidence help build a culture of authentic collaboration 

with their teams.   

In the sections above, the three emerging key drivers of the leaders’ ability to cultivate a 

culture of collaboration are discussed.  The emerging key drivers found were the leaders’ ability 

to: (a) their ability to increase teachers’ self-efficacy; (b) their ability to demonstrate their 

expectations by modeling; and, (c) their affective skillset, which included their ability to remain 

objective while also tending to their teachers’ emotional needs.  These emerging themes along 

with relevant research are shared to further contextualize the nuances with which these 

turnaround leaders cultivated an authentic culture of collaboration to initiate school turnaround.   

Implications for Turnaround Leaders: Culture of Collaboration  

An extensive amount of literature recognizes the need for turnaround schools to develop 

a culture of collaboration (Wallace Foundation, 2011; Wahlstrom, Louis, Leithwood, & 

Anderson, 2010; DuFour, 2007; Isernhagen, 2012; Leithwood et al., 2008; Sarason, 1990;  
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DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2010).  All three leaders cultivated a culture of collaboration 

throughout the initiation of their schools’ improvement.  Implications for practitioners can be 

drawn from the leaders’ experiences showcased above.   The implications are discussed in the 

order in which they were observed.   

When seeking to cultivate a culture of collaboration, turnaround leaders must first attend 

to cultivating the individual skillsets of each staff member (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 

2010.  As was the case in this study, as teachers grew to feel more efficacious about classroom 

roles, they sought additional opportunities to put their improving skillset to use.  The implication 

of this finding for turnaround leaders is that they need to intentionally and systematically ensure 

that teachers in the building have the tools necessary to improve the various skillsets required for 

developing teachers (DuFour, 2007).  Examples of these skillsets include lesson planning and the 

development of classroom routines and procedures.  This can take place through direct 

instruction from the campus principal, but eventually should be led by other instructional leaders 

on the campus to build more sustainable practices.  Increasing teacher self-efficacy must be a 

priority of turnaround leadership teams.  This goal must have indicators of success and a measure 

tool by which to monitor the progress of teacher efficacy occurring. 

Secondly, when seeking to cultivate a culture of collaboration, turnaround principals 

must find opportunities to model the specific skills they are wishing to see in classrooms.  This 

can take place during one-to–one feedback sessions with teachers, on-going professional 

development which is facilitated by the campus leader, or through teaching a classroom of 

students, as was the case for leaders in this study.  Whether supporting adult or child learners, 

turnaround leaders must be willing to make their teaching skillset known to others.  This practice  
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cultivates vulnerability and trust and ultimately adds towards building a more collaborative 

culture (DuFour, 2007).   

The final implication for turnaround leaders in building a culture of collaboration is to 

find times to showcase the affective skillset.  This demonstration is essential for teachers to feel 

comfortable and believe that their school is a safe place where teachers can make mistakes, 

experience personally challenging moments, and all the while, be supported (Sarason, 1990).   

Practitioners who are naturally skilled in this area may not find it necessary to maintain a strong 

emphasis on displaying a friendly demeanor.  However, for those who are not, this skillset can be 

learned and improved upon.  Some practices to improve this skillset include scheduling out time 

during one’s day to walk the halls to check in on teachers’ and staffs' personal lives.  

Additionally, making a rotating schedule of classroom check-ins to positively reinforce and 

encourage your teachers will ensure your affirmation is distributed to all staff.  Additionally, 

being willing to stop ones scheduled tasks to listen to a teachers’ concern is a method to cultivate 

care and trust (Isernhagen, 2012; Sarason, 1990).   Lastly, as was observed during this study, the 

simple act of keeping the principal door open to hallway traffic at times is a way to cultivate 

openness, kindness, and care.    

Cultivating a culture of collaboration has been found to improve the academic outcomes 

of students (Wallace Foundation, 2011).  While seeing to cultivate a culture of collaboration, 

practitioners must intentionally build the teachers’ confidence of their own skillset, be willing to 

showcase their own teacher tool-kits through modeling, and all the while, express themselves 

affectively to their teachers and staff.  Through careful attention to these three tenants 

practitioners can improve the level of collaboration in their schools.     
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Implications for Research: Culture of Collaboration 

An extensive amount of literature recognizes the need for turnaround schools to develop 

a culture of collaboration (Wallace Foundation, 2011; Wahlstrom, Louis, Leithwood, & 

Anderson, 2010; DuFour, 2007; Isernhagen, 2012; Leithwood et al., 2008; Sarason, 1990; 

DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2010).  All three leaders cultivated a culture of collaboration 

throughout the initiation of their schools’ improvement.  Implications for further research are 

discussed below.   

In order to continue to improve the methods by which leaders may nurture a culture of 

collaboration, additional research should be conducted to better understand the schools’ role in 

cultivating collaboration with parents and the greater community.  Specifically, it would be 

relevant to understand the schools’ ability to grow collaborative partnerships with parents and 

other community members.  Guiding questions for this research specific to parents is shared 

below: 

1) How does a turnaround school establish a culture of collaboration with the parents to 

improve the academic and social-emotional outcomes for students?  

2) How do schools empower parents to become efficacious and collaborative partners 

focused on improving academic and social-emotional outcomes for students?  

Additional research should be conducted to further understand how turnaround schools may 

cultivate a culture of collaboration with students' parents.  Cultivating the skillset of their parents 

and viewing the parents as partners in the work of improving the school must be further analyzed 

to fully understand how turnaround leaders cultivate a culture of collaboration.   
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A second area of research necessary to the field is the manner in which schools are able 

to build a culture of collaboration with the broader community.  More research must be 

conducted to understand how turnaround schools have capitalized on community partnerships in 

an effort to cultivate a culture of collaboration while initiating a school turnaround.   Specific 

questions guiding these studies may be: 

1) How do turnaround leaders’ establish partnerships with local community-based 

organizations to initiate collaboration?  

2) What does it look like for a turnaround school to effectively partner with outside 

community organizations to enlist their support in positively affecting the schools’ 

academic and social-emotional outcomes?  

While the level of collaboration for this study was focused primarily on the leaders’ ability to 

cultivate collaboration between teachers, further research should be conducted to understand the 

possibilities of expanding the culture of collaboration to include parents and community partners.  

Questions such as those listed above may drive future research regarding the cultivation of 

collaboration for campus turnaround leaders.    

Recommendations for District- Level Practitioners in Supporting Turnaround Leaders 

There are several implications drawn from the discussions above for how to best select 

and support turnaround leaders working to improve school performance.  The following 

recommendations were derived from the findings of this study and strengthened by the existing 

research on effective school turnaround practices.  The recommendations discussed below 

include the need to employ school succession planning, the subsequent need to utilize a hybrid 

approach to school district organization, and the need to review expectations of turnaround  
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school timelines.  Each of the recommendations has the opportunity to improve the chances for a 

successful initiation of a school’s turnaround experience.   

Turnaround School Succession Planning 

One strength of the turnaround leaders examined in this study was their ability to respond 

to the common and predictable challenges associated with school improvement such as funding 

instabilities, personnel turnover, and negative school climate.  These challenges are discussed in 

chapter two.  One barrier present in each of the schools was the high percentage of student and 

staff turnover within the school year.   The leaders regularly systemized their response to these 

predictable challenges rather than reacting frantically to the continuous changes present in 

turnaround school settings (Abrahamson, 2004).  For example, to address student turnover, they 

equipped their teachers to integrate new students into their school's mission and purpose, identify 

students’ individual needs, and support their peers’ in efforts to meet the needs of all children.   

To address teacher turnover, principals each shared proactive solutions to planning for this issue.  

