
Vol.:(0123456789)

Journal of Educational Change (2023) 24:393–423
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10833-022-09450-w

1 3

Inside school turnaround: What drives success?

Kirsten Lee Hill1  · Laura Desimone2 · Tonya Wolford3 · Adrienne Reitano3 · 
Andrew Porter4

Accepted: 10 January 2022 / Published online: 29 March 2022 
© The Author(s) 2022

Abstract
This study proposes an empirically grounded theory of how school reform implemen-
tation relates to effectiveness, useful for developing and studying many approaches to 
school reform both in the U.S. and abroad, and also for assessing how policymakers 
and implementers might leverage various aspects of implementation to create effective 
school improvement models at scale. Guided by a new framework that links Bryk and 
colleagues’ (2010) five essential supports and as reported by Desimone’s (2002) adapta-
tion of Porter and colleagues’ (1986) policy attributes theory, we use a mixed-methods 
approach to study the implementation and effectiveness of school turnaround efforts in 
the School District of Philadelphia. We explore the relationships among key turnaround 
model components, approaches to model implementation, and academic achievement 
using a matched comparison design and estimating a series of regressions. Qualitative 
methods are used to contextualize findings and offer explanatory hypotheses.

Keyword Education policy · Effective schools · Mixed methods · School reform · 
Turnaround

School turnaround: An important part of the policy landscape we 
know little about

School turnarounds came to the forefront of education reform in the United States 
in the Obama Administration’s American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 
(ARRA).1 The prominence of school turnaround on the federal education policy 
agenda (e.g., Ayers et al., 2012; Kutash et al., 2010; Trujillo & Renée, 2015) makes 
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1 This act outlined four models of “interventions for struggling schools” as part of the State Fiscal Stabi-
lization Fund, School Improvement Grants (SIGs), and Race to the Top (U.S. Department of Education, 
2009a, p. 35). These four models, discussed by the U.S. Department of Education as options for turn-
ing around our nation’s lowest-performing schools, stem from, and refine, the five school restructuring 
options outlined by the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) (American Institutes for Research, 
2011; U.S. Department of Education, 2003). The four models are described as follows: (1) turnaround—
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it critical to evaluate not only its effectiveness in improving student achievement but 
also the mechanisms through which the reforms operate. Codifying the turnaround 
process through the framework we propose will additionally be beneficial to other 
school reform efforts, both nationally and abroad, which may not use “turnaround” 
nomenclature, but often reflect similar mechanisms for generating improvement 
(e.g., Liu, 2017).

Research on school turnarounds is limited. There are a number of case studies 
chronicling change efforts (Calkins et  al., 2007; Peck & Reitzug, 2018; Peurach 
& Neumerski, 2015; What Works Clearinghouse, 2008) and a few causal studies 
that reveal inconsistent success (Heissel & Ladd, 2018; Strunk et al., 2016a, 2016b; 
Zimmer et al., 2017). Consequently, there is a lack of consensus about what works 
to turnaround schools and why (de la Torre et al., 2012; Tannenbaum et al., 2015; 
VanGronigen, & Meyers, 2019). In fact, some argue that there is a lack of compel-
ling evidence that school turnarounds could even possibly be effective (Murphy & 
Bleiberg, 2019).

Research in this area is further complicated by semantics as the term “turna-
round” can refer to both a specific approach to school reform that involves replacing 
a school’s principal and at least 50 percent of the staff, as well as an overall strat-
egy for improving low performing schools (Dee, 2012; Herman, et al., 2008; What 
Works Clearinghouse, 2008; Zavadsky, 2012). This ambiguity in terminology makes 
understanding reform models’ theories of change critical to interpreting results.

One of the critical weaknesses of this literature, which we intend our work to 
address, is the lack of a cohesive conceptual framework for understanding and inter-
preting turnaround efforts. School turnaround efforts have been critiqued for both 
their lack of grounding in a conceptual framework and systematic investigation into 
the reasons behind success and failure (McCauley, 2018; Meyers & Smylie, 2017). 
We build on this work by proposing the Integrative Framework for School Improve-
ment, appropriate for studying school turnaround and other school reform efforts.

Our proposed framework provides an organizing schema to describe and study 
each component of a turnaround/reform effort. One of our central goals in this work 
is to move beyond the semantics of turnaround. We believe the labels and names 
applied to various efforts risk creating artificial differences that limit our genera-
tion of knowledge of how to improve schools—knowledge that is globally useful. 
The framework we propose drills down to the core components of reform initiatives, 
offering a simple and common language we can use to distill reform efforts so that 
across schools, districts, states, and countries, we can learn from one another about 
what does and does not work to improve schools. This paper presents the results of 
a study that tested this framework in the School District of Philadelphia, yielding 
research that sheds light on what does and does not work to improve schools.

Footnote 1 (continued)
hire a new principal, replace at least 50 percent of the staff, and implement a comprehensive plan for 
school improvement; (2) restart—reopen the school under the management of a charter or education 
management organization; (3) closure—close the school and re-assign students to higher-achieving 
schools; and (4) transformation—replace the principal and implement comprehensive instructional and 
organizational reforms (e.g., U.S. Department of Education, 2009a, p. 35).
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Conceptual framework: Integrating essential supports with policy 
attributes

Advancing studies of school turnaround requires a strong conceptual framework that 
can be applied to various models of school reform to better understand the mecha-
nisms through which reforms operate and what impacts these mechanisms have 
on the reforms’ successes and/or failures. School turnaround’s goal of improving 
schools and the comprehensive nature of the reform (targeting various aspects of 
a school including leadership, school climate, and instruction) (Center on School 
Turnaround, 2017) point to the value of considering the extensive bodies of litera-
ture on effective schools and comprehensive school reform (CSR) in developing a 
conceptual framework to guide a study of school turnaround.

To study the success of schools, it is critical to understand both the key compo-
nents of a reform strategy (such as its approach to instruction and school climate), 
as well as the mechanisms used to implement the strategies. To this end, we pro-
pose the Integrative Framework for School Improvement which joins Bryk and col-
leagues’ (2010) work on the five essential supports with Desimone’s (2002) adapta-
tion of Porter and colleagues’ (1986) policy attributes theory. To put it simply, the 
five essential supports capture the key components of a reform strategy whereas the 
policy attributes capture how schools choose to implement these components.

Decades of research have identified key components of effective schools (e.g., 
Purkey & Smith, 1983); research by Bryk et  al. (2010) on school improvement 
operationalized key components of effective schools by identifying and developing 
measures for five essential supports for school improvement. Bryk and colleagues 
found that each of the following five essential supports are necessary for school 
improvement:

• School leadership: the extent to which a leader sets shared goals and high expec-
tations and is able to engage and motivate key stakeholders.

• Parent-community ties: the extent to which teachers engage families in support-
ing their child’s learning, facilitate families’ engagement with school events, are 
familiar with students’ culture and community, and to which schools have part-
nerships within the community to ensure the needs of the whole child are met.

• Professional capacity: the quality of teachers and professional development 
opportunities, staff’s dispositions and beliefs, and the extent to which staff 
collaborate and have collegial relationships.

• Student-centered learning climate: order and safety within a school, the extent 
to which teachers both challenge and support students, and the quality of rela-
tionships among staff and students.

• Instructional guidance: how curriculum and content are organized and deliv-
ered, including a balance of basic and more applied skills.

