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This report was developed from over a year of research & development on school 

turnaround strategies. The goal of this R&D effort was to ―operationalize‖ the framework for 

turnaround of underperforming schools from Mass Insight‘s 2007 report, The Turnaround 

Challenge.

The series of documents from this R&D work includes:

 An Executive Summary

 Report I: Partnership Zones: Using school turnaround as the entry point for real 

reform – and reinventing the district model in the process

 Report II: A New Partnership Paradigm: Developing strong partnerships to tackle 

turnaround – and increase capacity in public education

 Report III: At the Ground Level: School Transformation in Action (school-level case 

studies)

Copyright © 2010 by the Mass Insight Education and Research Institute.  

Permission granted to the original recipient to copy this report, or sections of this 

report, without alteration or removal of this copyright notice, solely for non-

commercial use with acknowledgement to the copyright holder.
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What is a Partnership Zone? 

What does a zone look like? 

How does one work?
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The Vision: What is a Partnership Zone?
Partnership Zones enable mission-driven school districts and high-capacity Lead Partners to 

take big leaps instead of small steps, by transforming struggling schools into models of reform.

 Simply a way to focus the 

administering of traditional, fairly 

benign school improvement 

strategies: new curricula, 

coaching, leadership consulting.

 Just an effort to ―fix‖ some broken 

schools while leaving the larger 

systems, practices and structures 

essentially untouched.

 A top-down, under-funded, 

mandated state program           

likely to suffer from                               

insufficiently proactive                     

local support.

A Zone is not:
 At the instructional level: a chance for 

educators to ask fundamental questions about 

what it takes to help high-challenge, high-poverty 

students succeed, and to reshape their approach 

from a focus on what’s being taught to a focus on 

what’s being learned.

 At the systems level: an opportunity for districts 

and community leaders and their partners, 

supported by the state, to re-imagine and rebuild 

the structures and operating habits that shape 

the nature and quality of the education they offer.

 At the policy level: an effort to pilot the next 

generation of standards-based reform—an 

approach marked by greater degrees of 

accountability for every stakeholder in the 

system.

A Zone is:

Partnership Zones are clusters of schools operating as mini-districts characterized by model 

organizational practices, including strong partnerships and more flexible operating conditions.

What is a 

Zone?
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What Challenges do Partnership Zones Address?
Traditional improvement strategies have clearly shown they are insufficient to turn around 

consistently under-performing schools – and school districts.*

What is a 

Zone?

Why aren’t traditional, single-school 

approaches to turnaround effective?

Why aren’t typically “light-touch” district-

wide improvement efforts effective?

Partnership Zones are clusters of schools operating as mini-districts characterized by model 

organizational practices, including strong partnerships and more flexible operating conditions.

*The Turnaround Challenge, Mass Insight Education & Research Institute, 2007

 Don‘t address the 

underlying conditions and 

systems – particularly those 

involving HR and staff 

management – that 

undercut the impact of even 

well-conceived reforms

 Ignore potential economies 

of scale

 Hampered by district 

reticence to make major 

changes in operating 

conditions for single schools

 Similarly: lack of 

serious engagement 

on underlying 

operating conditions

 Political difficulty of 

achieving go-ahead 

for major change 

across an entire 

district at once

 Attention to all schools 

diffuses resources and 

capacity to the point of 

ineffectiveness
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What is a 

Zone?

School Cluster

Supporting 

Partners

Lead Partner

State 

Turnaround

Office

District

Turnaround 

Office

Lead Partners work with 

districts to support 

clusters of 3-5 schools               

• New-model partner with 

accountability for student 

achievement and responsibility 

to support school staffing on 

behalf of the district or state

• Lead Partners team up with 

principals to manage schools

• Lead Partner aligns the work of 

all outside programs and 

partners, and builds capacity for 

the district and schools

For more on the partners, 

especially Lead Partners, see 

the New Partnership Paradigm, 

one of the companion reports 

in this series.

Partnership Zones are 

part of the district but 

have more flexible 

operating conditions                          

• Supported by state policy 

(targeted funding, compliance 

streamlining) and State 

Turnaround Office

• Flexibility to make mission-

driven decisions and establish 

model systems for people, 

time, money, school programs

• Clusters remain within the 

school district and schools 

have access to central office 

services

This report focuses on the 

Partnership Zones.

1

2

Partnership Zone

How does a Partnership Zone Work?
Partnership Zones are characterized by two big ideas, both hallmarks of higher-performing, high-

poverty schools: flexible, supportive operating conditions and high-capacity Lead Partners.
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How can Partnership Zones Improve Whole Districts?
Partnership Zones represent a plausible entryway for the fundamental redesign of school districts, 

as the structures, strategies, and operating habits piloted by early adopter schools expand.

Scaling Up – Not Scaling Back

In traditional school intervention 

models, reform strategies are given a 

period of time to ―work their 

medicine,‖ and then they are 

removed. Partnership Zones envision 

a staged scaling-up process that 

starts with a small cluster of schools 

piloting a wholly redesigned ―mini-

district‖ with altered operating 

conditions and learning-centered 

school models. 

In subsequent years, additional 

clusters adopt the attributes of the 

original one. The start-up intensity of 

support provided to each cluster 

wanes after its third year, but the 

support and investment required for 

core strategies (such as extended 

time) must remain.

Clusters are organized either 

horizontally (similar grade levels) or 

vertically (feeder patterns) around an 

intentional strategy – for example, 

converting three middle schools into 

grade 6-12 academies, or creating a 

―pathway‖ of turnaround schools 

comprising all grades K-12 as a way 

of decreasing chronic mobility rates. 

(For more on clustering strategies, 

see slides 64-69.)

Address remainder of 

district in sequence

Add 

Clusters 3 and 4

Partnership Zone 

– Stage 1

Add Cluster 2

Zone – Stage 2

Zone – Stage 3

Extension of Zone 

Model to District 

Redesign 

Cluster 1

What is a 

Zone?
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State Strategic Partner: Statewide organization 

that provides strategic leadership for the Zones, 

including fundraising, building political will, and 

aligning resources

States, District 

Governance Leaders, 

Foundations,

and the Federal 

Government 

Why do Partnership Zones Focus on “Partnerships”? 
Turnaround and district redesign at this fundamental level requires significant new capacity. The 

best and fastest way to import capacity is through a new paradigm of partnerships from the state 

level  to the district and school levels.

are served by:

District Reform Managers 

and School Leaders 
are served by:

Lead Partners                               

and School Leaders
are served by:

For more on lead and other partners, see A New Partnership Paradigm, a companion report in this series.

JC2

Lead Partner: Operating partner with shared 

accountability and authority, leads the work within 

a cluster of schools
Districts can, alternatively, use independent Managing Partners,  

which operate as contract management organizations (where they 

exist), or create an internal Lead Partner operating unit if the district 

has high capacity. But, these options will not be available to all 

districts. 

What is a 

Zone?

Supporting Partners: Work is integrated by the 

lead operating partner through subcontracts

These partners add capacity by providing specialized services 

across key dimensions of school operations (data, leadership, 

curricula, PD, teacher recruitment)
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 Lead or other Operating Partner: the organization that facilitates the turnaround process of the cohort and contracts 

with the district or the state (whichever authorized the zone). One partner could run more than one cluster. Lead partners  

are external organizations that share authority with the authorizer.  Other operating partners sometimes available include 

independent managing partners and internal units, also on contract, carved out within high-capacity districts. 

State & District 

support & technical 

assistance

Zone 
with 

Multiple 

Clusters

Lead 

Partner 

B

Cluster 

3

Cluster 

2

Cluster 

1

Lead

Partner 

A

 Zone: the ―space‖ created by the state or district that allows schools to operate under a different set of operating 

conditions, regulations, authorities, calendars, and supports. 