One example shared from Principal Parker included the intentional improvements made in their 

interviewing and onboarding process through a partnership with the Human Resources 

department.  Since he anticipated high levels of teacher turnover, he built relationships with his 

HR business partners who were “highly accommodating” to his staffing needs, providing him 

with any support he requested.  Furthermore, as Principal Ruiz knew to anticipate a high level of 

onboarding needs for her new staff, she proactively hired additional administrators who would be 

able to support new teachers with classroom set up and management procedures as they prepared 

for their first year of teaching.  The leaders in this study each displayed an ability to recognize 

predictable challenges and put in place systems to address them before they hindered student  
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learning.  This ability to effectively prepare for predictable challenges was a thread sewn 

throughout each case.   

The skillset to plan for predictable challenges may be applied to district level leadership 

as well.  As was the case for Central Independent School District, during the course of the study, 

not only was there principal turnover in two of the three schools, but principal managers were 

also modified a combined total of five times.   As was the case for the principals, it should be the 

responsibility of school districts to plan effective solutions to predictable challenges.   

Turnover expedites need for succession planning.  One of the challenges associated 

with school turnaround is the brief tenure of school leaders (Branch, et al, 2008; Fuller, Orr, and 

Young, 2008).  This research was confirmed during the course of the study, as two of the three 

principals transferred to other roles within CISD after their second and third years.  In response 

to this research, and in an effort to build campus sustainability, the first recommendation from 

this study is the use of leadership succession planning.  Overall, the available research on 

principal succession provides practitioners with limited, and many times conflicting, ideas about 

effective principal succession.  One important exception is the contribution by Hart (1993) who 

first introduced the stages in leadership transition as “looking ahead, enchantment, 

disenchantment, and equilibrium” (p.4).  These stages of leadership transition are further built 

upon through Wenger’s (1998) four trajectories of “inbound”, “peripheral”, “insider” and 

“outbound”, and are appropriate for the discussion of principal succession planning as well 

(p.154).  For a succession plan to be effective attention to these four relationships throughout the 

process is critical (Wenger, 1998).   
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Additional research highlights factors such as increasing amounts of principal turnover 

due to the ageing baby boomer generation and continuous budget cuts as inhibitors to the 

succession planning and implementation process (Fink & Brayman, 2006).  This research refers 

to leaders entering the principalship as “latter-day principals”.  Such principals are thought to be 

entering the principalship having “neither the inbound knowledge and training nor the 

confidence that comes with experience” (p.84).  These principals are entering schools “left to 

fend for themselves and without the time to move from a peripheral trajectory to an insider’s 

one” (Fink & Brayman, 2007, p.85).  Due to the increasing turnover in campus principals, it is 

recommended districts create and implement support systems for new principals.  Additionally, 

the retention of principals should be a top focus of both educational leadership reform as well as 

educational leadership research.  While there is substantive research outlining the causes and 

underlying need for succession plans, there is little research as to the practical nuances of 

effective succession planning.  Subsequently, districts do not have access on research-based best 

practices pertaining to implementing successful succession planning.  This lack of clarity on how 

to implement this critical strategy highlights the need for thorough research as a means to guide 

educational policies and practice. 

Leadership literature from business and medical fields provide a helpful roadmap towards 

the understanding of succession planning for leaders (Redman, 2006; Rothwell, 2001).  Redman 

(2006) states, “while the notion of planning for the future seems inherent in an organization’s 

strategic planning, few companies systematically plan for who will manage in the future (p.  

293).  Research highlights the limited occurrences of successful succession planning stating, “in 

a survey of 276 large companies…only 20% were identified to have leadership succession plans”  
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(p.  293).   Effective succession planning connects the identification, recruitment, selection, 

preparation, placement, onboarding, and embedded professional development systems for leaders 

(Rothwell, 2011).  This sort of induction experience is in stark contrast to the experiences of the 

turnaround leaders in this study that found themselves placed in negative working conditions.  

The lack of systems and direction afforded the leader the opportunity to create their own series of 

systems and routines, yet, took an emotional toll on team members and, many times, resulted in 

higher staff turnover.    

Since 2004, the responsibility of succession planning fell primarily on the shoulders of 

university preparation programs (Hanover, 2014).  The preparation programs must improve their 

preparation internships to include more hands on experiences for turnaround leaders prior to their 

receipt of their certification.  The trend of placing the sole responsibility on the part of the 

university is evolving towards integrated partnerships in states such as Delaware, who after 

securing funding through the Wallace Foundation, are cooperating with university preparation 

programs to develop succession planning models.  In 2009, after almost a decade of partnering 

with the Wallace Foundations’ State Action for Education Leadership Program (SAELP), 

Delaware released a plan to improve succession planning.  States such as Florida and North 

Carolina are also implementing partnerships with the Wallace Foundation to begin a thoughtful 

restructuring of its K-12 leadership pipeline policies (Hanover, 2014).  As these succession 

planning models each require a centralized implementation of the plans, the districts seeking to 

implement succession planning may need to adapt their districts’ organization, with particular 

attention to persistently low-performing schools.   The challenge to streamline a succession plan  
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in a district context is the dynamic nature of district organization across the United States.  This 

implementation challenge is discussed in further detail below.   

Additional challenges to succession planning.  Aside from the lack of policy and 

funding outlined above, in the context of this study’s district, additional challenges to 

implementing effective principal succession plans were twofold: (a) the absence of sustainable 

principal managers that oversee the creation and usage of principal succession plans, and, (b) the 

autonomy principals are encouraged to employ when overseeing their buildings.  The diffusion 

of procedures is shown in the color coded visual in Figure 9.  This visual demonstrates a 

challenge of the principal manager in a decentralized district such as CISD.  While the principal 

manager should be fully aligned with the superintendent’s mission and vision for the district, 

they must directly oversee campus-level operations and must also honor the manner in which the 

campus leader has chosen to manage their campus.  Their choices in management style and 

practices may be in alignment to the districts mission, yet may vary drastically from campus to 

campus.  This creates a challenge for principal managers seeking to implement any initiative  
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with fidelity, and may also offer a challenge in attempting to carry out an effective campus 

leadership succession plan.   

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9: Diffusion of District Wide Mission and Vision  

To address the first challenge, the recommendation would be to create a small department 

within the district whose role is the development and oversight of turnaround school succession 

plans.  These succession plans must be personalized to the campus and incorporated into school 

improvement plans (Fink & Brayman, 2006).  The succession plans would house an up to date 

collection of all policies and campus procedures, including information about the schools’ 

current mission and strides taken towards regularly demonstrating tenants of the mission.  

Succession plans should also include established campus practices for collecting and reviewing 

student data along with existing structures for teacher collaboration.   The succession planner 

assigned to the campus would schedule regular visits to the campus to chronicle effective 

leadership practices as well as challenges specific to the campus.  The succession planner would 

also work alongside human resources to be informed of tier two leaders, such as instructional 

specialists or assistant principals, throughout the organization whose experience and affective 

skillsets may be a match for the campus.  As is the case in the healthcare succession planning 

models (Redman, 2006) strategic mentoring of these future leaders should occur during their  
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tenure as an assistant principal or instructional specialist.  Additionally, as Redman (2006) states, 

“Once the principal announces their plan to transition, the succession team oversees the 

outbound (Wenger, 1998) and inbound (Wenger, 1998) human resource planning.    

The second challenge to address while implementing succession plans are the power 

relationships between the principal manager and principal, namely during the initiation of the 

school turnaround.  This challenge may be mediated by the implementation of a more balanced 

approach to district organization.  Principal Managers must understand their role from a 

structural perspective, but also must understand their role from a motivational standpoint.  