They found that weakness in even one of these areas significantly reduced the 
likelihood of success, defined as “academic productivity,” a construct of statewide 
standardized test scores that considers value-add change over time (Bryk et  al., 
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2010). The five essential supports provide a useful framework for understanding 
the key components of various school improvement models. By measuring the 
strength of the five essential supports in different school improvement models, 
we can identify critical components of each model’s reform strategy and evalu-
ate where a school ought to focus its efforts to improve. In other words, we can 
use measures of the essential supports to paint a picture of a school’s approach 
to improvement—for example, does its reform strategy emphasize school climate 
over instruction?

In studies of school reform, research has long recognized the importance of stud-
ying both implementation and outcomes as there is consensus that the success or 
failure of an intervention or policy is best understood within the context of how it 
was implemented (e.g., Berends, 2000; McLaughlin, 1987). Our Integrative Frame-
work for School Improvement employs the use of Desimone’s (2002) adaptation of 
Porter and colleagues’ (1986) policy attributes theory which posits that implemen-
tation of any policy or reform is improved through being more specific, consistent, 
authoritative, powerful, and stable (Porter, 1989; see also: Porter, 1994). Desimone 
(2002) suggests that rather than a “true” value of policy attributes driving imple-
mentation (i.e., a value as reflected in legislation, policy statement or expert review), 
it is educators’ perception of the attributes that influence their behavior, and we 
adopt this perspective. The policy attributes are defined as follows:

• Specificity: degree of detail, clarity, and guidance. Specificity facilitates imple-
mentation by making clear goals, roles, and what stakeholders need to do in 
order to successfully implement policy/programming.

• Authority: buy-in and resources. Authority facilitates implementation by provid-
ing necessary support—people, time, and money.

• Consistency: degree of alignment with other reform efforts and policies within 
an organization, school, or district. Consistency facilitates implementation by 
ensuring that everyone is on the same page and that various initiatives work 
together.

• Power: rewards and sanctions/penalties. Power facilitates implementation by 
exerting pressure to implement.

• Stability: consistency of people, policies, and contextual factors over time. Sta-
bility is critical because volatile improvement efforts signal that changes are tem-
porary, which weakens commitment to policies/programming.

Whereas the five essential supports tell the story of what a school is doing, the 
five policy attributes look under the hood of school improvement, shedding light on 
how a school implements their overall reform strategies. Merging these two frame-
works provides common language for exploring both the “what” (essential supports) 
and the “how” (policy attributes) of school reform. The Integrative Framework for 
School Improvement allows researchers and practitioners alike to unpack the idea 
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of “success” in school reform and use careful examination of reform components 
and implementation strategies to gain an understanding of why a particular school 
improvement model is or is not associated with gains in academic achievement, the 
most common metric of success for school turnaround efforts.

By including measures of the essential supports and policy attributes in analy-
ses, we join other researchers in challenging the standard assumption that improved 
student achievement as measured by standardized tests adequately captures the 
complexities of school improvement (e.g., Datnow & Stringfield, 2000; Hallinger 
& Murphy, 1986; Purkey & Smith, 1983; Rosenholtz, 1985; WWC, 2008). In fact, 
this approach is uniquely suited to capture the complexities of school improvement 
allowing us to move beyond a focus on student achievement to answer questions 
related to identifying how schools build and support reform components, and how 
the components work in tandem for school success.

Our Integrative Framework for School Improvement, shown in Fig.  1 below, 
hypothesizes that school improvement is mediated by the essential supports and pol-
icy attributes and allows for interactions among all these aspects of reform. We can 
think of school improvement (the goal of reform efforts) as its own gear for creat-
ing change, turned by the gears of the essential supports and policy attributes. This 
framework is a mechanism for systematizing our understanding and evaluation of 
various school improvement efforts, including school turnarounds. Additional infor-
mation on the Integrative Framework for School Improvement can be found in Hill, 
Desimone, Wolford, & Reitano (2017).

Fig. 1  Conceptual framework
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Research questions and study context: The role of implementation 
in school turnaround success

Guided by our Integrative Framework for School Improvement, we address three research 
questions: (1) What are the relationships between the various approaches to school turna-
round and academic achievement? (2) To what extent do the essential supports and policy 
attributes mediate the relationship between school turnaround and academic achieve-
ment? And (3) How do teachers’ and principals’ descriptions of their schools’ approaches 
to improvement map on to the essential supports and policy attributes, and help to explain 
the relative successes and challenges of each school improvement model?

Study context

This study is set in the School District of Philadelphia, a large urban school district 
in the Northeast (hereafter the District), a leading recipient of School Improvement 
Grants (SIGs) in 2010. The study takes place within the context of a larger, district-
wide study on school improvement efforts that was conducted as part of the Shared 
Solutions Partnership, a researcher-practitioner partnership between The University 
of Pennsylvania Graduate School of Education and the School District of Phila-
delphia. The District identified the need for a study of what the District refers to 
as its “school turnaround model”—The Renaissance Schools Initiative. This is the 
name of the District’s primary initiative to improve low-performing schools. One 
of the central goals of the study was to apply the Integrative Framework for School 
Improvement to shed light on how the different school turnaround models that make 
up the Renaissance Schools Initiative operate in the District and also identify ways 
in which these models can be improved upon.

While referred to as a turnaround model, the Renaissance Schools Initiative is 
comprised of both District-operated turnarounds as well as restarts (charter-oper-
ated schools for which there are a number of providers). In the District, both restarts 
(formally called Renaissance Charters), and turnarounds (formally called Promise 
Academies) hire new principals,2 replace at least 50 percent of staff, and implement 
a “comprehensive plan for improvement” (U.S. Department of Education, 2009a, p. 
35). The critical difference between the restart and turnaround models is that restarts 
are operated by charter or education management organizations whereas the District 
continues to operate the turnaround schools. Colloquially, the District refers to all 
of these schools as “turnarounds.” In our analyses, we put the thorny semantics of 
“turnaround” aside and instead consider each turnaround operator independently as 
a model of school improvement.

2 An exception is made if a principal has been at a school for two or fewer years when it is identified for 
turnaround (Stratos et al., 2014). One school in our sample did retain its principal post-turnaround.
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Research design

Our study uses a theory-driven evaluation with a quasi-experimental design to 
conduct a fine-grained analysis of the implementation and effectiveness of two 
central approaches to school improvement in the District—namely, restart and 
turnaround models—as compared to a group of traditional public schools in the 
District that were not selected to partake in targeted improvement efforts. The-
ory-driven evaluations can be used to move past discussions about whether or 
not a program worked, to discussions about how a program or intervention oper-
ates (Chen, 1990; Smith, 1990). Additionally, they can be used diagnostically to 
inform improvements to a program or intervention that is being evaluated (Mark, 
1990). This type of evaluation is guided by a conceptual model, and commonly 
leverages mixed methods to address different components of the model in a holis-
tic way (Chen, 2006). With our conceptual model as a guide, we designed a study 
to examine the relationship among the policy attributes, essential supports, and 
student achievement using both quantitative and qualitative methods. Specifically, 
we use a matched-comparison design, which intends to replicate a randomized 
control trial (RCT), which is commonly accepted as the most rigorous way to 
show causality (Song & Herman, 2010). We could not randomly assign treatment 
because the District determines what schools will engage in its turnaround efforts. 
Consequently, we used a “matching” process to create two groups that mimic the 
groups that would have been created in an RCT (Stuart & Rubin, 2007, p. 155). 
To identify our matches, we created a composite indicator for every school in the 
District using key demographic and achievement variables and used the “nearest 
neighbor” method to select the comparison school with the smallest difference 
in composite indicator for each treatment school (Stuart, 2010). The schools in 
the treatment condition (those engaging in District-initiated improvement efforts) 
were selected because they were the lowest performing, academically, in the Dis-
trict. As such, the “nearest neighbor” matches were not all that near, at least not 
in terms of academic achievement. Baseline analyses demonstrated that not only 
were English Language Arts (ELA) and math achievement significantly worse in 
the treatment condition (as we would expect since these were the schools identi-
fied as needing improvement) but there is a difference of approximately 1 stand-
ard deviation between the two group means, in favor of the comparison group. 
For results of these baseline analyses see Table 1.