 Cluster: the strategic, functional grouping of schools (ideally 3-5) that provides for some economies of scale and allows 

the schools to share practices and support each other through intensive transformation. 

Example 1
State & District 

support & technical 

assistance

Example 2

as Single 

Cluster
Lead 

Partner

What does a Partnership Zone look like?
Zones provide a more supportive, flexible environment for school transformation. A single Zone 

may serve one district or several, and may be comprised of one school cluster or several.

Zone 

What is a 

Zone?

Some districts, especially small districts, or districts new 

to turnaround may create a single cluster within one zone. 

As capacity grows, more clusters would be added.
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What is the Theory of Change in a Partnership Zone?
The key practices of higher-performing high-poverty (HPHP) schools provide the school-level 

roadmap for reform within a Zone. They are organized into the three ―readiness‖ categories as 

shown below.

Four Non-Negotiables for Serving High-Poverty Enrollments with the Readiness Model:

1) Additional time: significantly more time overall, including extended day or summer programs, time for staff development

2) Strong partnerships: deeply embedded assistance from a co-managing turnaround partner

3) Improved operating conditions: sufficient control over staff, scheduling, budget, and program to permit truly mission-

driven decision-making

4) Sufficient resources: Additional per student resources for the first three years

Higher-Performing High-Poverty Readiness Model

readiness to ACT

readiness to 

TEACH

readiness to 

LEARN

Resource Authority
School leaders can make mission-driven decisions 

regarding people, time, money & program

Resource Ingenuity
Leaders are adept at securing additional 

resources and leveraging partner relationships

Agility in the Face of Turbulence
Leaders, teachers, and systems are flexible and 

inventive in responding to constant unrest

7 8 9

Safety, Discipline & Engagement
Students feel secure and inspired to learn

Action against Adversity
Schools directly address their students‘ poverty-

driven deficits

Close Student-Adult Relationships
Students have positive and enduring 

mentor/teacher relationships

Shared Responsibility for Achievement
Staff feel deep accountability and a missionary 

zeal for student achievement

Personalization of Instruction
Individualized teaching based on diagnostic 

assessment and adjustable time on task

Professional Teaching Culture
Continuous improvement through collaboration 

and job-embedded learning

1

2

3

4

5

6

What is a 

Zone?
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What Special Operating Practices Characterize the Zone?
Within the three dimensions of the Readiness model, research indicates that schools need the 

operating flexibility shown below to adopt the practices of higher-performing, high-poverty schools.

Readiness to Act Readiness to Learn Readiness to Teach

Resource Authority

 School has authority to chose & assign staff, 

set daily schedule & annual calendar, and 

allocate budgets to focus on learning

 School has authority to shape programs & 

instruction around the needs of students

 School is free from disincentives such as fear 

of bargaining issues, and free to offer teachers 

financial & non-financial incentives

Resource Ingenuity

 Leaders engage business, community and 

social service organizations to increase support 

and resources

 Leaders are inventive at raising additional 

financial resources and using state & federal 

dollars to support their aims

Agility in the Face of Turbulence

 Leaders continuously adapt to and triage the 

needs and challenges that arise 

 Leaders use flexibility and persuasion rather 

than rigid standards & control

Action Against Adversity

 School partners with community 

providers to monitor and serve student 

health and human service needs

 School provides explicit guidance for the 

development of good learning behaviors 

and life skills relevant to students‘ 

environment

Close Student-Adult Relationships

 School & class size are small enough to 

foster adult-student relationships

 School maximizes contact & continuity of 

relationships through advisories, home 

contact and creative scheduling

Safety, Discipline  & Engagement

 School has safe, orderly environment 

with well-defined but flexible routines and 

clear codes of behavior 

 School has a well-rounded, engaging 

curriculum  (around core focus on  ELA 

and math, see in Readiness to Teach)

Shared Responsibility for Instruction

 All school adults share a strong commitment to 

student achievement

 Students & teachers are accountable for student 

learning in rigorous ways that also take account of 

the uncertainties of poverty

 Support, training and resources are provided in 

proportion to expectations

Personalization of Instruction

 School has a robust formative assessment system 

featuring very frequent assessment & immediate 

feedback to teachers & students 

 Assessment feedback is used both to personalize 

instruction and to adapt curriculum & classroom 

instruction for individuals & high-need groups

Professional Teaching Culture

 Teaching capacity is highly adaptive, good at 

problem-solving, committed to continuous learning

 Work practices relating to curriculum, instruction, 

reviews of student work and PD are highly 

collaborative

What is a 

Zone?
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What is the Ultimate Goal of a Partnership Zone? 
While interim milestones and benchmarks are important, the ultimate goal of Partnership 

Zones must also be clear: elimination of the poverty achievement gap.

Within five years, Partnership Zone schools should match

the average achievement levels of non-poverty schools within their state

Indicators to monitor short-term progress, and to ensure that the Partnership Zone is working, could include: 

 Improved student performance in multiple subgroups

 Increased attendance and improved behavioral levels

 Increased promotion/graduation rates

 Decreased grade retention rates for students

 Increased retention of staff, mitigating the usually high turnover rates in struggling schools.

What is a 

Zone?
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State and District Roles: Both are Vital to 

the Establishment of Partnership Zones
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States have a central set of roles to play in providing the supportive policy environment, flexible 

operating conditions, and resources that Partnership Zones need to operate successfully.

States Have Critical Roles in Establishing and Enabling Zones  Key Roles

State

 Buck-stopping Role: Identifying schools that are undeniably in need of the strongest 

possible intervention, as part of a larger, comprehensive system of state analysis, 

accountability, and support

 Table-Setting Role: Breaking up inertia, interrupting complacency, declaring a 

moratorium on turf battles, and providing ―air cover‖ and policy/regulatory support for 

districts and partners to operate within sufficiently flexible operating conditions

 Incentivizing Role: Moving incentives and sanctions away from motivating marginal 

change, towards more dramatic change, and catalyzing voluntary opting-in as the route 

most likely to result in success

 Partner-Building Role: Encouraging the development of Strategic, Managing, Lead, 

and Supporting Partners to implement the Zones with district and school leaders

 Investing Role: Providing adequate resources, sufficiently targeted to permit             

success, to Partnership Zone initiatives and to related state-wide efforts to build                 

leadership and teaching capacity

The concepts and models in this section and indeed the rest of this report draw on recent Mass Insight work across 

several fronts, including :

‒ engagements with several states to develop state intervention strategies for under-performing schools

‒ Background research for the ten state intervention strategies profiled in the Supplement to the main 

Turnaround Challenge Report
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State Role 1:  Buck-Stopping, Within a Comprehensive System
In order for districts and communities to buy into mandatory change for poorly-performing 

schools, there must be ample opportunity for voluntary improvement.

Key Roles  

State

1

2
2

Climbing the Mountain of Student Achievement:

An Integrated System of State Accountability and Support                                             

for Schools and Districts

Tree-line*

*Tree-line: School/district performance assessment, based on state achievement frameworks and assessments. Provides data for all 

districts. Identifies districts for Category 2 support (targeted for challenges in some areas); Priority Districts with Priority Schools for 

Category 3 support in two forms. Supports increased visibility and transparency of school and district strategies ―above the tree-line.‖

3a 3b2

4

1

2.  ENCOURAGED: Targeted assistance for 

districts challenged in some areas (i.e., SPED, 

ELL, math)

NO EXTRA SUPPORT: Some districts 

“climb the mountain” without requiring 

additional state support

1.  VOLUNTARY: General 

assistance for all districts

3.  REQUIRED WITH OPTIONS:

a)  Intensive assistance for districts 

with schools in extreme 

categories of under-performance           

b)  Partnership Zone option for 

districts ready to meet state 

criteria for school design, 

investments, and changed 

operating conditions         

4.  MANDATORY: Academic Watch. The state co-

develops, authorizes, and co-manages turnaround 

initiatives embodying Partnership Zone strategies .