Principal Managers of turnaround leaders must first seek to understand the motivations and 

sense-making skillsets of their leaders, then must be willing to engage in a collaborative working 

relationship (Honig, 2003). 

Hybrid Approach to School District Organization 

Overall, the literature base on the practice of district central office administrators is 

lacking (Honig & Hatch, 2004); however, literature has referred to this process of balancing 

between top-down and bottom-up as building coherence throughout the organization.   The 

authors argue that neither a truly top-down or bottom-up approach will adequately suffice when 

supporting turnaround principals.  Rather, the crafting of coherence describes the complex and 

dynamic nature in which school and district leadership must engage.  In this view, school 

principals are empowered to serve as the interpreters of district policies (Cossentino, 2004; 

Shulman, 1983) and school district administrators become the interpreters and supporters of 

campus-based decisions (Honig, 2003).   In the case of each of the turnaround leaders, their  
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district administrators served primarily as a “shield” and “verifier” of the work they knew had to 

take place.   

This balanced approach between centralized and decentralized is critical and depends on 

the portion of the turnaround process being enacted.  Suggestions for district organization are 

displayed by each major category of study or discussion (Figure 10).  School districts should  

 

Figure 10: Example of Hybrid Decision Making Process  

employ a higher level of centralization when enacting practices having to do with data-informed 

decision making, as this included the curriculum and instruction within the school.  These 

decisions should not be solely at the discretion of the campus, but controlled at the district level 

instead.   The need to employ a more centralized approach to the oversight of school 

improvement practices was referred to when the incoming superintendent of CISD outlined his  
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educational priorities in March of 2017.  The balance between centralized and decentralized 

practices are discussed stating,  

Every one of [our schools] has unique needs… we give our principals the autonomy to 

make decisions that are best for their schools.  That’s why we are called a decentralized 

school district.  However, being decentralized makes it almost impossible to implement 

district-wide initiatives with fidelity.  And there are some central decisions that have to be 

made because it is what is best for all kids--no matter what campus they attend.  Instead of 

working in silos, these schools and school leaders will work together to meet the unique 

needs of the families and neighborhoods surrounding their schools.  There is no single 

organization or program capable of bearing the responsibility to fix these social wrongs.  

And that includes CISD and any centralized initiative we might try to create on our 

own…We need to collaborate together to coordinate direct services for our families….  

That way our educators can focus on what they do best—educate. 

Superintendent Smith foreshadowed upcoming changes to the organizational structure of CISD, 

which hint towards the move to a more centralized approach to gaining the resources necessary 

to improving schools.  His decision to employ a more centralized approach towards departments 

of the school district is supported by this and many other researchers (Cossentino, 2004; 

Shulman, 1983 Honig, 2003).   This foreshadowing of a more centralized approach was shared 

by one of the principal managers questioned in this study.  His remarks shed light on the need for 

a balance stating,  

This is a big push though, a big stretch from what we’re used to but some of our struggling 

schools are still struggling.   It’s like why would we continue to let people make their own  
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decisions…If the principal leaves, then you start all over… [Instead] It will be like there is 

consistency and there is a pattern, a vision of where we’re going and it shouldn’t be 

[solely] contingent on the leader…some things are just the way that we run business here 

[in CISD]…through some form of tiered autonomy.   If you’re a stage 6 school there’s 

little leeway… They’re still going to have that power to put their own spin on it.  

Something that we’re working on is a more systematic approach.   Instead of every school 

having to come and sort of beg, here’s my plan and here’s what I need the money for, 

instead of having them do that, creating the structures that are already there.   Traditionally, 

low performing schools are struggling [in similar areas].     

This CISD leader also alludes to the need to consider more centralized approaches towards 

maximizing each turnaround leaders’ ability to more effectively improve their schools 

conditions. 

Hiring Principals with Turnaround Experience  

During interviews with each of the leaders involved in the successful turnaround, it was 

determined the school they had worked so hard to improve was not their first school 

improvement project.  This finding is consistent with the literature which states the importance 

of hiring experienced leaders and focusing on the retention of effective leaders (Fuller, Orr, and 

Young, 2008; Gray, 2004).  In the case of Principal Ruiz, she had spent the last four years 

improving a similarly high needs campus.  She was recruited to Claireville Elementary to apply 

her expertise when seeking to improve one of the lowest performing schools in the district.   Mr.  

Parker had worked to improve two schools prior to his work at Williams Elementary.  His 

experience spanned three districts, and thus when arriving to Williams Elementary he was able to  
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tap into an extensive toolkit of school improvement strategies which resulted in a successful 

turnaround.  Lastly, in the case of Principal Soto, while she had not led a school of her own, she 

took part in an effective school improvement effort at the high school level as an assistant 

principal.  The experience took place in the context of a high school, which she shared, is a 

system with unique complexities.  The school improvement leaders in this study each brought 

with them a successful track record of effective school improvement.  When asked how their 

previous work as school leaders added to their ability to significantly improve their schools’ 

outcomes, they each stated they were able to learn the beginning principal skillsets in a safe 

environment where they were either provided additional room for error due to serving as an 

assistant principal, or due to their position of serving as a leader in a lower needs context.   

This information is opposite the literature which states principals choosing to remain in 

the profession generally do not stay in high poverty schools, but instead choose to lead less 

demanding and more affluent schools.  Fuller, Orr and Young (2008) found principal turnover 

rates are higher in schools in which more than 50% of the students are economically 

disadvantaged.  As new principals gain experience, they often move to schools that are 

considered “easier to run: schools with higher income, higher achieving students, and fewer 

minorities” (Branch, et al, 2008, p.  23).  Once principals secure a job at a high performing 

school, they tend to stay longer.  While schools serving large percentages of historically 

marginalized populations face challenges outlined above, schools with fewer than 50% 

economically disadvantaged students are not void of these similar challenges as well.   The 

School Leaders Network (2014) explained the principal turnover rate for impoverished schools is 

higher than the turnover rate for schools in more affluent areas: 
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The problem of retention is greatest at high poverty schools where 27 percent of 

principals leave each year and are replaced most frequently with new, inexperienced 

leaders, as compared with 20 percent attrition at more affiant schools (p.11).   

Schools which can anticipate a turnover in campus principals must organize and prepare 

themselves for the future leadership of the campus.  District leadership recruitment must ensure a 

pool of turnaround principal candidates is recruited prior to the need for one exists. 

As the research has shown, the most impactful turnaround leaders are experienced ones, 

and therefore, much work should be done to consider alternative methods of turnaround 

leadership recruitment, selection, and retention methods (Fuller, Orr, & Young, 2008).  

Leadership recruitment systems must be strengthened to maintain a strong pool of applicants 

whom, ideally, have had successful experience working as a tier II leader in a turnaround setting.  

These future turnaround leaders must be identified early and included in additional professional 

development around the key factors in which beginning turnaround principals must be skilled.  

Examples of these key factors are the establishing of clear mission and purpose, developing 

systems to review campus data, and the skills necessary to cultivate a culture of collaboration.  

To address selection, district personnel must consider the contextual needs the turnaround 

campus has, and then must devise a method by which to collect the information needed to select 

a candidate that best fits the campuses needs.   

Lastly, district leader should consult with existing turnaround leaders to determine the 

most appealing retention strategy.  It will be worthwhile for district leadership to explore 

incentives to retain effective turnaround leaders in schools that have shown dramatic 

improvements.  This incentive program can identify which incentive(s) may be most appealing to  
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each candidate.  Examples of these suggested incentives are longer-term contracts, additional 

campus personnel, merit-based stipends, or increased rates of pays to match larger, more 

comprehensive school programs.  With the anticipation of high turnaround principal turnover, 

districts must take a more active role in the recruitment, selection, and retention of highly 

effective turnaround leaders. 