We employed mixed methods, integrating analyses of administrative data, sur-
vey data, and interview data to capitalize on the strengths of both qualitative and 
quantitative data (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). By looking at achievement 
data alongside survey and interview data (Desimone, 2012), we were able to gain 
an enhanced understanding of how different school improvement models work (or 
do not work) to improve student achievement and additionally paint a picture of 
what various manifestations of school improvement look like.
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We collected data during the 2014–15 school year. While teacher surveys 
were administered to all schools as part of a district-wide initiative, our sample 
included a total of 34 schools: 17 treatment schools which are implementing spe-
cific improvement models and 17 matched comparison schools. The District turn-
around initiative rolls out in yearly cohorts. Our quantitative sample consisted of 
all schools from the first (Group 1) and fourth (Group 2) cohorts of the initiative. 
Group 1 schools were “seasoned” implementers and were in their fifth year of 
implementing their turnaround model. Group 2 schools were in their second year 
of implementation of their turnaround model in the 2014–15 school year. Thus, 
we were able to study schools that were just starting to implement and those that 

Table 1  T-Tests to compare baseline differences between treatment and comparison groups

*Significant after correcting for False Discovery Rate
Bold: Higher mean

Variable Treatment group N Mean Mean difference Significant

ELA Achievement PSSA (Grades 
3–5)

Comparison 16 0.4834 0.9541 0.0001927*
Treatment 17  − 0.4708

Math Achievement PSSA (Grades 
3–5)

Comparison 16 0.5587 1.0867 0.0000094*
Treatment 17  − 0.5280

ELA Achievement PSSA (All Avail-
able Grades)

Comparison 17 0.4487 0.9135 0.0000632*
Treatment 17  − 0.4648

Math Achievement PSSA (All Avail-
able Grades)

Comparison 17 0.5023 1.0193 0.0000087*
Treatment 17  − 0.5171

Percent ELL Comparison 17 9.8824 5.3529 0.0928976
Treatment 17 4.5294

Percent IEP Comparison 17 17.5095 2.6312 0.1647917
Treatment 17 14.8783

Percent Economically Disadvantaged Comparison 17 98.4102 3.0481 0.1318681
Treatment 17 95.3622

Percent American Indian/Alaskan Comparison 17 0.5294 0.3529 0.4452020
Treatment 17 0.1765

Percent Asian Comparison 17 1.2353 0.9412 0.1341596
Treatment 17 0.2941

Percent Black Comparison 17 58.5294  − 23.4118 0.0445551
Treatment 17 81.9412

Percent Hispanic Comparison 17 35.4118 20.8824 0.0646057
Treatment 17 14.5294

Percent Multiple Races Comparison 17 3.0000 0.8235 0.2134346
Treatment 17 2.1765

Percent Native Hawaiian/Pacific 
Islander

Comparison 17 0.0000 NA NA
Treatment 17 0.0000

Percent White Comparison 17 1.9412 0.9412 0.3248127
Treatment 17 1.0000
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had been implementing for several years, to examine a trajectory of implementa-
tion, and also to look at how implementation and effectiveness might differ based 
on the amount of time the school had engaged in turnaround (Berends, 2000; 
Cohen & Ball, 1999; Murphy & Bleiberg, 2019; Meyers & Smylie, 2017; Player 
& Katz, 2016). Within the treatment group there are 9 Renaissance Charters (six 
in Group 1; three in Group 2), 8 Promise Academies (four in Group 1; four in 
Group 2), and 17 matched comparison schools. Three Renaissance Charter opera-
tors were represented: Mastery Charter Schools (Mastery), Universal Companies 
(Universal), and Young Scholars. We refer to each of these operators as well as 
the Promise Academies as an “improvement model.” Both Renaissance Charters 
and Promise Academies were required to hire new principals,3 replace at least 
50 percent of their staff, and create a comprehensive plan for improvement. The 
Renaissance Charters are operated by external operators and Promise Academies 
are operated by the District.

A qualitative study undertaken by the District in 2013–2014 sought to describe 
key difference among each operator (Stratos et al., 2014). Mastery schools operate 
using a no-excuses model that implements rigorous, Common Core aligned curric-
ula consistently across its various schools; Universal takes a more community-based 
approach to reform, giving school leaders greater autonomy over policies; Young 
Scholars is a data-driven model that focuses on college-readiness, positive student 
behavior, and extended learning time; and the Promise Academy model entailed 
minimal school-based autonomy over instruction and climate policies, additional 
instructional and professional development time, and prescribed intervention pro-
grams (Stratos et al., 2014).

To supplement the teacher survey data, we conducted site visits and interviewed 
principals and teachers at six schools selected from the larger sample of 34 schools. 
The goal of these site visits and interviews was to capture teachers’ and principals’ 
perspectives on schools’ unique approaches to improvement and what successes 
and challenges they associate with their schools’ models of reform. We focused our 
qualitative data collection on only those schools in Group 1 since they had five years 
of experience with the reform and therefore were the most likely to exhibit features 
of their given turnaround models. Additionally, prior research had shown that the 
Promise Academies from Group 1 were the only Promise Academies that main-
tained some semblance of the Promise Academy model after extensive budget cuts 
and instability in the District (Stratos et al., 2014). Within the Group 1 schools, we 
narrowed our focus to two schools per model. The inclusion of two schools per turn-
around model helped us differentiate between features unique to a school and those 
that are representative of the particular turnaround model. Specifically, we studied 
two schools operated by Mastery, two operated by Universal, and two district-oper-
ated Promise Academy schools. Young Scholars did not have two schools in Group 
1, and therefore was excluded from our qualitative sample. In addition to Mastery 
and Universal being the only charter providers in Group 1 that met our criteria of 

3 One school in our sample did retain its principal post-turnaround.
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having at least two schools, they are also the two largest providers of elementary 
school restarts in the District.

In the District, the number of elementary/middle schools engaging in improvement 
far exceeds that of high schools. Research that has found notable differences in effec-
tive reforms for high school and elementary schools (e.g., Edgerton & Desimone, 2019; 
Firestone & Herriott, 1982; Lee et al., 1993). To best facilitate meaningful compari-
sons, this study focuses on elementary schools only.

Data

The data for this study draw on a larger data collection effort undertaken by the Shared 
Solutions Partnership. Data sources include achievement data, administrative data, sur-
vey data, as well as interview data.