See next slide for 

more detail on each 

level of support.
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The goal of the Partnership Zone within a state support system is to motivate districts to move 

towards school transformation at scale – to create a club that districts actively want to join.

4. MANDATED: Academic Watch. Most intensive state involvement. State Board instructs 

SEA and district to co-develop a revised turnaround plan for its Priority Schools, to be 

approved by the Board. Plan must meet Partnership Zone criteria, or state may mandate 

alternative governance. State provides Partnership Zone-style resources and supports, 

tailored to findings of the district analysis and resulting plan.

2.  ENCOURAGED: Targeted Assistance for Districts Challenged in Some Areas. For 

districts not meeting expectations in specific areas (i.e., ELL, special education, reading, 

math, low-income). Regional training, reform tools, self-review assistance.

3a.  REQUIRED WITH OPTIONS: Intensive Assistance for Districts with Priority Schools. 

Required support for districts that do not opt into 3b/Partnership Zones, and elect to 

develop and implement a plan for their Priority School(s) outside of that initiative. State 

provides assistance with implementation of district plan; training, tools, other supports.

3b.  REQUIRED WITH OPTIONS: Partnership Zone. School and district redesign opportunity 

for districts with Priority Schools that can meet state criteria. Assistance in creating 

Partnership Zones that enable clusters of schools to undertake fundamental, 

transformational reform. Designed to model district redesign with flexible operating 

conditions, new school models, schedules, policies. Strong lead operating partner (required 

by the state criteria) and a range of supporting partners collaborating on the work. 

1.  VOLUNTARY: General Assistance for All Districts. Services, tools available to all districts 

regardless of performance

State Role 1: Motivating Districts to Create a Transformational Option  
Key Roles  

State
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A well-defined accountability index will not only set the Partnership Zone within a comprehensive 

intervention system, but specify the process and timetable through which schools are evaluated.

Exemplary Schools Good/Acceptable Schools Struggling Schools

Recognition & Sharing of Best 

Practices
Targeted intervention services

More in-depth review to identify 

(Priority Schools*)

Require districts to choose an option:

State-Supported and Approved 

School Turnaround & District 

Redesign  (Partnership Zone)

Lower Level of State Support for 

Districts‘ Turnaround Plans not 

meeting Partnership Zone criteria

Two-year window for measurable improvement

Success!

Schools leave Priority status
Continued underperformance:

Schools remain in Priority Status

Accountability Index

* ―Priority Schools‖ signifies schools in the most extreme categories of under-performance

State Role 1:  Sample State Accountability & Intervention System

 No change if on right track w/revisions

 State-developed plan

 Required management change

 Required governance change, charter 

conversion, or private contract

Academic Watch

Teams of educators assist state to evaluate district in context, develop recommendations for possible mandatory actions:

Key Roles  

State
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State Role 2: Setting the Table for Major & Dramatic Change 
The state‘s most powerful role, in some ways, is to assist school districts in applying effective 

outside-of-the-system approaches inside of the system.

How states can help districts create the ideal 

space for fundamental reform:

Set the criteria for participation: The State 

Board and/or State Education Agency (SEA) 

establishes requirements for districts wishing to 

apply for participation in a Partnership Zone. (See 

the ―Conditions‖ section in this report, and the 

State Policy Primer report for specifics.)

Set a two-phase vetting process: The state 

provides initial planning money to districts and 

partners that can meet initial ―district readiness‖ 

factors to create a plan and marshal support. 

Receipt of implementation funds are contingent 

on acceptance of the plan.

Key Roles  

State

Inside the District Outside the District

Traditional in-district 

operating conditions

Increasingly flexible 

operating conditions

Local 

Turnaround 

Zone

with charter-like authority

Charters

People

More authority over hiring, 

placement, compensation, 

and work rules

Time

More scheduling authority; 

longer day, longer year

Money

More budget flexibility, 

more resources

Program

More flexibility to shape 

program to students‘ 

needs and turnaround 

priorities
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State Role 3: Incentivizing Districts to Choose Major Change
Mandated reform generates the all-too-usual compliance-driven response. Instead, states should 

institute new incentives to promote a more proactive response from early-adopter districts.

Positive incentives for districts to join 

Partnership Zone:

 Fulfillment of guiding principles, mutually 

developed by the state and key stakeholders 

(see Washington State sample at right). 

Particularly:

‒ Resources to pay for implementation of 

key elements of the turnaround plan, 

including additional time, staff, PD, and 

partner support

‒ Flexible operating conditions and a 

streamlined compliance burden

‒ Removal of restrictive state and local 

procurement regulations to enable 

contracts with embedded Lead Partner 

organizations that provide strong 

strategic and implementation support 

 Opportunity to pilot new internal structures 

and approaches in a “mini-district” cluster, as 

a key way-station towards whole-district 

redesign

Guiding Principles*

 The initiative is driven by one mission: 
student success

 The solution we develop is collective

 There is reciprocal accountability
among all stakeholders

 To have meaning, reciprocal 
accountability is backed by reciprocal 
consequences

 The solution directly addresses 
common barriers to reform

 The solution requires a sustained 
commitment

 The solution requires absolute clarity 
on roles

*Washington State‘s proposed Guiding Principles for State 

Intervention in Struggling Schools, developed with Mass Insight 

and a design group of Washington State stakeholders, 2008

Key Roles  

State
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Operating 

Conditions
Initiative Design Implementation

Alternative 

Management

SCHOOL 

LEVEL

DISTRICT 

LEVEL

Partnership 

Zone               
(co-managed 

implementation with state 

support and Lead Partner)

Alternative 

Governance

District-Directed 

Reconstitution led by 

state-trained and 

certified turnaround 

principal

District-Directed 

Contract with school 

mgmt organization

District-Directed 

Charter Conversion

State Takeover: direct 

control or contract with 

school management 

organization

Placement in New 

State Recovery 

District

State-Directed 

Charter Conversion

State-Selected 

Superintendent

District-Directed 

Contract with district 

management 

organization

State-Directed 

Reconstitution of 

School Board through 

forced elections

State-Directed 

Restructuring of 

School Board: 

mayoral control

State Takeover of 

Board: names majority 

or creates new reform 

panel

State Role 3: Incentivizing Districts to Avoid Loss of Control
States‘ positive incentives will operate alongside sanction-oriented incentives to join Partnership 

Zone to avoid loss of control in management and governance.

Sanction-oriented Incentives to join Partnership Zone:

 Best opportunity for districts to avoid loss of control and a 

significantly stronger state role in management and governance, 

as shown here

IF
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Key Roles  

State



Mass Insight Education & Research Institute PARTNERSHIP ZONES, 2010 22

State Role 4: Building the Lead Partner Resource Base
States (and districts) will need to work with foundations and the federal government to develop 

their resource base of Lead Partners and Managing Partners to co-manage Partnership Zones.

