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This report represents an extension of Mass Insightôs research on the Partnership 

Zone as a framework for school turnaround. The findings in this presentation focus 

on the state policies that can be implemented to enable turnaround strategies. 

The policy landscape is changing rapidly as states work to align their education 

reform initiatives with the four priorities specified in the American Recovery and 

Reinvestment Act (ARRA), including turning around our lowest-performing schools.  

This document recommends provisions to include in turnaround legislation, 

supported by leading state policy examples, and offers suggested process steps.

Mass Insight continues to lead research and development efforts in the turnaround 

sector both on a national level and with individual state partners. Our national 

Partnership Zone Initiative is funded by an initial grant from the Carnegie Corporation 

of New York, with a partial match from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.
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ÅStates have tremendous authority to set performance and accountability standards and classify schools 
and districts based on performance; 

ÅThese existing powers are not being leveraged appropriately or dramatically enough

ÅIn particular, states must intervene beforethe point where schools need to be taken over

Åaŀƴȅ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ άǘŀƪŜƻǾŜǊέ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƻǊ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘǎ ŦƻǊ ŎƘǊƻƴƛŎ ƭƻǿ-performance, 
but few exercise this option

ÅThe new federal role mandates that states take a more active role in holding schools and districts 
accountable for student achievement and facilitate the implementation of more intensive interventions 
in low-performing schools

ÅFederal law has shifted from a tiered intervention structure to one that focuses attention on the actions 
taken at the lowest performing schools

ÅState policy has been rapidly changing as states pass legislation to increase their chances of winning Race 
to the Top grants

ÅStates can enable school turnaround strategies not only through more comprehensive legislation but 
also through regulatory code changes, competitive distribution of funds, and other non-legislative 
actions

ÅA few states have passed and are now implementing comprehensive school turnaround legislation while 
a growing group of states are currently developing legislation, drafting amendments to state regulatory 
code, or issuing requests for proposals (RFPs) to partners to participate in the turnaround process

Executive Summary
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ω State role in turnaround 

ω Federal impact on state education policies

ω Necessity for policy changes

ω State turnaround policy recommendations

ω Existing turnaround policy models
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Effective school turnaround efforts are required to support 
the thousands of chronically low-performing schools
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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

Turnaround is

This year, the federal government has mandated identification of and 
intervention in the bottom 5% of schools nationally.  To address this problem 

systemically, State Educational Agencies (SEAs) need to implement 
comprehensive school turnaround efforts that produce dramatic improvements.
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Turnaround is where the other three Race to the Top 
assurances interact to effect dramatic reform

Rigorous 
standards

Robust data 
systems

Effective 
teaching

School 
turnaround

Where rigorous standards, effective teaching, and robust data systems intersect, 
our lowest achieving schools can be turned around.
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State policy must support turnaround through each of 
these assurances
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Robust data systemsEffectiveteaching Rigorous standards

ÅAssurance dictates that the best 
teachers must be placed in the 
highest need schools (i.e., 
turnaround schools)

ÅEffective teaching is the key to 
any turnaround strategy; 
turnaround schools must be 
staffed with high quality teachers 
and leaders

ÅStates must secure flexible HR 
conditions in turnaround schools 
(e.g., provisions for extended 
time and additional pay)

ÅState must also develop a robust 
supply of effective teachers and 
leaders, trained specifically for 
turnaround environments

ÅAssurance ask states to adopt 
rigorous, common standards and 
associated assessments

ÅTurnaround schools have 
demonstrated consistently low 
performance for multiple if not 
many years

ÅStates must ensure that such 
schools are held to the same 
carefully defined and demanding 
standards as all other schools

ÅStandards and assessments will 
guide turnaround plans as well as 
ensure the performance gains 
from the initial turnaround 
period are sustained over time

ÅAssurance supports the 
development of longitudinal data 
systems to track student 
achievement

ÅTurnaround efforts are 
performance driven; success 
means dramatic gains in student 
achievement

ÅStates must require the use of 
data in turnaround efforts, 
including the establishment and 
monitoring both early indicators 
and outcome metrics

ÅStates must build data 
management systems and 
processes to support this effort
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1. Buck-Stopping Role: Identify schools that are undeniably in need of the strongest 
possible intervention, as part of a larger, comprehensive system of state analysis, 
accountability, and support

2. Table-Setting Role: Break up inertia, interrupt complacency, declare a moratorium on 
turf battles, and provide άŀƛǊ ŎƻǾŜǊέ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛŎȅκǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƻǊȅ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦƻǊ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘǎ ŀƴŘ 
partners to operate within sufficiently flexible operating conditions

3. Incentivizing Role: Move incentives and sanctions away from motivating marginal 
change, towards more dramatic change, and encourage voluntary participation as the 
route most likely to result in success

4. Partner-Building Role: Encourage the development of strategic, managing, Lead, and 
supporting partners to coordinate turnarounds with district and school leaders

5. Investing Role: Provide adequate resources, sufficiently targeted at comprehensive 
turnaround initiatives and related state-wide efforts to build leadership and teaching 
capacity

6. Scaling up role: Create a mechanism to scale-up interventions that prove to be 
successful in turning around schools

State role in turnaround

States should take the lead in building the conditions and 
capacity needed for an effective turnaround strategy
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