Achievement data

The primary outcome variable in our quantitative analyses is school-level achievement 
on the Pennsylvania System of School Assessment (PSSA). Grade-level mean scaled 
scores were used to control for prior achievement, and state-reported PSSA proficiency 
bands were used to construct our school-level outcome variables. Proficiency bands 
are used by both the Pennsylvania Department of Education (PDE) and the District to 
evaluate the performance of schools and make accountability decisions. For example, 
it is proficiency bands that are used in identifying schools for turnaround or closure. 
This routine and institutionalized use of proficiency bands for accountability purposes 
makes them a practical outcome measure for our study. English Language Arts (ELA) 
and math outcome variables for the analysis were constructed with a two-step pro-
cess using the state’s 2014–2015 achievement data. First, we multiplied the percent of 
students scoring in each proficiency band by the numbers below and summed them 
to create grade-level PSSA scores for ELA and math, separately: Below Basic =  × 1; 
Basic =  × 2; Proficient =  × 3; and Advanced =  × 4. In the second step, we created a 
school-level achievement outcome variable for ELA and math, separately, by taking the 
mean of the grade-level scores created in the first step.

Administrative data

We included covariates in regression models to mitigate bias from the estimates of 
treatment effect (Steiner et  al., 2010). In addition to measures of prior achievement 
(McCoach, 2006), we included variables to capture student race, ethnicity, gender, 
economic disadvantaged status, and indicators for English Language Learners and stu-
dents with learning disabilities. Noting constraints on power due to a small sample 
size and a heavily specified model and being mindful of the risk of overfitting (this 
is when a model begins to describe random error and reduces generalizability) (Bab-
yak, 2004; Breiman & Freedman, 1983), baseline analyses informed the creation of 
an index of IEP/ELL, which captures the percent of students who are identified as 
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English Language Learners (ELL) and those identified as needing an Individualized 
Education Plan (IEP) to include along with percent white students as covariates in the 
final regressions. IEP/ELL is a school-level variable equivalent to the percent of stu-
dents who are identified as ELL at a school plus the percent of students with IEPs.

Survey data

We use data from a district-wide teacher survey that was jointly developed as part of 
the Shared Solutions Partnership. This survey was administered to all teachers in the 
District online via an e-mail link between May 18th and June 19th, 2015. Teachers 
were not required to participate in this data collection, and e-mail/web-based surveys 
typically have lower response rates (e.g., Mertler, 2003; Sheehan, 2001). We used best 
practices to help boost the response rate within the study sample such as as: crafting a 
well-designed and clear survey; prominently featuring the District and University logos 
on the survey; offering financial incentives; and making repeated contact and follow-
ups with participants via e-mail and the phone (Fowler, 2014). Within the study sample, 
the average response rate for a school was approximately 63 percent of teachers, with a 
low of 11.9 percent and high of 96.67 percent (standard deviation equal to 23.22).4

Survey questions were drawn primarily from surveys with known validity and reli-
ability, such as those used by Bryk et al. (2010) in Chicago. We used expert review, 
focus groups, and cognitive interviews to further refine the questions and items (Desi-
mone & Le Floch, 2004). Survey development took approximately six months, and 
each survey went through over 10 rounds of intensive review and revisions.

In total, this survey measured 10 key constructs (5 essential supports and 5 pol-
icy attributes) and 19 sub-constructs total within the essential supports and policy 
attributes. Each construct was comprised of multiple items, which increases validity 
and reliability (Mayer, 1999). Many of the constructs included sub-constructs. For 
example, the construct “School Climate” consisted of the sub-constructs “Bullying,” 
“Respect,” and “Challenges.” To view a full list of the constructs, sub-constructs 
and their reliabilities, please see Table 2.

Using the survey data, we created school-level scores to measure the essential 
supports, policy attributes, and their sub-constructs. All survey items were on Lik-
ert scales, and were scored on 0 to 3- or 0 to 5-point scales (depending on the total 
number of answer categories), with zero indicating the lowest (or most negative 
response).5 When appropriate, items were reverse coded. To create measures of the 
essential supports and policy attributes for our analyses we used a three-step pro-
cess. First, recalling that our 10 (total) essential supports and policy attributes con-
structs are made up of 19 (total) sub-constructs, we created teacher-level scores for 
each sub-construct on our survey by averaging the scores on each item within a sub-
construct. Next, we created teacher-level construct scores by averaging a teacher’s 

4 This is higher than the response rate for the District. A total of 5423 teachers (53 percent) responded to 
the survey.
5 Most commonly used answer categories were: Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Agree, Strongly Agree and 
Never, 1–4 times a year, 5–7 times a year, Monthly or about monthly (8 or 9 times a year), Weekly or 
about weekly, Daily or almost daily.
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scores for each of the constructs’ sub-constructs. Lastly, we created school-level 
scores by averaging all the teachers’ scores for the constructs and sub-constructs, 
respectively. We calculated Cronbach’s alphas for each of the constructs and sub-
constructs to assess the internal consistency of the survey items. All scale reliabili-
ties for this study, with the exception of one (for Power), fell within the 0.67 and 

Table 2  Constructs/Subscales

School leadership Items Cronbach’s alpha
Expectations and feedback 5 0.939
Inclusive leadership 5 0.945
Overall 10 0.961
Parent/Guardian-community ties 7 0.896
Professional capacity
Innovation 5 0.878
Peer collaboration 7 0.843
Quality of PD: Content focus and duration 11 0.883
Quality of PD: Collective participation, active learn-

ing, and learning span
6 0.69

Overall 29 0.895
Climate
Bullying 6 0.745
Respect 10 0.678
Challenges 10 0.829
Overall 26 0.871
Instruction
Procedural 5 0.673
Conceptual 7 0.843
Student engagement 7 0.804
Teacher self-reflection 12 0.789
Overall 31 0.865
Specificity (around instructional guidance) 11 0.84
Consistency
Curriciulum and instruction 5 0.781
Professional development 5 0.734
Overall 10 0.792
Authority
Institutional 13 0.892
Normative 6 0.835
Overall 19 0.897
Power 2 0.228
Stability
Mobility/turnover 6 0.743
Student absenteesism/tardiness 3 0.917
Overall 9 0.847
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0.961 range (average = 0.811), indicating an acceptable internal consistency between 
items within each construct and sub-construct, without item redundancy (Gliem & 
Gliem, 2003; Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994; Streiner, 2003). The construct “Power” 
had an alpha of 0.228, which is not unusual as it was a two-item indicator and alpha 
is, in part, a function of the number of items in a scale (Cortina, 1993).

We checked for multicollinearity within and between the essential supports and 
policy attributes and in cases in which correlations were found to be high (defined as 
greater than 0.8), we revisited the survey questions to ensure that they were measur-
ing different components (conceptually) and also to check where the items fell on 
the survey, as items asked near one another are more likely to be correlated. For 
correlations that exceeded 0.9, we additionally looked at the scatterplots at both the 
school- and teacher-level, which confirmed that variables are not collinear and did 
not pose a threat to our analysis.

To account for partial response bias and help ensure validity of the survey scores, 
we required that teachers respond to a minimum of 50 percent of items within a 
sub-construct in order to be eligible for a sub-construct score. Similarly, for a 
teacher to receive a construct-level score, they must have a score for at least half of 
the sub-constructs that comprise the construct. This decision considered response 
descriptives as well as the number of items within sub-constructs, how many sur-
vey questions a sub-construct spanned, and how many dimensions of a construct 
we measured. The survey was designed to be precise and efficient—we used the 
minimum number of items necessary to capture each sub-construct and construct 
so as to reduce teachers’ burden of taking the survey. Due to complexity of the care-
fully chosen items that make up each sub-construct (and of sub-constructs that make 
up each construct), weighting and imputation did not seem appropriate (Brick & 
Kalton, 1996). The threshold of 50 percent was chosen to maximize use of available 
data while maintaining construct validity.