Operating Partners

Functional Role Supporting Partner Lead Partner Managing Partner

Authority Over School None or advisory
Authority over key levers, but 

district retains some authority
Full authority

Accountability for 

Student Achievement 
None (except to extend 

contract)
Full accountability Full accountability

Intensity 
Varies, but most often minimal 

in schools

Fully embedded; 

management in close 

collaboration with principal

Fully embedded: 

managing the school

Relationship to Other 

Partners
None (usually)

Integrator, with school, of all 

other providers

Full authority over all 

partner/subcontractors

Services Provided
Single service (except for 

Comprehensive School Reform 

models)

All academic services, with 

school, and oversight of 

others

All academic services 

and oversight of others

Examples

Scholastic, WestEd, America‘s 

Choice, SREB, New Leaders for 

New Schools, New Teacher 

Project, Center for Collaborative 

Education (Massachusetts  Co-

pilot schools)

AUSL (Chicago)

Mastery Charter Schools 

(Philadelphia), Green Dot  

Public Schools (Locke 

HS in LA)

Key Roles  

State
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State Role 5:  Investing Adequately and Strategically
Accomplishing turnaround and transformational change can be expensive initially – up to $1M per 

school per year for the first three years. But, spreading resources thinly has had little impact. 

Funding should come from both the state and district, and would decrease over a five years.

Funding Considerations

 This sample budget provides 

a sketch for a Partnership 

Zone serving 50 schools in 

three participating districts. At 

the height of their budget 

requirements (Years 1 and 2 

of a five-year process, 

including a ―Year 0‖ planning 

period), this Zone initiative 

would cost $50M. Year 0 and 

Years 3 and 4 would cost 

considerably less. This budget 

is a snapshot of a point in 

time; actual budgets would 

reflect clusters of schools 

entering the Zone at different 

times.

 Prioritizing success. This 

budget averages out to $1M 

per school per year at full 

participation. That may seem 

expensive – but states and 

districts need to establish 

proof-points of effectiveness 

in order to justify the larger 

public investment required to 

transform urban schools.

Year 0

Year 1

(Yr 2 identical; 

Yr 3 @ 60%)

Estimated annual 

cost for 50-school 

initiative

One-time startup costs: planning, recruitment, 

facilities refurbishing

500,000 per 

school

3.0 FTEs of support personnel 270,000 13,500,000

Incentive and responsibility-based 

compensation
120,000 6,000,000

Lead turnaround partner assistance; staff & 

leadership development; curriculum materials 

and related

200,000 10,000,000

Funding for extended time (one hour/day) 288,000 14,400,000

Average school total $878,000 $43,900,000

Costs for coordinating state turnaround 

agency staff, research/design, operations, 

partner support, program evaluation

3,000,000

Costs for new coordinating district turnaround 

office with procurement/contracting and co-

management expertise (3 districts @ $1M)

3,000,000

Total annual costs for Partnership Zone 

with 50 schools (plus one-time startup 

costs @ $500K per school)

$49,900,000

Based on average school size of 500 students, blended costs for elem/mid/high school models

Key Roles  

State
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District’s Approach Integral To Partnership Zone Success
Key Roles

District

Though turnaround is still in its infancy, much of the bolder work to date has happened at the district 

level. Mass Insight used the frameworks from The Turnaround Challenge to examine the practice of 

some leading-edge large urban districts. While most of these efforts are too recent to have 

significant data on effectiveness, important observations and key implications from the following 

districts informed the development of our Partnership Zone model:

‒ Charlotte-Mecklenburg’s Achievement Zone http://pages.cms.k12.nc.us/achievementzone/

‒ Chicago Renaissance 2010 http://www.ren2010.cps.k12.il.us and 

https://www.cps.edu/About_CPS/Departments/Pages/ChiefEducationOffice.aspx

‒ Miami- Dade School Improvement Zone http://thezone.dadeschools.net/

‒ New York City Chancellor’s District (1996-2002)

‒ New York City (2002- Present) http://schools.nyc.gov/Offices/Portfolio/default.htm

‒ Edmonton, Alberta, Canada.  Although in a different system, provides useful practice on 

distribution of  authority

District roles in establishing the conditions for turnaround can overlap those of the state, but the

district will usually play a deeper, more integral part in how a turnaround strategy plays out. 

 Building  Local  Consensus to Embrace Turnaround

 Carving Out the Space for Turnaround to Happen

 Managing Lead Partners and Other Added Capacity

http://pages.cms.k12.nc.us/achievementzone/
http://www.ren2010.cps.k12.il.us/
https://www.cps.edu/About_CPS/Departments/Pages/ChiefEducationOffice.aspx
http://thezone.dadeschools.net/
http://schools.nyc.gov/Offices/Portfolio/default.htm
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Turnaround may be instigated by state accountability and implemented at the school level, 

but districts play a major role in building local consensus and political support. 

District Role 1:  Building Local Consensus to Embrace Turnaround
Key Roles

District

District leadership plays a crucial role in building 

consensus for transformational change in general, and 

the initiation of Partnership Zones in particular. In large 

urban districts the existence of mayoral control often 

makes things more flexible.  

As part of the process of establishing a Partnership Zone, 

districts need to work with major local partners, 

including parents, community leaders, unions and 

Strategic and Lead Partners, to create a turnaround 

plan based on an analysis of the needs of the district and 

schools to be included in the zone. 

The few districts that have begun to implement turnaround 

on a broader scale stress that building community and 

local leadership consensus is critical. Pre-turnaround 

activities need to include outreach to community leaders 

and parents to identify needs and concerns. Turnaround 

leaders must also manage public expectations – school 

environments can improve quickly, but academic gains 

can take a bit longer.



Mass Insight Education & Research Institute PARTNERSHIP ZONES, 2010 26

Districts will need to operate or participate in the Zone, running interference for Zone schools as 

necessary, and manage partners and direct turnaround units. Zone models vary but all must be 

designed to offer the autonomy, conditions and resources that make turnaround possible.

District Role 2:  Carving Out the Space for Turnaround to Happen

Miami, like most other districts that have attempted to cluster turnaround schools, managed its nationally prominent 

Improvement Zone from the central office. Having the Superintendent highly involved in and accountable for 

turnaround schools can be an asset that facilitates improvement. However, district central offices often lack the capacity 

to mount a successful turnaround process.

Mini-districts or sub-offices within the larger district seem to be the most efficient way to implement turnaround efforts. The 

―Zone‖ office must have direct access to the superintendent and must have the autonomy to overcome traditional district 

structures, enact zone-specific programs, and hire partners that will make the strongest impact in the schools. 

Chicago represents a portfolio approach (as does New York City, in many ways, below). The Office of School 

Turnaround, a division of the central office, leads a handful of turnaround schools, while the external Office of New 

Schools leads a variety of efforts, including a group of contract managed turnaround schools. The Office of New 

Schools offers more autonomy to external partners leading turnaround in a small group of schools – and ultimately 

holds the external partner accountable for results. For more on Chicago’s approach, see the following slides.

New York City relies heavily on external partners to lead new schools after a close and replace process. Outside 

partners are invited to propose new school models, run them with a high degree of autonomy and be held accountable 

for their progress. NYC piloted its ―Empowerment Zone‖ (which is not targeted to failing schools) as a smaller 

―Autonomy Zone.‖ Unique among all large city districts, it has incorporated many features of the Partnership Zone and 

attempted to bring them to scale district-wide all at once.

A Spectrum of District Models for Zone Organization 

Key Roles

District
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Districts need to plan carefully to recruit or develop staff with the skills required to manage the 

portfolio of approaches offered in a Zone. In particular, districts should distinguish between the 

functions of the Turnaround  Management Office and a turnaround operating unit.

District Role 3:  Managing Lead Partners and Other Added Capacity Key Roles

District

The district Turnaround Management Office 

reports to the superintendent. Districts with 

the capacity to lead turnaround themselves 

will also need an internal operating unit 

dedicated to this activity. This unit, operating 

as a turnaround Lead Partner, should be on a 

performance contract like all other Lead 

Partners. In most districts it will make sense 

for this unit to report to the turnaround 

management office, which would support and 

monitor all its Lead and Managing Partners, 
including any internal Lead Partner.  