Conclusion 

In the sections above, three recommendations for district administration have been 

shared, along with supporting research.  The three recommendations include: (a) the 

implementation of succession planning; (b) a hybrid approach towards the operations of a school 

district; and (c) the intentional hiring of turnaround leaders who have shown previous capacity to 

quickly implement key improvement strategies within a turnaround school context.  Through the 

findings of this study, the implications for district level practices emerged and are discussed 

above with relevant literature.   

Summary 

In this chapter, the findings of the study are discussed in great depth.  Specifically this 

chapter was dedicated to discussing the drivers of key strategies that arose from this study, 

highlighting considerations for the development of current and future turnaround leaders, and 

providing implications for practitioners and future research.  Lastly, considerations were 

included for district-level leaders to provide support for turnaround school leaders.   
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Conclusion  

 In this study, three cases of successful school turnaround initiations are chronicled.  The 

leaders of each school uniquely implemented research-based strategies in order to meet the needs 

of their specific context.  Each leader focused on establishing a central purpose centered on the 

students they served.  Through adherence to a central purpose, these leaders developed systems 

where, through the constant review of student needs, were able to purposefully focus practices, 

actions, and resources on strategies intended to increase student achievement.  Lastly, through 

their expertise and affective skillset, each leader was able to cultivate a culture of collaboration.  

There is much to be learned from the nuances with which these leaders employed the three broad 

categories of strategies highlighted in this study.  Knowledge must be captured and disseminated 

to prevent the current statistic claiming upwards of 70% of school turnarounds are unsuccessful 

(Smarick, 2010; Kutash et al., 2010).  This is concerning at the national, state, and local levels.  

Moreover, this data is upsetting because of the thousands of students who, by no fault of their 

own, attend a school that inhibits their right at accessing an equitable education.   This study and 

others similar to it provide hope where there is often much despair in terms of the future of 

school turnaround.   
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APPENDIX A: TURNAROUND SCHOOL/PRINCIPAL LETTER 

Date: (insert) 

Dear Turnaround School Principal, 

 

I am contacting you today to gauge your interest in allowing me to study your school and its 

recent turnaround successes.  As a sitting urban school principal and University of Houston 

doctorate candidate, I am highly interested in being able to articulate your turnaround leadership 

story in order to empower other turnaround leaders in urban public schools. 

 

If you wish to join, I will keep the time commitment to a minimum.  Essentially I will ask that I 

be able to interview you to articulate your turnaround story as it relates to how you overcame 

challenges present in low-performing schools.  Additionally, I will seek to understand what 

practices you and your team engaged in to initiate turnaround in your organization.  To further 

support this story I would ask that I be able to observe meetings with groups of educators, walk 

the physical plant, and interview other key players you identify as essential in telling the story of 

turnaround at your school.  This story will also be supplemented by analyzing archived 

documents such as campus improvement plans, the school website, and/or other documents you 

deem useful.  No students will be interviewed in the study.  The total time commitment for 

interviews will not exceed 1 hour without your consent. 

 

I sincerely hope that you will consider becoming a part of this research study.  It will assist other 

leaders in understanding one turnaround journey.  If you choose to participate, please let me 

know by responding to this letter via email.  Should you agree, I would like to schedule time to 

speak with you and your direct supervisor to gain consent to do this research.  If you do not wish 

to participate, no further action is required. 

 

Knowledge sharing from one educator to another can lead to a butterfly effect of assisting other 

children in their academic success.  Your school has done great things for kids in the form of 

turnaround that can directly assist the research community and other schools.  Hopefully, it can 

also inform the development of future turnaround principals.  Should you have any questions, or 

need any additional information, please email me at amy.poerschke@gmail.com or call my cell 

at 817-917-9698. 

 

Thank you for your time and consideration in participating in this study.  I look forward to your 

response. 

 

Sincerely, 

Amy R.  Poerschke  

Ed.  D.  Candidate, University of Houston 

 

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary.  The choice to participate is at your sole 

discretion and not required by your school or school district.  You may withdraw from 

participation in the study at any time by informing the primary or student researcher.  No 

students will be interviewed in this research, and no incentives will be offered for your 

involvement.  Your responses will be completely confidential.  Confidentiality will be upheld by  
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using pseudonyms to mask the name of the school and yourself as a participant.  Neither your 

name nor the name of your school will be disclosed by the student researcher in the final case 

study report, unless your school district provide express written consent to do otherwise that is 

agreed upon by every participant.  In addition absolute compliance with all district regulations 

and policies of involving research in the school will be upheld. 
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APPENDIX B: KEY STAKEHOLDER INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

Name __________________________ Date________________________ 

School ________________________ Position______________________ 

Introduction 

• Welcome 

• Purpose of the study 

– To more deeply understand how successful turnaround occurred with specific 

attention to three central ideas which were derived from literature study.   

• Provide and explain the informed consent form 

– Build trust through sharing: Information is de-identified, any write ups of data 

names will be replaced, and participants will have the opportunity to review 

all transcripts. 

• Provide the structure of the interview (45-60) and the areas it will address 

Questions about Establishment of Clear Purpose (ECP) 

Research shows that many times, schools which initiate turnaround, show a strong alliance to a 

central purpose, a set of values, or a mission.  These questions will seek to understand how your 

school relied on the establishment of clear purpose to initiate the schools’ improvement.   

1. How would you describe the schools’ mission, vision, and values? 

2. In what ways are the schools’ purpose, values, and mission communicated to all 

stakeholders? 

o Was this collaborative in nature? 

o In what ways did the leader personally live out the competencies of the mission 

statement?  

3. How do you know that in fact the purpose has been established? (evidence) 

Questions about Data-Informed Decision Making (DIDM) 

Many schools are data rich, but don’t always know what to do with the data provided.  Through 

the following set of questions, I’d like to understand in what ways you were able to use the vast 

amounts of data available to create positive change within your organization.    

4. Talk to me about what DIDM looks like in your school. 

o How did this facilitate turnaround? 

o What specific changes were made to the curriculum, instruction, and/or 

assessment as a result of data analysis? 

5. Did the district requesting/handling/providing of data provide value in your efforts to 

turnaround? 

6. How do you go about helping the faculty to utilize or learn to utilize data in improving 

classroom instructional practices? 
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Questions about Building a Culture of Collaboration (COC) 

Lastly, research indicates that school turnarounds are not the work of the leader singlehandedly, 

but involve multiple instructional leaders, driven by a culture of collaboration.  This last set of 

questions will seek to uncover to what degree a culture of collaboration drove the success.   

7. Describe the culture at your school? 

o Did that culture exist? If not, how did your team go about developing it?  

o Can you talk more about how collaboration…is it an essential part of your 

culture? 

o What is the process in model/teach – how do you get teachers to work 

collaboratively in an effective manner 

 Beyond you telling teachers…how do you know COC is a common value? 

8. What if any was the district’s role in facilitating collaboration and the improvement 

process?  
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APPENDIX C: IRB APPROVAL DOCUMENTATION  
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APPENDIX D: CONSENT FORM 

Title of research study: EXAMINING THE KEY DRIVERS OF SUCCESSFUL SCHOOL 

TURNAROUND: A CROSS COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF THREE SCHOOL LEADERS 

Investigator: Amy Poerschke, Ed.D Candidate, under the supervision of Dr. Bradley Carpenter, 

Ph.D.   