Interview data

We visited each of our case study schools in the spring of 2015. In keeping with the 
standard of research and best practices set by the District’s qualitative study during 
the prior school year and to ensure minimal interruptions to schools’ daily activi-
ties, all interviews and observations for a given school took place on the same day. 
Comprehensive Site Visits, lasting between approximately four and seven hours 
were coordinated with each school’s principal by the District. To reduce selection 
bias, increase consistency within our sample, and also ensure a more representative 
sample of interviewees at each school, we asked that principals arrange interviews 
with: (1) A teacher in a leadership position; (2) A 3rd grade teacher; (3) A teacher 
in lower-elementary (Grades K-2); and (4) A teacher in upper-elementary (Grades 
4–8). These criteria were chosen based on hypotheses that teachers in tested grades 
and subject areas may have a different experience at school than those in non-tested 
grades and subjects; similarly, teachers who are new may have a different experience 
than those who are more experienced.
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The interview protocol was structured according to the five essential supports and 
included questions that spoke to each of the five policy attributes. We asked prin-
cipals and teachers questions about their school’s overall approach and philosophy 
for each essential support; their perspective on their school’s strengths and chal-
lenges in each of these areas; and, additionally about the policy attributes. The inter-
views were semi-structured in nature in order to ensure that the participants speak to 
aspects of school improvement that we were interested in learning about, while also 
allowing for new information about implementation and effectiveness to be brought 
to light (Weiss, 1994). Interview protocols went through multiple revisions with 
Shared Solutions staff. Each interview lasted approximately 45–60 min. We inter-
viewed a total of 24 teachers and 6 principals in our six case study schools—4 teach-
ers and 1 principal per school.

Analytic approach

Quantitative

To determine which school improvement models, key components, and implemen-
tation strategies are associated with higher performance on the PSSA, we used 
blocked, stepwise regression models that included indicators for school improve-
ment model type, prior academic achievement, percent of the student population 
that is white, and a composite variable (IEP/ELL) reflecting the percent of students 
who are identified as ELL and those identified as needing an IEP. At the start of the 
study, we examined what we term “baseline” differences between the treatment and 
comparison groups on these key demographic and achievement variables to guide us 
in selecting variables to include in our models.

In our regressions, we used a blocking method, which allowed us to specify dif-
ferent regression approaches for different parts of the model. Because we are inter-
ested in examining the relationship between various school improvement models 
and achievement, we entered a dummy variable for school improvement model type 
(Mastery, Universal, Young Scholars, and Promise Academy) into the equation. Fur-
thermore, noting the importance of our covariates, in estimating our regressions, we 
entered baseline achievement data, percent white students, and our IEP/ELL vari-
ables. These variables comprise the first block of the regression equation and were 
included in all regression models estimated for this study in order to disentangle the 
effects of the essential supports and policy attributes from those of the model and 
aforementioned covariates.

For the next block, we entered all 10 of the main survey constructs, and specified 
stepwise regression. This type of regression is used when the ratio of the number 
of variables to sample size is high and also to find which predictor variables most 
efficiently explain variance in an outcome variable (Babyak, 2004; Leigh, 1988; 
Streiner, 2013). Stepwise regression does not favor any variable, but rather uses only 
statistics to choose which variables enter into an equation; this lack of theory and 
strict reliance on math has led some to criticize its use (Thompson, 1995). In our 
case, this study does not purport to be causal, but rather is exploratory in nature 
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and because—to our knowledge—there is no theoretical or hypothesized basis to 
presume that certain essential supports or policy attributes should be favored over 
others, stepwise regression was deemed the most powerful and preferred approach 
for detecting significant effects and better understanding the relationship among the 
various predictors.

We supplemented our regression analyses with multivariate analyses of covari-
ance (MANCOVAs) and descriptive statistics with the goal of identifying each 
school improvement model’s strengths and challenges as measured by the constructs 
on the teacher survey. The MANCOVAs additionally allowed us to explore mean-
ingful differences among the models on these variables.

Qualitative

We analyzed the qualitative data in two phases. First, interview transcripts were 
coded on a rolling basis in the order in which the site visits were conducted. All 
interviews were first deductively coded (Miles et al., 2014) using the five essential 
supports and five policy attributes. We then used inductive coding to identify themes 
in the data that could help to explain successes and challenges in essential supports 
and levels of policy attributes.

The purpose of closed coding the interviews using the essential supports and pol-
icy attributes was to provide rich descriptions of each school improvement model’s 
key components and strategies for their implementation. Our survey analysis iden-
tified the relative strength of the essential supports and levels of policy attributes 
present in schools implementing different improvement models. As we went through 
the interview transcripts during phase one of coding, we also added more codes to 
our coding structure in order to capture aspects of teachers’ and principals’ experi-
ences with school improvement models that were not already accounted for by our 
conceptual framework (Miles et al., 2014). This open coding shed additional light 
on the successes and challenges associated with implementing the schools’ improve-
ment models. New codes that emerged during analysis included: capacity building, 
autonomy, adaptation, collaboration, communication, resources, responsibility, sup-
port, trust, and values/philosophy.

For our analysis, we drew on the results from the quantitative analysis of survey 
and academic achievement data to narrow our focus within the qualitative data, con-
sidering only parts of interviews coded for the essential supports and policy attrib-
utes that were identified as significant in our regression models. This analysis was 
conducted at the operator and not the school level. The purpose of the study is to 
understand different school improvement models, namely the Mastery, Universal, 
and Promise Academy models for improvement in terms of the essential supports 
and policy attributes and not to explain an individual school’s approach to improve-
ment. To conduct this analysis, we ran queries conditioned on school operator and 
the construct of interest—a particular essential support and/or policy attribute. Next, 
we inductively coded within these selections to identify themes in the data that 
could help to explain successes and challenges in essential supports and levels of 
policy attributes.
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Limitations

While we did equate groups on critical characteristics known to be associated with 
student learning, our study is not causal. Unobserved and unmeasured differences 
between the study groups weaken the internal validity, and this should be kept in 
mind in interpreting results. At the same time, equating groups on critical character-
istics known to be associated with student learning contributes to the confidence that 
any relationships we find may be causal. Additionally, lack of access to both student-
level achievement data and grade-level mean scaled scores is a limitation of this 
study. We made numerous attempts to acquire this data from the state and to collab-
orate with the District’s charter school office to collect achievement and administra-
tive data for the Renaissance Charter schools but none of these efforts were fruitful.

While the policy attributes can permeate all aspects of a school improvement 
model, each of the policy attributes was only asked about within the context of a sin-
gle essential support. This was an effort to capture maximum variance using a mini-
mum number of items to keep our survey concise and minimize burden on teach-
ers. Finally, while we did provide principals with specifications to reduce selection 
bias and ensure a more representative sample of interviewees at each school, we 
acknowledge that principals may be biased in their choice of teachers.

Results

For the sake of simplicity and to minimize redundancies in this paper, we restrict 
interpretation of our results to our regression model for grades three through eight in 
English Language Arts (ELA). The ELA model had the best fit, the R-squared val-
ues for the models predicting ELA achievement were consistently higher than those 
predicting math achievement, and math achievement tended to be lower for schools 
regardless of model. Differences in ELA achievement were on average two times 
the size of differences in math achievement. A potential explanation for schools’ 
higher performance in ELA is the intense focus that the District has placed on ELA 
achievement. One of the District’s official goals outlined in their improvement plan 
is that “100% of 8 year-olds will read on grade level” (The School District of Phila-
delphia, 2015); there is no comparable goal for math.