Note: Chicago is one of the few districts that has already 

created  separate capacity for procurement and 

management of Lead and Managing Partners, and for in-

district turnaround activity. However, because of its size 

and significant existing involvement in charter, contract 

and performance management, it has chosen to locate 

its turnaround management function in the existing Office 

of New Schools and launch the newer internal 

turnaround operations, the Office of School Turnaround 

as a  direct report to the Chief Education Officer.

District Structure 
For Turnaround Functions

District
Superintendent

Turnaround  
Management Office

Lead
Partner

Managing 
Partner

Lead
Partner

Internal 
Lead 

Partner 
Office

*For more information on  Lead and Managing partners, see page s 

9 and 63 ,and a companion report A New Partnership Paradigm.
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Districts will need to hire the staff, build the skills, and create the processes for procuring and 

managing Lead Partners and Managing Partners, and for collaborating with Lead Partner 

organizations on school management.

Key Roles

District

Example of a 
District Turnaround Management Office

from Chicago Public Schools

The district Turnaround Management office is  

responsible for procuring Lead Partners and 

Managing Partners (the latter of which operate 

as contract management organizations),  

establishing performance contracts, and 

monitoring performance against these contracts.  

It will work more extensively with Lead Partners 

than Managing Partners, as the office and Lead 

Partners will share authority over schools and 

accountability for student achievement. The 

Turnaround Management office will need to 

define roles for effective collaboration on these 

vital functions, and will also arrange for certain 

services to be provided by the district for the 

Lead Partner-operated turnarounds.

The Chicago Office of New Schools uses protocols 

from Mass Insight’s The Turnaround Challenge Report 

in its RFPs for Managing Partners and Lead Partners, 

and to identify promising school leaders.

Chart and Chicago details from an American Youth Policy Forum presentation available at http://www.aypf.org/documents/AAndersonPPTPresentation.pdf

District Role 3:  Managing Lead and Operating Partners 

Accountability

Business Services

External Relations

Performance, Turnaround 
and PD School Strategy

Office of New Schools

School Incubation and 
Professional Dev’t.

Recruitment

Special Services

School Support

http://www.aypf.org/documents/AAndersonPPTPresentation.pdf
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While all districts will need Turnaround Management offices (like the one featured in the previous

slide) to work with Lead Partners, high-capacity districts may also choose to build internal capacity  

by developing their own operating turnaround unit as another Lead Partner.

Key Roles

District

The in-district Lead Partner unit will 

act in the same capacity as other 

Lead Partners and so will need to be 

able to fill the same roles:

 Share (with the district) authority over 

schools

 Share (with the district) accountability 

for student achievement

 Pursue an intense relationship with 

the school (5 days in school per 

week)

 Integrate all supporting partners (see 

chart to left)

 Provide all necessary academic 

services

The head of Chicago’s Office of School 

Turnaround cites as two of the main lessons 

of turnaround that it “demands a lot of 

coordination and collaboration,” and that it is 

a “race to get ready for” each turnaround 

initiation.

Chart and quotations from an American Youth Policy Forum presentation available at http://www.aypf.org/documents/AAndersonPPTPresentation.pdf

District Role 3:  Managing In-District Lead Partner Units 

Social & Emotional
Learning

Extended 
Learning

Human Capital
Curriculum and

Instruction

Community 
Relations

Policy/Legal

Knowledge  Mgt
(Best Practices)Administration

Teach for 
America

New Teacher
Project

U VA Darden
School

Chicago Public
Education Fund

Public Impact
Joyce

Foundation

Chicago New 
Teacher Center

Erikson 
Institute

CPS Strategy Team
External 

[supporting] Partners

Example of a 
District Internal Lead  Partner Office

from Chicago Public Schools

Office of School Turnaround

http://www.aypf.org/documents/AAndersonPPTPresentation.pdf
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New Organizational Structures: 

Using innovative organizational strategies 

support the creation of Zones
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Current state and district organizational structures and processes tend to inhibit, rather than 

support, transformational change. New Partnership Zone structures can model district redesign. 

Organizational 

Structures

Adjusting Organizational Structures to Catalyze Turnaround

In part because of 

the way that public 

funds are 

channeled, state 

and district 

education agencies 

tend to be 

organized in 

distinct functional 

silos. Because (by 

law or regulation) 

they must answer 

to and reflect the 

interests of many 

stakeholders, most 

major-change 

strategies that 

threaten to disrupt 

the status quo are 

challenging to 

launch and difficult 

to implement 

effectively.

Because the 

traditional role of 

education agencies 

has been shaped 

more by 

monitoring and 

compliance than 

by an 

entrepreneurial 

spirit, staff may not 

have the skills to 

effectively 

supporting 

transformational 

change.

As Clay Christenson points out in his influential book, 

Disrupting Class (2008), one way to enable change is 

by creating new structures and strategies to match new 

mission-driven needs, through…

…separation – designation of an independent 

operating unit charged with forming and 

implementing new, game-changing strategies

and the creation of what he calls…

…heavyweight teams – cross-functional 

teams of individuals pulled from their regular 

silos or recruited especially for this purpose. 

We believe that Partnership 

Zones require and exemplify 

exactly this kind of creative 

organizational thinking.



Mass Insight Education & Research Institute PARTNERSHIP ZONES, 2010 32

Each Partnership Zone will be structured to ensure clear accountabilities and defined roles for the 

district, the state, the schools, and a range of strategic, operating and supporting partners.

Organizational 

Structures

Partnership

School

District Superintendent

Lead Partner

School School School School

Lead Partner

School School School

Supporting Partners

(on subcontract)

 Human capital

 Curriculum/instruction

 Student support

 Data & assessment

 Operations

New State Turnaround 

Office

New District 

Turnaround Office

Local Zone 

Community Advisory 

Board

State Strategic Partner

Zone

Each Entity in a Partnership Zone to have Clear Accountabilities 
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How Will District and State Responsibilities Support  Zones?

While the details will vary based on design and the size of both the state and district, any Zone 

effort is likely to rely on state and district entities undertaking the following critical responsibilities. 

All entities involved in a Partnership Zone, especially the state and district turnaround offices, should have a universally 

understood and simple mission: make the decisions that are best for students in the Zone schools. 

State Education Agency Responsibilities

 Diagnostic assistance in developing and implementing criteria 

for how schools enter the Zone

 On-going management of the Zone initiative, in general, 

including assistance to districts regarding the integration of the 

Zone initiative with other reform efforts

 Analysis, monitoring of school progress and recommendations 

each year, with detailed reports at the end of years two and 

five

 Assistance on expansion of Lead Partner capacity in the state, 

(sponsor RFP process, work with districts to either work with or 

launch partner organizations)

 Keep a hardline on the ultimate consequences for not making 

improvements

 Assist in changing necessary conditions (either by working to 

change state regulations or by working with the unions), 

elimination of SEA silos, etc

 If state-led carve-out zone, hire staff that specializes in  

procurement, partner relationship management, and partner 

development & support)

District Responsibilities

 If a district-led carve-out zone, release RFP for partners to work 
with selected schools (based on state criteria)

 Create preferred provider list of turnaround partners
 Procure partners to work with Zone schools
 Creation of each school‘s turnaround plan based on analysis of 

district and school needs and context
 Implementation of operating conditions specified for participation 

in Partnership Zone (working with school leaders and union)
 Oversight of plan implementation and monitoring of benchmarks 
 Hire staff that specializes in procurement, partner relationship 

management, and partner development & support)

Other entities crucial to implementation include:

 Governor‘s Office

 State Legislature

 State Board of Education

 Other State Agencies with K-12 Oversight (e.g. independent 

charter authorizer)

 Local and Statewide Professional Associations (teachers, 

principals, superintendents, etc)

 Colleges and Universities 

 Other supporting partners working in the Zone schools

Organizational 

Structures
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State and District Offices Need Authority and Flexibility 
States and district turnaround agencies need to be provided with the same kind of authority 

and flexibility and focus that we‘re arguing schools need.  