Why am I being invited to take part in a research study? 

We invite you to take part in a research study because of your recent school turnaround 

successes.    

What should I know about a research study? 

 Someone will explain this research study to you. 

 Whether or not you take part is up to you. 

 You can choose not to take part. 

 You can agree to take part and later change your mind. 

 Your decision will not be held against you. 

 You can ask all the questions you want before you decide, and can ask questions at any 

time during the study. 

Why is this research being done? 

While several studies have been conducted into the nature of turning a school around and on 

characteristics of effective school turnaround leadership, few case studies have been conducted 

to more closely understand the details of how school leadership team members begin research-

based practices.   In this way, we can share with future and current leaders, and which can help 

reduce the high rate of school turnaround failures that exists in persistently low achieving 

schools. 

How long will the research last? 

We expect that you will be in this research study for between 45-90 minutes in total.    

How many people will be studied?  

We expect to enroll about 9 people in this research study. 

What happens if I say yes, I want to be in this research? 
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 The researcher will schedule an individual time with you to meet at your campus and will 

conduct an interview which will ask you to share your experiences in a successful school 

turnaround.   

 There will be one interview per leader and each interview will last between 45-90 

minutes. 

 The interview will be conducted by the principal researcher, Amy Poerschke 

 The researcher is able to travel to the subjects’ school to conduct the interview, however, 

if the subject would feel more comfortable meeting outside of the school, the location can 

be up to the convenience of the subject.   

 The interviews will be conducted in January or February, 2017.   

 As a participant, you will be asked to confirm a time and location for the interview.  You 

will then be asked for your responses to a series of questions.  Lastly, you will be asked 

to review the transcriptions to ensure agreement with the outcomes of the interview.   

 These procedures would take place one time in either January or February 2017.   

This research study includes the following component(s) where we plan to audio record you as 

the research subject:  

 I agree to be audio recorded during the research study. 

 I agree that the audio recording can be used in publication/presentations. 

 I do not agree that the audio recording can be used in publication/presentations. 

 I do not agree to be audio recorded during the research study.   

           The subject may still participate even if you do not agree to be audio recorded 

What happens if I do not want to be in this research? 

You can choose not to take part in the research and it will not be held against you.  Choosing not 

to take part will involve no penalty or loss of benefit to which you are otherwise entitled. 

What happens if I say yes, but I change my mind later? 

You can leave the research at any time it will not be held against you.If you decide to leave the 

research, contact the investigator so that the investigator can delete your portion of the interview 

data.  You stop being in the research, already collected data may not be removed from the study 

record.   
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Is there any way being in this study could be bad for me? 

There are no foreseeable risks related to the procedures conducted as part of this study.  If you 

choose to take part and undergo a negative event you feel is related to the study, please inform 

your study team. 

Will I get anything for being in this study? 

No. 

Will being in this study help me in any way? 

There are no known benefits to you from your taking part in this research.  However, possible 

benefits to others include duplicating the successes of your students and faculty into other 

schools seeking to initiate a successful school turnaround.   

What happens to the information collected for the research? 

Your taking part in this project is anonymous, and information you provide cannot be linked to 

your identity.  We may publish the results of this research.  However, unless otherwise detailed 

in this document, we will keep your name and other identifying information confidential.   

What else do I need to know? 

Participants will be provided with a copy of the final thesis via email by April 2017.   

Who can I talk to? 

If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think the research has hurt you, you should 

talk to the research team at (713) 743-9204 or cphs@central.uh.edu 

This research has been reviewed and approved by the University of Houston Institutional Review 

Board (IRB).  You may also talk to them at (713) 743-9204 or cphs@central.uh.edu if: 

 Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the research team. 

 You cannot reach the research team. 

 You want to talk to someone besides the research team. 

 You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 

 You want to get information or provide input about this research. 

 

Your signature documents your consent to take part in this research. 
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Signature of subject_____________________________  Date__________________ 

  

Printed name of subject_____________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

   

195 

REFERENCES 

Abrahamson, E.  (2004).  Change without pain.  Audio-Tech Business Book Summaries, 

Incorporated. 

Adams, В.  (1931).  JT The Epic of America.  Boston, Little, Brown, and Company. 

Adams, M.  (2016).  Pedagogical Foundations for Social Justice Education.  Teaching for 

diversity and social justice, 27, 118-121. 

Adelman, H., & Taylor, L.  (2011).  Turning around, Transforming, and Continuously Improving 

Schools: Policy Proposals Are Still Based on a Two-Rather than a Three-Component 

Blueprint.  International Journal on School Disaffection, 8(1), 22-34. 

Agar, M.  H.  (1996).  The professional stranger: An informal introduction to ethnography. 

Akiba, M., LeTendre, G.  K., & Scribner, J.  P.  (2007).  Teacher quality, opportunity gap, and 

national achievement in 46 countries.  Educational Researcher, 36(7), 369-387. 

Altonji, J.  G., & Doraszelski, U.  (2005).  The role of permanent income and demographics in 

black/white differences in wealth.  Journal of Human Resources, 40(1), 1-30. 

Amos, J.  (2008).  What keeps good teachers in the classroom.  Alliance for Excellent Education.  

Washington, DC, Webinars and Events Publications. 

Anderson, J.  D.  (2002).  Historical perspectives on Black academic achievement. 

Apple, M.  W.  (1996).  Cultural politics and education (Vol.  5).  Teachers College Press. 

Bailey, M.  J., & Dynarski, S.  M.  (2011).  Inequality in postsecondary education.  Whither 

opportunity, 117-132. 

Bambrick-Santoyo, P.  (2010).  Driven by data: A practical guide to improve instruction.  John 

Wiley & Sons. 

Bambrick-Santoyo, P.  (2012).  Leverage leadership: A practical guide to building exceptional 

schools.  John Wiley & Sons. 

Baskerville, S.  M.  (2016).  A Phenomenological Study of African American Women in 

Predominantly White Graduate Schools (Doctoral dissertation, Pacifica Graduate 

Institute). 

Blankstein, A.  M.  (2012).  Failure Is Not an Option: 6 Principles That Advance Student 

Achievement in Highly Effective Schools.  Corwin Press. 

Bonstingl, J.  J.  (1992).  Schools of Quality: An Introduction to Total Quality Management in 

Education.  Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development, 1250 North Pitt 

Street, Alexandria, VA 22314 (Stock No.  611-92152, $14.95).. 

Breaden, M.  C.  (2008).  Teacher-quality gap examined worldwide.  Education Week, 27(22), 5. 



 

   

196 

Brown v.  Board of Education, 347 U.S.  483, 74 S.  Ct.  686, 98 L.  Ed.  873 (1954). 

 

Brinkman, S., & Kvale, S.  (2015).  Interviews: Learning the craft of qualitative research 

interviewing. 

Brinson, D., Kowal, J., Hassel, B.  C., Rhim, L.  M., & Valsing, E.  (2008).  School turnarounds: 

Actions and results. 

Carpenter, B.  W.  (2011).  (Re) framing the politics of educational discourse: An investigation of 

the Title I School Improvement Grant Program of 2009.  The University of Texas at 

Austin. 

Calkins, A., Guenther, W., Belfiore, G., & Lash, D.  (2007).  The Turnaround Challenge: Why 

America's Best Opportunity to Dramatically Improve Student Achievement Lies in Our 

Worst-Performing Schools.  Mass Insight Education (NJ1). 

 

Collins, C., & Yeskel, F.  (2005).  Economic apartheid in America: A primer on economic 

inequality & insecurity.  The New Press. 