Also, in interpreting our results, it is important to note that prior to implementing 
a specific improvement model, all schools in our treatment group were performing 
significantly worse in ELA and math than the comparison schools. Further, there 
were no significant differences in student populations served, as measured by per-
cent white students or our IEP/ELL index, for any of the school improvement mod-
els from the baseline year to the year of data collection.
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RQ1: What are the relationships between the various approaches to school 
turnaround and academic achievement?

On average, regression models conditioned on school improvement model, con-
trolling for prior academic achievement, percent white students, and IEP/ELL, 
explained approximately 68.4 percent of variation in academic achievement. In gen-
eral, when individual school improvement model types are included as predictors, 
inclusion of the essential supports and policy attributes does not explain additional 
variance in academic achievement. Because the essential supports and policy attrib-
utes drop out of the regression models when we include indicators for the individual 
school improvement models, we hypothesize that these features capture the essence 
of a school’s approach to improvement.

As shown in Table 3, Mastery was found to be a significant predictor of achieve-
ment. This means that schools being turned around by Mastery were associated with 
higher levels of student achievement in ELA. Specifically, if a school is engaging 
in Mastery’s school improvement model, it is predicted to score approximately 51 
points—or 13 percent—higher in ELA achievement (p = 0.000), holding percent 
white students, IEP/ELL, and prior achievement constant. Universal is also outper-
forming the comparison schools in ELA (p = 0.006) such that if a school is engaging 
in Universal’s school improvement model, it will score approximately 21 points—or 
5 percent—higher on our ELA outcome variable. While not significant (p = 0.693), 
Promise Academies are performing 1.97 points lower in ELA achievement as com-
pared to comparison schools. In this model, prior ELA achievement is a significant 
predictor of current ELA achievement (p = 0.002), holding all else constant such 
that a one standard deviation increase in prior ELA achievement is associated with 
a 10.14-point increase in performance on our outcome variable. Percent white stu-
dents is also a significant predictor (p = 0.009) such that each one percent increase is 
related to a 2.95-point increase in ELA achievement.

Robustness check. To address concerns about response biases due to differential 
response rates, we did a robustness check on our analyses by re-running the regres-
sions for only schools that had a response rate of 50 percent or higher. Results were 
found to be robust to response rates: Mastery remained a significant predictor for all 
outcome variables and Universal remained a significant predictor of the all grade 
achievement outcomes.

RQ2: To what extent do essential supports and policy attributes mediate 
the relationship between school turnaround and academic achievement?

Hypothesizing that the essential supports and policy attributes may not enter into the 
final stepwise regressions because the school improvement model indicators desig-
nating Mastery, Universal, Young Scholars, and Promise Academy effectively cap-
ture particular essential supports and policy attributes, we ran the same stepwise 
regression again but replaced the indicators for each school improvement model 
with a variable for “Treatment Group.”
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In this revised regression, Treatment Group was not a significant predictor of 
achievement, however, three policy attributes entered into the regressions as sig-
nificant predictors of our outcome variables: Specificity, Authority, and Power. All 
three of these policy attributes were statistically significant in the ELA achievement 
model for all grades (three through eight). Of the three policy attributes that entered 
into the equations—by a slight margin—Specificity was associated with the larg-
est improvement in achievement such that a one-point increase in Specificity (out 
of total of three points) is associated with a 28.12 point (approximately 7 percent) 
increase in ELA achievement (p = 0.022). Similarly, a one-point increase in Author-
ity (out of total of three points) is associated with a 27 point (6.75 percent) increase 
in ELA achievement (p = 0.011). Power was found to be a significant predictor at the 
0.10 level (p = 0.065) such that a one-point increase in Power (out of total of three 
points) is associated with an 18.83 point (4.7 percent) increase in ELA achievement. 
These results will be further contextualized and discussed in the following sections 
on “levers” for improvement.

RQ3: How do teachers’ and principals’ descriptions of their schools’ approaches 
to improvement map on to the essential supports and policy attributes, and help 
to explain the relative successes and challenges of each school improvement 
model?

As Table 3 shows, we found that it is the policy attributes and not the essential sup-
ports that have the strongest relationship with student achievement. While the essen-
tial supports were not found to be significant in our regression analysis (and as such, 
for the purpose of space, we do not present our qualitative findings on them), they 
provided the structure through which we were able to ask teachers and principals 
about their schools’ approach to improvement. For full qualitative results, including 
findings on the essential supports, see Hill (2016). While all five policy attributes 
can be used in any one reform effort—e.g., climate efforts can be specific, consist-
ent, authoritative, powerful, and stable—we asked about each of the attributes in 
the context of a single essential support, due to the necessity of making our survey 
effort efficient and concise.

Our data help us better understand how different school improvement models 
are implemented. Table  4 provides an overview of which models scored “high” 
and “low” on each of the significant policy attributes. The column, “True Max,” 
indicates the highest score a model could receive for each of the constructs and 
sub-constructs. As evidenced in Table 4, the Mastery model—the school improve-
ment model that was significantly predictive of academic achievement—scored the 
highest in all the policy attributes identified as significant by our regression mod-
els. Likewise, the Promise Academy model, which was consistently, though not sig-
nificantly, related to lower academic achievement, tends to score low in the policy 
attributes. The Universal model tends toward the middle of the policy attributes 
scale.

We believe that understanding these attributes is vital to creating successful 
models for school improvement. We use our interview data to explore what these 
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significant policy attributes look like in practice so that we can think critically and 
practically about how schools can use these attributes to generate gains in student 
achievement. We draw on data from our six site visits to illustrate what it may look 
like to be “high” and “low” in the policy attributes that regressions identified as sig-
nificant predictors of student achievement. Using these combined survey and inter-
view results we identify three levers for school improvement.

Lever one: specificity: striking a balance between directives and discretion.

In this study, the policy attribute Specificity was measured within the context of the 
essential support of Instruction. To gauge the level of Specificity used in a school’s 
approach to instruction, teachers were asked about how much control they had 
over different aspects of instruction in their classrooms—for example: determining 
course objectives, choosing books and other materials, selecting content, and setting 
pacing. When we identify a school improvement model as more specific, what we 
mean is that the model provides teachers with clearer guidance, materials, and train-
ing that leave less room for individual interpretation of school policies and practices. 
It is important to note that Specificity, like all the policy attributes, is a continuum 
with both advantages and disadvantages at both ends. For instance, a highly spe-
cific model that provides teachers with clearer, materials and training may improve 
implementation fidelity but leave less room for teacher creativity and autonomy. 
Such nuances make additional qualitative work—such as interviews—critical to 
interpretation of these results.

Table 4  Policy Attributes: Highs and Lows

Promise 
Academy 

Mean 
(n=8) 

Universal 
Companies

Mean 
(n=3) 

Mastery 
Charter 
Schools 

Mean 
(n=4) 

True Max

Comparison 

Group 

Mean  

(for 

reference) 

Specificity 0.602634 0.808621 1.113416 3 0.465365 

Authority 1.596975 1.686462 2.093698 3 1.520361 

Power 1.359311 1.347684 2.068490 3 1.359411 

Key
Low 

High 

*Sig at .05
’Sig at .1
X excluded from model
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As shown in Table 4, schools operated by Mastery scored the highest on specific-
ity (1.11) and Promise Academies scored the lowest (0.603). Practically, this is the 
difference between more teachers indicating that they have “a great deal” of control 
and more teachers indicating that they have “a little control” with regard to instruc-
tion. For all Specificity survey items, see Table 5. Despite the difference between 
these scores, teachers at Mastery schools and Promise Academies often used similar 
language to describe their school’s prescription for instruction.