Both state and district turnaround offices should have a universally understood and simple 

mission: make the decisions that are best for students in the Zone schools. 

 Does the Zone Office report directly to the District Superintendent or State Commissioner of Education?

 Does the Zone Office‘s responsibilities include: curriculum and instruction, procurement of external partners, 

personnel (for recruitment, hiring, evaluation, & dismissal), data analysis, etc? 

 Does the Zone Office have autonomy from the standard district/state bureaucracy? 

 Does the Zone staff understand budgeting, procurement and use of external partners, and how to use the granted 

condition changes? 

 Does the Zone staff include a mix of traditional school practitioners, as well as non-traditional staff (i.e. those who 

specialize in project management, procurement, data analysis, etc)?

Key Governance and Capacity Parameters for State and District Turnaround Offices

Organizational 

Structures
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Centralized Approaches:     

Centrally Driven Carve-Out

Hybrid Approaches: State & District 

Collaboration with Partners

Decentralized Approaches: Portfolio 

of Partner-Driven Close-&-Replace 

Models and New Schools/Charters 

 Massachusetts‘ Commonwealth Pilot 

Schools

 Maryland‘s Breakthrough Center (in 

development), housed within the 

Department of Education

 Louisiana‘s Recovery School District

 Co-Pilot schools report directly to the State 

Education Agency, yet still fall under local 

control for specific aspects of operations 

(i.e. enrollment, per pupil allocations, etc) 

 Districts will receive a variety of services 

from The Breakthrough Center, in an effort 

to target resources on districts and to 

eliminate the silos of traditional school 

improvement efforts.

 Separate office, manages partner-driven 

new schools (fresh starts and close and 

replace; mostly charter)

 Large presence of non-traditional staff

 Carve-out zone of schools identified as 

chronically under-performing (CUP)

 Schools receive significant autonomy for 

increased accountability

 Districts choose to affiliate with the Center 

for services
 Managed as part of larger state strategy

 4 schools chose Co-Pilot status (as 

opposed to entering CUP status) in 2007

 1 school applied in 2008

 Currently beginning work with two districts

 66 traditional and charter schools in New 

Orleans, 4 charter schools in East Baton 

Rouge Parish and 1 charter school in 

Caddo Parish

 No partner with shared accountability or 

authority

 Outside partners provide significant 

academic & strategic support

 No partners with shared accountability or 

authority

 Center will link a variety of partners to the 

districts to meet district-specific needs

 Strong relationships with a variety of 

supporting partners (Teach for America, 

New Leaders for New Schools, etc) 

including significant assistance by New 

Schools for New Orleans

How do States Currently Organize Turnaround?
Despite increased turnaround activity at the state level, few states have created independent 

authorities with flexible operating conditions to manage their turnaround initiatives. 

All information is subject to change as state & district strategies adjust to changing budgets and needs.

Organizational 

Structures
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Centralized Approaches:     

Centrally Driven Carve-Out

Hybrid Approaches: District 

Collaboration with Lead Partners

Decentralized Approaches: Portfolio 

of Partner-Driven Close-&-Replace 

Models and New Schools/Charters 

 Miami Dade‘s School Improvement Zone

 Charlotte-Mecklenberg‘s Achievement Zone

 Chicago‘s Office of School Turnaround

 Chicago‘s Renaissance 2010 Initiative  New York City‘s current strategy

 Turnaround managed by a sub-unit of 

central office

 Dedicated Office of New Schools to 

manage partner-driven new schools (fresh 

start charters & close and reopen  

 2008- 11 charters, 4 contract schools, 6 

performance schools

 Separate office, Office of Portfolio 

Development, manages partner-driven new 

schools (close and replace), monitoring of 

charter schools, & other school 

reconfigurations

 Large presence of non-traditional staff

 Carve out zone of schools identified as 

lowest-performing

 Close and reopen cluster strategy

 Significant autonomy & increase 

accountability for partners

 Targeted close and reopen

 Managed as part of larger district strategy

 Miami targeted 39 schools

 CMS targeted 11 schools

 Chicago‘s Office of School Turnaround 

manages 6 turnaround schools

 Office of New Schools manages contracts 

with partners for 6 turnaround performance 

schools

 21 high schools targeted initially; now 

elementary and middle schools involved as 

well

 No Lead Partners with autonomy or 

accountability

 Outside partners provide academic 

intervention support

 Managed by partners (both internal and 

external)

 Lead partners have fairly tight control but 

are outside regular district rules

 Loose control with tight accountability

 Partners provide model for new schools

How do Districts Currently Organize Turnaround?
Some major urban school districts have piloted fairly ambitious strategies. They fall along a 

spectrum from highly centralized initiatives to more decentralized ―portfolio‖ approaches.

Organizational 

Structures

All information is subject to change as state & district strategies adjust to changing budgets and needs.
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NYC –

Chancellor’s 

District

(1996-2002)

NYC 

(2002-present)
Chicago

Miami – School 

Improvement 

Zone

CMS –

Achievement 

Zone

Turnaround 

Solution

 Chancellor‘s 
District 

‒ Carve-out of 
most at risk 
under-
performing 
schools

 Targeted close-
and-reopen

 Managed as 
part of larger 
district-wide 
strategy

 Close-and-reopen 
cluster strategy

 Managed by Office of 
New Schools with 
significant autonomy 
for partners (e.g, 
AUSL)

 Internal turnaround 
efforts managed by 
Chief Education 
Officer

 School 
Improvement 
Zone

‒ Carve-out of 
most at risk 
under-
performing 
schools

 Achievement Zone

‒ Carve-out of 
under-
performing 
schools

Number of 

Schools

 40-50 primarily 
elementary and 
middle schools

 Bottom 5% of 
under-performing 
schools

 21 High Schools

 Turnaround contracts 
w/ partners: 6 
schools initially, now 
additional

 CEdO: 6 schools

 39 schools

 Bottom 5% of 
underperforming 
schools

 11 schools

 All chronically 
under-performing 
schools clustered 
in the Zone

Management 

and Support

 Tightly controlled 
by Deputy 
Chancellor‘s 
office

 Part of overall 
district approach

 Loose control 
with tight 
accountability

 Outside partners 
provide model 
for new schools

 Managed by partners 
(both internal and 
external) 

 Both district offices 
have fairly tight 
control of schools but 
are outside of regular 
district rules

 Tightly controlled 
by Associate 
Superintendent of 
the Zone

 Outside partners 
provide academic 
intervention 
support

 Overseen by 
Achievement Zone 
Office

 Outside partners 
provide academic 
intervention 
support

Zones are Not New to Education Reform
Five of the best-known improvement zones show a fairly wide range of characteristics: size, 

basic strategies, highest-priority target schools, and governance models.

Organizational 

Structures
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Enabling Transformation Through the Three Cs Framework
Changing structures is important, but not sufficient. Our research suggests that a coherent,

comprehensive state or district turnaround initiative would incorporate these three ‗C‘ key 

elements.