 

Collins, J.  C.  (2001).  Good to great: Why some companies make the leap...  and others don't.  

Random House. 

 

Condon, C., & Clifford, M.  (2012).  Measuring Principal Performance: How Rigorous Are 

Commonly Used Principal Performance Assessment Instruments? A Quality School 

Leadership Issue Brief.  Revised.  American Institutes for Research. 

 

Connelly, F.  M., & Clandinin, D.  J.  (1990).  Stories of experience and narrative inquiry.  

Educational researcher, 19(5), 2-14. 

 

Cottrell, D.  (2002).  Monday morning leadership: 8 mentoring sessions you can't afford to miss.  

CornerStone Leadership Inst. 

 

Copeland, M., & Neeley, A.  (2012).  Identifying competencies and actions of effective 

turnaround principals.  .  Retrieved from 

http://www.secc.sedl.org/resources/briefs/effective_turnaround_principals/  

 

Creswell, J.  W.  (2012).  Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five 

approaches.  Sage publications. 

 

Day, C., Hopkins, D., Harris, A., & Ahtaridou, E.  (2009).  The impact of school leadership on 

pupil outcomes.  Final report. 

 

DePlanty, J., Coulter-Kern, R., & Duchane, K.  A.  (2007).  Perceptions of parent involvement in 

academic achievement.  The Journal of Educational Research, 100(6), 361-368. 

 

Denzin, N.  K., & Lincoln, Y.  S.  (2011).  The Sage handbook of qualitative research.  Sage. 

 



 

   

197 

 

Driscoll, M.  E.  , & Kerchner, C.  T.  (1999).  The implications of social capital for schools, 

communities, and cities: Educational administration as if a sense of place mattered.  In J.  

Murphy & K.  S.  Louis (Eds.), The handbook of research on educational administration 

(2nd ed., pp.  385-404).  San Francisco: Jossey-Bass 

 

Duke, D.  L.  (2004).  The Turnaround Principal: High-Stakes Leadership.  Principal, 84(1), 12-

23. 

 

Duke, D.  L.  (2009).  Differentiating school leadership: Facing the challenges of practice.  

Corwin Press. 

 

Duke, D.  L., & Jacobson, M.  (2011).  Tackling the toughest turnaround—Low-performing high 

schools.  Phi Delta Kappan, 92(5), 34-38. 

 

Duke, D.  L., Tucker, P.  D., Belcher, M., Crews, D., Harrison-Coleman, J., Higgins, J., & West, J.  

(2005).  Lift-off: launching the school turnaround process in 10 Virginia schools.  

Charlottesville, VA: Darden-Curry Partnership for Leaders in Education.  Retrieved 

August, 30, 2009. 

 

Duncan, G.  J., & Brooks-Gunn, J.  (Eds.).  (1999).  Consequences of growing up poor.  Russell 

Sage Foundation. 

 

Eastman, L.  J.  (1995).  Succession Planning: An Annotated Bibliography and Summary of 

Commonly Reported Organizational Practices.  Center for Creative Leadership, PO Box 

26300, Greensboro, NC 27438-6300. 

 

Erlandson, D.  A.  (1993).  Doing naturalistic inquiry: A guide to methods.  Sage. 

 

Fink, D., & Brayman, C.  (2006).  School leadership succession and the challenges of change.  

Educational administration quarterly, 42(1), 62-89. 

 

Friedman, H.  S.  (2012).  Americas poverty–Education link.  Shadow Conventions 2012. 

 

Fullan, M.  (1985).  Change processes and strategies at the local level.  The elementary school 

journal, 85(3), 391-421. 

 

Fullan, M.  (2001).  The new meaning of educational change (3rd edn)(London, 

RoutledgeFalmer). 

 

Fuller, E.  J., Young, M.  D., & Baker, B.  (2007, April).  The relationship between principal 

characteristics, principal turnover, teacher quality, and student achievement.  In annual 

meeting of the American Educational Research Association.  Chicago, IL. 

 

Fuller, E., Terry Orr, M., & Young, M.  D.  (2008).  The Revolving Door of the Principalship.  

Implications from UCEA.  University Council for Educational Administration. 

 



 

   

198 

Gardner, D.  P., Larsen, Y.  W., Baker, W., Campbell, A., & Crosby, E.  A.  (1983).  A nation at 

risk: The imperative for educational reform (p.  65).  United States Department of 

Education. 

 

Goleman, D., Boyatzis, R., & McKee, A.  (2013).  Primal leadership: Unleashing the power of 

emotional intelligence.  Harvard Business Press. 

 

Goldring, E., Cravens, X.  C., Murphy, J., Porter, A.  C., Elliott, S.  N., & Carson, B.  (2009).  The 

evaluation of principals: What and how do states and urban districts assess leadership?.  

The Elementary School Journal, 110(1), 19-39. 

 

Gall, M.  D.  Gall.  JP, & Borg, WR (2007).  Educational research: An introduction, 8. 

 

Gall, J.  P., Gall, M.  D., & Borg, W.  R.  (1999).  Applying educational research: A practical 

guide.  Longman Publishing Group. 

 

Geijsel, F., Sleegers, P., Leithwood, K., & Jantzi, D.  (2003).  Transformational leadership effects 

on teachers’ commitment and effort toward school reform.  Journal of educational 

administration, 41(3), 228-256. 

 

Gezi, K.  (1988).  The role of leadership in inner-city schools.  Educational Research Quarterly. 

 

Graue, M.  E., & DiPerna, J.  C.  (2000).  The gift of time: Who gets redshirted and retained and 

what are the outcomes.  American Educational Research Journal, 37, 509-534. 

 

Guba, E.  G.  (1981).  Criteria for assessing the trustworthiness of naturalistic inquiries.  

Educational Technology research and development, 29(2), 75-91. 

 

Hall, G.  E., & Hord, S.  M.  (2006).  Implementing change: Patterns, principles, and potholes. 

 

Hallinger, P.  (2003).  Leading educational change: Reflections on the practice of instructional and 

transformational leadership.  Cambridge Journal of education, 33(3), 329-352. 

 

Hallinger, P., Bickman, L., & Davis, K.  (1996).  School context, principal leadership, and student 

reading achievement.  The Elementary School Journal, 96(5), 527-549. 

 

Hallinger, P., & Heck, R.  H.  (1996).  Reassessing the principal's role in school effectiveness: A 

review of empirical research, 1980-1995.  Educational administration quarterly, 32(1), 5-

44. 

 

Hallinger, P., & Heck, R.  H.  (1998).  Exploring the principal's contribution to school 

effectiveness: 1980‐ 1995∗.  School effectiveness and school improvement, 9(2), 157-191. 

 

Hallinger, P., & Heck, R.  H.  (2002).  What do you call people with visions? The role of vision, 

mission and goals in school leadership and improvement.  In Second international 

handbook of educational leadership and administration (pp.  9-40).  Springer Netherlands. 

 



 

   

199 

 

Harris, A.  (2002).  Effective leadership in schools facing challenging contexts.  School 

Leadership & Management, 22(1), 15-26. 

 

Harris, A., & Chapman, C.  (2004).  Democratic leadership for school improvement in challenging 

contexts.  Democratic Learning: The challenge to school effectiveness, 164-178. 

 

Hart, A.  W.  (1993).  Principal succession: Establishing leadership in schools.  Suny Press. 

 

Herrmann, M., Dragoset, L., & James-Burdumy, S.  (2014).  Are Low-Performing Schools 

Adopting Practices Promoted by School Improvement Grants?(In Focus Brief) (No.  

0f0af9e4df414badbec3b53569813746).  Mathematica Policy Research. 