Teachers at Mastery schools described a uniform instructional policy and pre-
scribed strategies and materials that they used in their classroom but emphasized 
that they have a degree of discretion and flexibility in implementing these prescrip-
tions as they see fit. Adele, a Mastery teacher, said:

It’s literally like they have unit plans for us. They make it up for us, they give 
us the curriculum, but we have free rein because we know our kids. And that’s 
what I love about Mastery is the fact that they acknowledge that you know 
your kids, you know what they need.

Mastery teachers noted how the Mastery model had recently increased flexibility 
for teachers, transitioning from a very rigid sequence of lesson delivery to increased 
choice and more engaging instruction. Lauren, a Mastery teacher, said:

Last year…it was either the Mastery way or the highway… This year, it seems 
that they’re embracing more individuality with the teaching … So, last year 
was, you have to do it this way and lessons must look like this, this, this, and 
this. This year there is a structure to the lesson, but they, they do leave some 
room for individual growth, for you to express yourself as a teacher…

Like Mastery teachers, Promise Academy teachers also highlighted language around 
mandates, required curriculum, and needing to follow standards—in fact, in inter-
views they referenced this type of specificity to a greater extent. However, while 
teachers were likely to mention that while their school improvement model had spe-
cific guidelines, they noted that they were not likely to always follow them, rather 
they’ve “learned to kind of veer off to what works best for our kids” (Jane, Promise 
Academy Teacher). Similarly, Maxine, another Promise Academy teacher, explained 
that:

[E]ven though it’s mandatory, we still have so much to work with, we can still 
kinda go off on our own. Find other resources. You know, I can do centers in 
the middle of a lesson. I mean I just do whatever is best for my kids. But we 
have so much like wiggle room to kind of, you know, do what we need to do 
for our students.

Respondents from both models describe an instructional environment that has 
structure but that they flex within in order to meet the needs of their students. A 
careful reading of the interviews, though, highlights that Mastery teachers appeared 
to feel their model provides prescriptive guidance but allows for flexibility, while 
the Promise Academy model may in theory be very specific, but teachers make the 
choice not to comply with the model’s requirements, as evidenced in the quotes 



414 Journal of Educational Change (2023) 24:393–423

1 3

Table 5  Survey items

Specificity
How much control do YOU have over the following in your class:
Determining course objectives
Choosing books and other instructional materials
Selecting content, topics, and skills to be taught
Selecting the sequence in which topics are covered
Setting the pace for covering topics
Determining how classroom space is used
Setting standards of behavior in my classroom
Choosing the teaching methods and strategies I use with my students
Determining the amount of homework to be assigned
Choosing criteria for grading students
Choosing the evaluation and assessment activities used in my class
Institutional authority
To what extent do you consider each of the following factors a challenge to student learning in your 

school?
Shortage of highly qualified teachers
Lack of high-quality professional development opportunities for teachers
Shortage of instructional support staff (e.g. teacher aids and reading specialists)
Shortage of other support staff (e.g. nurses, counselors, and security)
Lack of teacher planning time built into the school day
Lack of support for teaching special education students (i.e., students with IEPs)
Lack of support for teaching English Language Learners
Lack of school resources to provide the extra help for students who need it
Lack of computers or other technological resources
Lack of support from parents and guardians
To what extent do you consider each of the following factors a challenge to student learning in your 

classroom?
Insufficient class time to cover all of the curriculum
Inadequate textbooks, materials, or other non-technological instructional resources
Lack of computers or other technological resources
Normative authority
To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements?
My school has clear strategies for improving instruction
Teacher morale is high
To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements?
Teachers at my school have high expectations for students
Teachers at my school support the idea that all students can learn
Teachers feel responsible when students in my school fail academically
Most of my colleagues share my beliefs and values about what the central mission of the school should 

be
Power
To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements?
My school or District/CMO recognizes or rewards me based on my teaching and/or student achieve-

ment
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above. This may be because the Promise Academy is a District-managed model 
which has less authority (buy-in) than externally managed models which tend to 
choose teachers who know about and believe in the model.

Levers two and three: Institutional and normative authority.

The District-wide teacher survey included two sub-constructs within Authority: 
Institutional and Normative. In order to delve more comprehensively into this sig-
nificant finding, we consider each sub-construct separately.

Institutional authority: access to resources. The survey asked questions about teach-
ers’ perceptions of the extent to which various shortages of resources were a chal-
lenge to student learning in their schools and classrooms. Resources asked about on 
the survey included: staff, materials (such as textbooks and technology), and time. 
Please see the Table  5 for a list of the questions. The greater the challenges that 
teacher reported due to lack or shortages of these various resources, the lower the 
model’s score for Institutional Authority.

Mastery turnaround schools had the highest score for institutional authority (1.89) 
and Promise Academy had the lowest (1.28), which reflects the difference between 
more teachers reporting that a lack of various resources is “a slight challenge” as 
compared to more teachers reporting that this lack of resources is “a moderate chal-
lenge.” Our interview data show that what teachers and principals identify as chal-
lenges in terms of supports offered by their school is relative to their school context 
and how they define “a challenge.” For example, Lauren, a Mastery teacher, laments 
about the challenge of having only “two or three deans on our floor.” Kylie, another 
Mastery teacher also referenced human resources as a challenge, explaining: “I feel 
like if we had a little bit more manpower it might feel a little less like daunting on 
us, cause if we have like a difficult student in the classroom sometimes it is hard to 
teach the whole class…” In contrast, a Promise Academy principal noted that the 
school does not even have one full time police officer but they “make the best of it.”

Overall, feedback from Promise Academy staff was mixed, emphasizing incon-
sistencies in how the model is implemented. Some staff emphasized both a lack of 
personnel as well as a dearth of material resources, as Darcy explains:

I think the challenge is also not always having the materials that are neces-
sary to meet the needs of those students. You know, when you have children 
that range in level from C to M [denoting reading levels] you have to be able 
to pull a great variety of materials. We do have a really good lending library 
here which was, you know, put together for us, but sometimes there’s just not 
enough bodies and there’s not enough materials to be able to reach everybody 
effectively.

Table 5  (continued)
My school or District/CMO penalizes me based on my teaching and/or student achievement
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At the same school, another teacher, Maxine noted: “Prior to coming to a Promise 
Academy, I felt like I had no support with regards to resources and behavior with the 
students; but being here, it’s a different, it’s night and day.”

As Institutional Authority was found to be a significant predictor of student 
achievement, these findings suggest that rather than the actual, finite amount of 
resources available at (or to) a school, it is teachers’ and principals’ perceptions of 
the resources and their mindset toward challenges that is critical for improvement. 
This finding is consistent with Desimone’s (2002) adaptation of policy attribute the-
ory that focuses on perceptions of policy attributes rather than their true levels and 
her argument that “it is district, principal, and teacher knowledge and interpretation 
of the attributes that directly influence practice” (Desimone, 2002, p. 440).