Clustering

Organize in clusters by 

region, need, or type —

where new conditions 

apply and states & 

districts create 

additional capacity

Capacity

Build turnaround 

resources and human 

capacity in schools & 

Lead Partners

Conditions

Change the rules and 

incentives governing 

people, time, money & 

program

3 Cs

Framework
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Conditions: Zones require supportive,

flexible operating conditions relating to

people, time, money and program
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Operating 

Condition
Traditional School Improvement Comprehensive Turnaround

People

Help current staff perform at a higher 

level

 Staff development, coaching

 Leadership development

Establish professional norms for human capital management

 Turnaround leaders have authority, resources to staff the school 

as needed to fulfill the turnaround plan

‒ Incentives to recruit highly capable teachers

‒ Flexibility on staff hiring, allocation, work rules

‒ Flexibility, time to make staff development coherent

Money

No real impact on budgetary authority in 

most cases

 Additional resources (usually staff 

development)

Authority to reallocate budget to support turnaround plan

 Ability to reallocate budget strategically

 Sufficient additional resources to support the plan

‒ Pay for extra time

‒ Pay for incentives

‒ Pay for partner support

Time

Some initiatives: adjust schedule within 

same-length school day and year

 Block scheduling

 Extra common planning time for educators

Expand school day and year and reinvent schedule to 

implement turnaround plan

 Significantly more time for instruction, teacher collaboration, 

student activities

 Strategic assessment, re-engineering of schedule to support plan

Program

Improve quality of current strategies

 Consulting support

 Curriculum, instruction, assessment tools 

and strategies

Tailor program and overall school approach to suit needs of 

high-challenge enrollments

 Coherent, whole-school plan

 Integrate strategies to address impacts of poverty on students

 Relief from compliance burden in order to focus on instruction

Conditions
What Operating Conditions Support Effective Turnaround?
Truly comprehensive turnaround – involving the redesign of a struggling school – requires 

mission-driven decision-making over staff, budget, scheduling, and program.



Mass Insight Education & Research Institute 41PARTNERSHIP ZONES, 2010

People Are the First Priority
Ensure that top teachers are teaching in turnaround schools, and that comprehensive 

support is provided for all. 

 Authority over people involves the following core elements, presented in more 

detail on the following slide:

‒ Hiring and Placement

‒ Evaluation

‒ Development and Retention 

‒ Exit

 Changing the environment and culture of an under-performing school is the 

critical first step in school turnaround. The ability to select principals and 

teachers to drive turnaround goals is a crucial condition for success.

 For many districts, staffing is the most difficult condition to control given  

regulatory, union and collective bargaining constraints.

 For links to a wealth of resources on this important area, see the resources 

page at the end of the three Cs section.

Conditions
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Authority Over People Addresses A Number of Critical Areas  

 Reduced barriers to entry.  Multiple, high-quality pathways into  the profession including residency 

models within the urban school environment and fast-track options for mid-career changers.

 Selection happens at the school level. Teachers should be selected to fit the distinct culture of the 

school, by mutual consent of principal and teacher; no forced placement. Candidate pool can be 

screened at the district or partner level.

 No bumping and excessing by seniority. 

Hiring 

and 

Placement

Abundant research supports the primacy of good teaching, and turnaround school leaders must 

have the ability to shape the staff in their schools. Flexible authority over these resources is crucial. 

 Identification of effective teachers.  Strong district evaluation system that involves multiple-measures 

of a teacher‘s effectiveness in the classroom, including clear framework for how often teachers are 

evaluated and on what criteria, and  a graduated rating system rather than a binary satisfactory/ 

unsatisfactory system.

 Adequate data and data analysis capacity.  District needs to be able to link teacher and student data 

and provide timely information to school leaders.

Evaluation

 Incentives to retain top teachers based on success with students: Financial incentives, both school-

wide and individual; and working conditions incentives, e.g. distributed leadership opportunities, PD           

 Opportunities for distributed leadership of the turnaround process, particularly involving teachers. 

 Availability of teacher leadership positions, e.g. mentor, professional developer, content coach.

 Attention to principal development, placement, and retention, including paths to identify and train 

aspiring administrators, and high-quality PD for administrators in zone-wide networks.

Development

and 

Retention

Exit 

 Intensive opportunities for high-quality PD for struggling teachers.

 Opportunities for voluntary transfer out of Partnership Zone schools for teachers who are not fully 

bought-in to the model and process.

 Expedited dismissal for teachers who are not serving the best interests of students.

Conditions
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Approaches to People
Having complete autonomy at the school-level is a challenge to acquire, but experience shows it 

is often crucial to changing culture and moving forward with transformational reform.

Staffing autonomy in zone. Overhaul staff through the process of closing and re-

opening schools. No forced placements. 

Edmonton

Miami

NYC (1996-2002)

NYC (present)

Chicago

In
c

re
m

e
n

ta
l

Voluntary transfer of teachers out of Improvement Zone. Union-district negotiated 

contract for Zone schools focused on additional professional development and 

voluntary transfer. Limited ability to alter existing staff. Removal of 25% of principals.

Removal of unlicensed teachers. Voluntary transfer out of zone. New principal 

assigned to most schools.  

Agreement with union on opening new schools. Aggressive push for new schools 

coupled with strong within-district chartering. Charter and contract schools have full 

staffing authority.

Clear roles for district and schools in staffing. Principals have full authority to staff 

schools. District plays a role in centrally screening candidates and creating a pool.

T
u

rn
a

ro
u

n
d

Conditions
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Charlotte-Mecklenburg, NC

This large district, which spans both urban and suburban areas, identified 930 successful math and reading teachers 

based on gains their students had made on standardized tests. Starting in June 2008, those teachers were offered a 

salary incentive of $20,000 over 3 years to teach in one of the schools the district identified for turnaround. Improved 

working conditions with other high-performing teachers, and a hand-picked principal and team of administrators, all skilled 

at producing dramatic school improvement, were also found at those schools.

Use of People in Practice – Hiring 
To attract top-performers who are suited to working in turnaround schools, some districts 

develop their own pipelines and others leverage nonprofit initiatives. 

Academy for Urban School Leadership, Chicago, IL

AUSL is now known for its contract management of schools – in partnership with Chicago Public Schools – but AUSL was 

founded as an Urban Teacher Residency program, designed to provide aspiring teachers with hands-on training and 

mentoring, as well as the academic requirements for a degree. 

The Residency‘s high-quality graduates became frustrated when they were placed as teachers in low-capacity schools 

and encountered traditional bureaucracy.  AUSL decided to create a high-functioning system for its newly trained 

teachers, by taking on the operational management of low-performing district schools.

UVA’s School Turnaround Specialist Program, Charlottesville, VA

The University of Virginia developed a unique partnership between the Darden Business School and the Curry School of 

Education that provides leadership, instructional and business skills to principals of low-performing schools. The two-year 

program focuses on accountability and data-based decision making. A key lever to the success of this program is the 

dissemination of practices across the school and district. Teams of school staff and district administrators also attend the 

training and their participation and buy-in are crucial pieces to ensure sustainability. 

Conditions
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Using Time to Increase Learning Opportunities
A variety of strategies can be implemented to alter how time is used during the school 

day and beyond.

 Turnaround schools are populated by many students who begin a given year well 

below grade level. Time is an important variable in getting these students to 

proficiency.

 Expanded time includes both:

‒ A longer day and/or year for students

‒ Additional time for teacher collaboration 

 A key common characteristic of high poverty/ high performance schools is an 

expanded schedule.

 Expanding the school day is costly, particularly in unionized schools, because it 

involves paying teachers for additional hours on-site.

 Fully integrating an after school program is another alternative.

 Reallocating, repurposing, using a balanced calendar or better                        

aligning time already in the school day can also be                                               

used to increase student achievement.

Conditions
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Adequate Time for Learning and Common Planning is Essential
Combined with improved human capacity, additional time for student learning and for teacher 

collaboration on student needs, is critical to turnaround success.  

 Ensuring that additional time is time well spent. Additional time must be thoroughly planned with 

specific curricula, goals for student learning and high quality instructors.

 Providing options to maximize student engagement. Additional time can address a number of 

learning needs including: academic remediation and enrichment, extracurricular activities like arts, music 

and sports, and opportunities to explore new interest areas.