 

Historical Timeline of Public Education in the US.  (2015, August).  Retrieved November 03, 

2016, from https://www.raceforward.org/research/reports/historical-timeline-public-

education-us 

 

Hochbein, C.  (2012).  Relegation and reversion: Longitudinal analysis of school turnaround and 

decline.  Journal of Education for Students Placed at Risk (JESPAR), 17(1-2), 92-107. 

 

Honig, M.  I., Copland, M.  A., Rainey, L., Lorton, J.  A., & Newton, M.  (2010).  Central office 

transformation for district-wide teaching and learning improvement.  Center for the Study 

of Teaching and Policy, University of Washington. 

 

Isernhagen, J.  C.  (2012).  A Portrait of Administrator, Teacher, and Parent Perceptions of Title I 

School Improvement Plans.  Journal of At-Risk Issues, 17(1), 1-7. 

 

Jacob, A., Vidyarthi, E., & Carroll, K.  (2012).  The Irreplaceables: Understanding the Real 

Retention Crisis in America's Urban Schools.  TNTP. 

 

Jensen, E.  (2009).  Teaching with poverty in mind: What being poor does to kids' brains and what 

schools can do about it.  ASCD. 

 

Keppel, K.  G., Pearcy, J.  N., & Wagener, D.  K.  (2002).  Trends in racial and ethnic-specific 

rates for the health status indicators: United States, 1990-98.  Department of Health and 

Human Services, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Health 

Statistics. 

 

Kowal, J., & Ableidinger, J.  (2011).  How to Know when Dramatic Change Is on Track: Leading 

Indicators of School Turnarounds.  Public Impact. 

 

Kowal, J., Hassel, E.  A., & Hassel, B.  C.  (2009).  Successful School Turnarounds: Seven Steps 

for District Leaders.  Issue Brief.  Center for Comprehensive School Reform and 

Improvement. 

 

Kowal, J., & Hassel, E.  A.  (2011).  Importing Leaders for School Turnarounds: Lessons and 

Opportunities.  Public Impact. 



 

   

 

200 

Krueger, R.  A., & Casey, M.  A.  (2000).  Focus groups.  Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

 

Kvale, S.  (1997).  Interviews.  An Introduction to Qualitative Research Interviewing.  Thousand 

Oaks 1996 eller Kvale.  S.  Den kvalitativa forskningsintervjun.  Lund, 206. 

 

Kutash, J., Nico, E., Gorin, E., Rahmatullah, S., & Tallant, K.  (2010).  The school turnaround 

field guide.  Social Impact Advisors.  Retrieved November, 16, 2010. 

 

   Ladson-Billings, G.  (1994).  The dreamkeepers: Successful teachers of African-American 

children.  San Francisco, CA: Josey-Bass.  In Lan, J.(1997).  Meeting technology 

challenges in teacher education: Responses from schools and colleges of education.  Paper 

presented at the annual meeting of the American Association of Colleges of Teacher 

Education (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No.  ED 403 255).  Phoenix, AZ. 

 Ladson-Billings, G.  (2002).  I ain’t writin’nuttin’: Permissions to fail and demands to succeed in 

urban classrooms.  The skin that we speak: Thoughts on language and culture in the 

classroom, 107-120. 

  Ladson-Billings, G.  (2006).  From the achievement gap to the education debt: Understanding 

achievement in US schools.  Educational researcher, 35(7), 3-12. 

Ladson-Billings, G.  (2007).  Pushing past the achievement gap: An essay on the language of 

deficit.  The Journal of Negro Education, 316-323. 

Lachlan-Haché, J., Naik, M., & Casserly, M.  (2012).  The School Improvement Grant Rollout in 

America's Great City Schools: School Improvement Grants.  Council of the Great City 

Schools. 

Lacour, M., & Tissington, L.  D.  (2011).  The effects of poverty on academic achievement.  

Educational Research and Reviews, 6(7), 522-527. 

Leithwood, K., & Jantzi, C.  (2001).  School leadership and educational accountability.  

International Journal of Educational Leadership, 3(4), 217-237. 

Leithwood, K., Harris, A., & Strauss, T.  (2010).  Leading school turnaround: How successful 

leaders transform low-performing schools.  John Wiley & Sons. 

Leithwood, K., Patten, S., & Jantzi, D.  (2010).  Testing a conception of how school leadership 

influences student learning.  Educational Administration Quarterly, 46(5), 671-706. 

Leithwood, K., & Day, C.  (2008).  The impact of school leadership on pupil outcomes. 

Leithwood, K., & Seashore-Louis, K.  (2011).  Linking leadership to student learning.  John 

Wiley & Sons. 

201 



 

   

Leithwood, K., Seashore, K., Anderson, S., & Wahlstrom, K.  (2004).  Executive Summary: 

Review of Research: How Leadership Influences Student Learning. 

Levy, A., Fields, E., & Jablonski, E.  (2006, October).  Overview of research: What we know 

and don’t know about the consequences of science and math teacher turnover.  In NCTAF 

Symposium on the Scope and Consequences of K-12 Science and Mathematics Teacher 

Turnover. 

Loschert, K.  (2016, March 22).  STARTING STRONG: Early-Career Teachers and Principals 

Need More Support, Says Report from New Teacher Center.  Retrieved from 

http://all4ed.org/articles/starting-strong-early-career-teachers-and-principals-need-more-

support-says-report-from-new-teacher-center/ 

Louis, K.  S., Leithwood, K., Wahlstrom, K.  L., Anderson, S.  E., Michlin, M., & Mascall, B.  

(2010).  Learning from leadership: Investigating the links to improved student learning.  

Center for Applied Research and Educational Improvement/University of Minnesota and 

Ontario Institute for Studies in Education/University of Toronto, 42, 50. 

Manwaring, R.  (2011).  School Transformation: Can It Work?.  School Administrator, 68(3), 13-

18. 

Marshall, C., & Rossman, G.  (2011).  Primary data collection methods designing qualitative 

research. 

Waters, T., Marzano, R.  J., & McNulty, B.  (2003).  Balanced Leadership: What 30 Years of 

Research Tells Us about the Effect of Leadership on Student Achievement.  A Working 

Paper. 

Macias, L.  A.  (2011).  A case study of the transformation of a low-performing school into a 

high-performing school.  University of Houston. 

Merriam, S.  B.  (2002).  Qualitative research in practice: Examples for discussion and analysis.  

Jossey-Bass Inc Pub. 

Merriam, S.  (2009).  Qualitative Research: A Guide to Design and Implementation .  San 

Fransisco: John Willey & Sons. 

Mette, I.  M., & Stanoch, J.  (2016).  School Turnaround: A Rural Reflection of Reform on the 

Reservation and Lessons for Implementation.  The Rural Educator, 37(2). 

Miles, M.  B., Huberman, A.  M., & Saldaña, J.  (2014).  Qualitative data analysis: A methods 

sourcebook.  Thousand Oaks, California. 

Monroe, L.  (1997).  Nothing is impossible.  Leadership lessons from outside and inside the class 

room.  NY: Times Books, Random Wave. 

202 



 

   

Morrell, M., & Capparell, S.  (2011).  Shackleton's way: leadership lessons from the great 

Antarctic explorer.  Hachette UK. 

Muhammad, A.  (2011).  Transforming school culture: How to overcome staff division.  Solution 

Tree Press. 

 

Murphy, J.  (2010).  Turning around failing organizations: Insights for educational leaders.  

Journal of Educational Change, 11(2), 157-176. 

Murphy, J.  (1993).  Preparing tomorrow's school leaders: Alternative designs.  University 

Council for Educational Administration, 212 Rackley Bldg., University Park, PA 16802-

3200.. 