Normative Authority: Buy‑in and presence of a strong professional culture. The Dis-
trict-wide teacher survey asked questions about the extent to which teachers agreed 
or disagreed with various statements about the professional culture at their school. 
Particular areas of professional culture asked about included teacher morale, shared 
beliefs and values, and responsibility. The more teachers who strongly agreed with 
these statements, the higher the model’s score for Normative Authority. Please see 
Table 5 for a list of the questions.

Mastery was again the highest scorer at 2.28, compared to the lowest score from 
Universal at 1.93. This is the difference between more teachers indicating that they 
“strongly agree” with these statements about their school’s professional culture 
and more teachers indicating that they “disagree” with these statements. At Mas-
tery schools, it was mainly the principals that spoke to the presence of Normative 
Authority. Interview data suggest that teachers are hired because they are a good fit 
with the organizational values, which strengthens Normative Authority. A Mastery 
principal explained:

I think Mastery has such a rigorous process to want more people, to make sure 
that you, you become a part of the organization, but I do think most people 
that are here are very committed to the students and the families.

A second important theme was the degree to which teachers mentioned the develop-
ment of relationships within their schools, as Mastery teacher, Tim, explains, “these 
people are really family from the, from the basement all the way up to the 3rd floor.”

At Universal schools, there were inconsistencies in the interview data, with some 
teachers reporting shared values and expectations and others expressing the oppo-
site. Leo, a Universal teacher, said:

I think you kind of have a split here. I think you have the majority of the staff 
that has a shared vision. Most of us who have that shared vision have been 
here for the five years. You do have your dissenters. You have some people 
who you know, kind of work in isolation, and that works best for them.

The conflicting views on this indicator may explain why the Universal model 
scored low in Normative Authority on our survey.
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Lever Four: Power (incentive systems).

To gauge the level of Power used by a school in implementing their improvement 
model, our survey asked teachers about the extent to which they agreed or disagreed 
with two statements—one about rewards and one about penalties. Higher scores in 
Power imply that more teachers at the school agree that their school will reward or 
punish them based on their teaching or student achievement. See Table  5 for the 
survey questions.

The models scoring the highest and lowest on Power were Mastery (2.07) and 
Universal (1.35), respectively. More teachers at Mastery schools strongly agreed 
that there were rewards and/or penalty systems in place, whereas more teachers at 
Universal Schools disagreed. Mastery was the only model in our study described as 
having an explicit incentive system in place—monetary incentives were linked to 
instruction, the most specific aspect of the model.

It noteworthy that a simple two-item indicator was found to have such a signifi-
cant relationship with academic achievement (see Table  3). This finding is even 
more noteworthy when one considers our qualitative data, which suggest that higher 
scores on Power were driven by the presence of rewards rather than penalties. Over-
all, in our interviews, teachers and principals at all models maintained that rather 
than penalties, schools focused on how to support teachers in improving, suggest-
ing that it is the use of Power in the form of rewards that is beneficial for school 
improvement. Mastery used a performance-based pay scale that ties salary to teach-
ing evaluations. In addition to monetary rewards, teachers at Mastery also referenced 
verbal recognition and praise as types of rewards.

At schools implementing the Universal model of improvement, teachers were 
inconsistent. Sam, a Universal teacher, explained:

But I mean they give us rewards, like here like all the time on different things 
because they know how hard we work, they know what we’re going through, 
so like our, and our administration is great with that, with rewarding us.

Conversely, Leo reported:

There’s nothing. I mean I think that’s why most of us don’t really care, because 
there’s nothing attached. I mean if you do what you’re supposed to do, you 
get a contract for next year. I mean I guess the only penalty would be not to 
receive a contract.

In terms of penalties, Mastery teachers were at a general loss—suggesting that per-
haps not getting the rating you wanted was a penalty. Across all models, teachers and 
principals maintained that schools focused on how to support teachers in improving, 
not penalties.
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Discussion

Lessons in turnaround from other sectors emphasize the importance of being sys-
tematic in distilling key components of initiatives and seeking to understand their 
successes and failures (Murphy, 2010). The semantics of various reform efforts 
both hide and confound commonalities, severely limiting what we can learn from 
the many actors engaging in innovative approaches to school improvement around 
the world. This study makes important contributions to the research on school turn-
around by providing a conceptual framework that can be used to understand and 
systematically investigate turnaround efforts (McCauley, 2018; Meyers & Smylie, 
2017).

Rather than simply declaring Mastery a successful turnaround, our Integrative 
Framework for School Improvement enabled us to identify Specificity, Authority, 
and Power as possible explanations for the higher achievement of Mastery. Fur-
thermore, our mixed methods approach allowed us additional insights into these 
potential mediating variables. Revealing, for instance, that high Specificity did not 
preclude flexibility and that with regards to Institutional Authority, actual level of 
resources and challenges were less important than respondents’ comparative view of 
resources, and their mindset about challenges.

In addition to providing a framework for thinking about what models are doing to 
generate improvement and how they are doing it, we offer diagnostic tools (survey 
instruments and interview protocols) that researchers and practitioners alike can use 
to identify, measure, and assess the relative contribution of the essential supports 
and policy attributes for any school improvement effort. This work is complemen-
tary to that undertaken by The Center for School Turnaround (2017) which identi-
fied four domains for rapid improvement (which overlap with the five essential sup-
ports) and provided recommended practices and questions for self-reflection based 
on analysis of existing literature on effective schools and school improvement.

Below we outline what we believe are the two key takeaways from our analysis:
 

1. Do not get caught up in labels, in order to improve schools we must focus on 
the components of reforms: In studying school turnaround, it is the theory of 
action that matters, not nomenclature. By grouping various approaches to school 
turnaround together just because they share the same label, critical differences 
in outcomes as well as predictors are lost. To conduct the most accurate and 
meaningful evaluations of school turnaround, researchers must look to the key 
components and implementation attributes of a model rather than its namesake 
as these will provide far more insight into whether or not the model successfully 
generates improvements and how it does so.

2. How schools supported their efforts (i.e., policy attributes) drove differences in 
achievement; not the essential supports: All schools were engaging in essential 
supports in different ways; however, it wasn’t the type of support or variation in 
these supports that predicted differences in student achievement, rather, it was the 
way they implemented their efforts in terms of the policy attributes. Specificity, 
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Authority, and Power emerged as being significant predictors of student achieve-
ment. In essence, we can think of each model as having a unique improvement 
thumbprint that captures its relative successes and challenges with regards to its 
key components and implementation strategy (see Fig. 2). This thumbprint can 
easily be used diagnostically to identify areas on which a school improvement 
model has room for growth or to highlight areas of strength and creates an acces-
sible jumping off point for discussions about what various school improvement 
models look like.

Joe Bower (2015) writes: “the root word for assessment is assidere which liter-
ally means ’to sit beside.’ Assessment is not a spreadsheet—it’s a conversation.” 
The assessment of school turnaround efforts in the District presented in this study 
does not intend to make sweeping claims about school improvement or offer up a 
formula for success. Instead, this study offers a critical, thoughtful, and data-driven 
framework to serve as a starting point for important conversations about what school 
improvement looks like and how we can best facilitate it. It is our hope that future 
research will leverage this framework in assessing models of not just turnaround 
efforts but all school improvement efforts. By understanding not only what a school 
is doing (essential supports) but also how it is doing it (policy attributes), we believe 
researchers and practitioners will be better equipped to identify levers for improving 
all schools.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, 
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as 

Fig. 2  School improvement thumbprint
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