Murphy, J., & Meyers, C.  V.  (2007).  Turning around failing schools: Leadership lessons from 

the organizational sciences.  Corwin Press. 

Parcells, B.  (2000).  The tough work of turning around a team.  Harvard business review, 78(6), 

179-184. 

Parcel, T.  L., & Dufur, M.  J.  (2001).  Capital at home and at school: Effects on student 

achievement.  Social Forces, 79(3), 881-911. 

Portin, B.  S., Knapp, M.  S., Dareff, S., Feldman, S., Russell, F.  A., Samuelson, C., & Yeh, T.  

L.  (2009).  Leadership for learning improvement in urban schools.  Seattle, WA: Center 

for the Study of Teaching and Policy, University of Washington. 

Quillin, J.  (2012).  Snapshot of SIG.  The Education Digest, 77(5), 46. 

Rainer, T.  (2013).  Seven Reasons Why Leaders Fail.  Harvard Business Review. 

Rawls, J.  (1999).  The Law of Peoples (Cam-bridge, Mass.) 

Rawls, J.  (1991).  Justice as fairness: political not metaphysical.  In Equality and Liberty (pp.  

145-173).  Palgrave Macmillan UK. 

Mathis, W.  J., & Welner, K.  G.  (Eds.).  (2010).  The Obama education blueprint: Researchers 

examine the evidence.  IAP. 

Reeves, D.  B.  (Ed.).  (2008).  Assessing educational leaders: Evaluating performance for 

improved individual and organizational results.  Corwin Press. 

Reis, S.  M., Colbert, R.  D., & Hébert, T.  P.  (2004).  Understanding resilience in diverse, 

talented students in an urban high school.  Roeper Review, 27(2), 110-120. 

203 



 

   

Robinson, W.  S., & Buntrock, L.  M.  (2011).  Turnaround necessities.  The Education Digest, 

77(3), 4. 

Rothwell, W.  J.  (2010).  Effective succession planning: Ensuring leadership continuity and 

building talent from within.  AMACOM Div American Mgmt Assn. 

Reardon, S.  F.  (2011).  The widening academic achievement gap between the rich and the poor: 

New evidence and possible explanations.  Whither opportunity, 91-116. 

Roberts, N.  C.  (1985).  Transforming Leadership: A Process of Collective Actio.  Human 

Relations, 38(11), 1023-1046. 

Rubin, S., & Spady, W.  (1984).  Achieving excellence through outcome-based instructional 

delivery.  Educational Leadership, 41(8), 37-44. 

Saldaña, J.  (2015).  The coding manual for qualitative researchers.  Sage. 

Salmonowicz, M.  (2009).  Meeting the challenge of school turnaround: Lessons from the 

intersection of research and practice.  Phi Delta Kappan, 91(3), 19-24. 

Sampson, R.  J., & Morenoff, J.  D.  (1997).  Ecological perspectives on the neighborhood 

context of urban poverty: Past and present.  Neighborhood poverty, 2, 1-22. 

Sarason, B.  R., Sarason, I.  G., & Pierce, G.  R.  (1990).  Social support: An interactional view.  

John Wiley & Sons. 

Scheurich, J.  J.  (1998).  Highly successful and loving, public elementary schools populated 

mainly by low-ses children of color core beliefs and cultural characteristics.  Urban 

education, 33(4), 451-491. 

Sinek, S.  (2009).  Start with why: How great leaders inspire everyone to take action.  Penguin. 

Smith, J.  R.  (1997).  Consequences of Living in Poverty for Young Children’s Cognitive and 

Verbal Ability and Early School Achievement.‖ in Consequences of Growing up Poor.  

Greg J.  Duncan and Jeanne Brooks-Gunn, eds.  Russell Sage Foundation.  Smock, Pamela 

J.; Wendy D.  Brooks-Gunn.  New York: Russell Sage Foundation. 

Sparks, D., & Hirsch, S.  (2000).  Learning to lead, leading to learn. 

Sparks, S.  (2011, July 7).  Achievement Gap.  Education Week.  Retrieved November 19, 2016, 

from http://www.edweek.org/ew/issues/achievement-gap/ 

Stemler, S.  (2001).  An overview of content analysis.  Practical assessment, research & 

evaluation, 7(17), 137-146. 

204 



 

   

Stewart, D.  W., & Shamdasani, P.  N.  (2014).  Focus groups: Theory and practice (Vol.  20).  

Sage publications. 

Stoll, L., & Fink, D.  (1998).  The cruising school: The unidentified ineffective school.  No quick 

fixes: Perspectives on schools in difficulty, 189-206. 

Stringfield, S.  (1994).  Outlier studies of school effectiveness.  Advances in school effectiveness 

research and practice, 73-83. 

Stringfield, S., Reynolds, D., & Schaffer, E.  (2001, January).  Fifth-year results from the High 

Reliability Schools project.  Symposium presented at the meeting of the International 

Congress for School Effectiveness and Improvement, Toronto, Canada. 

Stringfield, S., Wayman, J.  C., & Yakimowski, M.  (2005).  Scaling up data use in classrooms, 

schools and districts.  In Dede, C., Honan, J.  P.  & Peters, L.  C.  (Eds.), Scaling up 

success: Lessons learned from technology-based educational innovation.  San Francisco: 

JosseyBass. 

Swanson, C.  B.  (2009).  Cities in Crisis: Closing the Graduation Gap.  Educational and 

Economic Conditions in America's Largest Cities.  Editorial Projects in Education. 

Teddlie, C., Reynolds, D., & Pol, S.  (2000).  Current topics and approaches in school 

effectiveness research: The contemporary field.  The international handbook of school 

effectiveness research, 26-51. 

Texas Education Agency (2010).  Retrieved from http://www.tea.state.tx.us/ 

Thrupp, M.  (2001).  Sociological and political concerns about school effectiveness research: 

Time for a new research agenda.  School Effectiveness and School Improvement, 12(1), 7-

40. 

Trochim, W.  M.  (2006).  Qualitative Validity.  Retrieved June 23, 2015. 

Turnbull, B., Welsh, M., Heid, C., Davis, W., & Ratnofsky, A.  C.  (1999).  The Longitudinal 

Evaluation of School Change and Performance (LESCP) in Title I Schools.  Interim Report 

to Congress. 

  Uline, C.  L., & Johnson, Jr, J.  F.  (2005).  This issue: Closing achievement gaps: What will it 

take?.   Theory Into Practice, 44(1), 1-3. 

Usher, A.  (2011).  AYP Results for 2010-11.  Center on Education Policy. 

U.S.  Department of Education.  (2010a).  Race to the Top: Application for Phase 2 funding.  

Washington, DC: Author.  Retrieved May 16, 2010, from 

http://www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop/phase2-application.doc 

205 



 

   

U.S.  Department of Education.  (2010b).  Application for grants under the Investing in 

Innovation Funds (i3) grant program.  Washington, DC: Author.  Retrieved May 16, 2010, 

from http://www2.ed.gov/programs/innovation/i3- application.doc 

Weber, R.  P.  (1990).  Basic content analysis .  Quantitative applications in the Social Sciences 

Series, Vol.  49. 

Wilson, W.  J.  (2012).  The truly disadvantaged: The inner city, the underclass, and public 

policy.  University of Chicago Press. 

Yin, R.  K.  (1984).  Case study research: Design and methods.  Beverley Hills. 

Zenger, J., & Folkman, J.  (2013).  How Poor Leaders Become Good Leaders.  Harvard Business 

Review. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