 Maximizing connections between the regular day and extended day, with a seamless transition and 

full alignment of the work of partners in schools with the school‘s organizational mission. For example, 

after school providers, tutoring services funded through Supplemental Education Services should 

complement the school curriculum and pedagogy to strengthen learning, rather than complicate it. 

Expanded

Student

Day

Planning 

the 

Expanded 

Day

 Block scheduling is often used to facilitate intensive instruction, especially in literacy and 

math.

 Mandatory or voluntary? For some or for all? Expanded time schools increasingly mandate 

participation in the longer day. Some schools mandate expanded time only for students who are 

struggling academically. Federal funding from Title I (or, with a policy change, possibly from SES) 

could be used to target specific students who need extra support to achieve the standards.

 Scheduling time for teacher collaboration. Teachers need time to work with colleagues, 

analyze student data and engage in professional learning. An expanded schedule should 

include some additional time in which teachers are not directly engaged with students.

 Instructional time during common planning.  Instructional staff that are not part of the core 

faculty may facilitate teacher collaboration by working with students in a tutoring or enrichment 

session.

Expanded

Teacher Day

Conditions
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Approaches to Time
Obtaining significant extended time is ideal.  The cost of extra time can be an issue, particularly 

with limited budgets, but additional time in the day, week or year has proven crucial for more 

dramatic turnaround.

Union Negotiated. Expanded time was central in the design of the Improvement Zone. 

All schools had both an extended day and extended year.

NYC

Charlotte

Edmonton

Miami

Chicago
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Lone exemplar. There is currently only one expanded day school within the CMS 

Achievement Zone. The district cites a lack of funding as the reason for not moving 

forward with more. 

Limited Options. In Edmonton, the district has complete control over the schedule 

and no school has the ability to add more time than negotiated in the union contract.

Flexibility for Turnaround Schools. Turnaround partners have flexibility to lengthen the 

day or year as needed. To date, all Renaissance 2010 schools have used expanded 

learning time as a school improvement strategy

Flexibility for Supporting Partners. NYC schools have the flexibility to alter the 

schedule within the parameters of transportation issues.
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North Kenwood-Oakland Middle School, Chicago, IL 

The Digital Youth Network (DYN) is a centerpiece of the extended day program at the middle school and is an 

innovative model for developing the skills students need to compete in the 21st century economy. Students choose 

from almost a dozen different courses that share in common a focus on digital media and developing proficiency with 

technology, including robotics, magazine design, digital music, game design, radio, multi-media storytelling and 

marketing.

Use of Time in Practice

Extended time, schedule changes, and support services are crucial to helping 

students get back on track.

McDaniel Delaplaine Elementary School, Philadelphia, PA

The McDaniel School has developed an elaborate data system that differentiates student‘s needs by separating 

students into three groups for each of three content areas.  Students who need extra help are also provided tutorial 

services in small groups at the end of the day. Federal funding is used to pay for the extra teacher time. Some students 

who are advanced in a content area are given enrichment activities to keep them moving forward. 

Academy for Urban School Leadership, Chicago, IL

AUSL takes full advantage of its control over having extra time for teacher professional development. Five weeks of 

the summer are devoted to teacher PD for all teachers prior to the first year, with shorter but still substantial summer 

PD in subsequent years. This ensures that all teachers and administrators are ready to go on the first day of school, 

with the same mission, policies and practices.                                                               

Conditions
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Money is a Crucial Lever for Sustainability
Turnaround leaders need additional resources and budget authority to make school-based 

decisions.

 Establishing ideal conditions around money requires considering:

‒ Adequacy of resources;

‒ Flexibility to use resources as needed;

‒ Alignment of resources to improvement goals; and, 

‒ Sustainability of funding.

 Additional funding is especially important in order to attract high-quality teachers and 

partners, and to pay for a longer school day.

 Budgetary authority can serve as an incentive to attract strong school-level 

leadership to take on the turnaround effort.

 The opportunity to reallocate existing federal funding streams, as well as requesting 

federal flexibilities, also exists.

Conditions
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Money Needs to be Adequate and Directly Support Turnaround
The schools or Lead Partners will need to access the additional funds required to pursue 

turnaround successfully, and to have the flexibility to allocate resources to support their particular 

turnaround plan.

 A $1 Million Dollar Investment. Research and analysis suggest that it takes between 

$500,000 and $1 million  per school, per year, for the first three years of a turnaround strategy 

to make the needed changes. 

 School leaders need control of finances. 

‒ Flexibility allows for the creation of incentives to retain and develop excellent teachers. 

‒ Flexibility is needed to expand the school day for students and teachers. 

Adequacy

Flexibility

 Budgets should reflect instructional priorities.Coherence

 Planning a successful turnaround includes planning for several years of sustained 

support and funding. 
Sustainability

Conditions
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Approaches to Money
The provision of additional resources and full authority over school-level budget is ideal. Chicago 

turnarounds have several sources for additional funds, while decentralization of authority is a 

strong feature in Edmonton, Alberta‘s reform strategy.   

Strong principal authority. A key element of the reform strategy in Edmonton is 

decentralized control of spending. Principals control 92% of the budget, except for 

teacher compensation levels. Each student‘s per pupil allocation is determined by a 

weighted student funding formula.

New York City

Miami

Charlotte

Edmonton

Chicago
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Resource adequacy. Miami allocated $1 million per school for each of the schools in 

the School Improvement Zone. The high cost of the Zone may have been one of the 

contributing factors to the district‘s debt in 2007-8. 

WSF but little discretion. Charlotte Mecklenburg uses a Weighted Student Funding 

formula, so schools with high Title I/IDEA enrollments receive increased funding, but 

school leaders have very little discretion over how the money is used.

Three sources of additional money for turnaround. Chicago provides turnaround 

schools with additional money per student. Schools are also eligible to receive money for 

a planning year. Finally, schools receive extra dollars to devote toward teacher 

professional development.

Budgetary flexibility. Principals in designated New York City schools have the authority 

to do school-based budgeting and receive additional funds per student as well.
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Edmonton, Alberta, Canada 

The province created a decentralized system of schooling that prioritizes choice and accountability. Each student is 

assigned a needs-based funding allocation that the school receives upon his or her enrollment. Students choose from a 

wide array of school options from traditional public schools to private schools that receive public funding for up to 70% 

of tuition. Principals are in control of all budgetary matters except teacher salaries.

Use of Money in Practice
Altering funding formulas, reallocating existing funds, and acquiring philanthropic support can 

all support the need for additional money in a Partnership Zone.

Mastery Charter Schools, Philadelphia, PA

Mastery Charter Schools supports its large upfront conversion costs by raising significant private funds. Through the 

NewSchools Venture Fund and separate fundraising, Mastery provides approximately $1 million per school for the first 

three years of the charter conversion. In theory, each school should be self-sustaining (based on district per student 

allocations, Title I, and Special Education funding) once the student body is fully enrolled. 

Conditions
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Mission-Driven Programs Create Schools Ready to Serve 

Students’ Learning Needs in a Turbulent Environment
Strong curricula & alignment of all programs are necessary to create a cohesive improvement plan.

 Elements of the academic program include:

‒ A standards-based, aligned curriculum

‒ High quality professional development

‒ Data-based decision making and short-feedback loop formative assessment 

that feeds continuously adapted instruction

 Students, especially those operating below proficiency, need a structured 

curriculum designed to help them make more than a year‘s worth of growth in one 

academic year.

 Partners leading turnaround must carefully analyze a school‘s current programs to 

ensure coherence and a match between improvement priorities and budgeting. 

 Without also changing the underlying conditions related to people, money           

and time, programmatic changes alone are unlikely to turnaround a                             

low-performing school. 

Conditions
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Learning-driven, Student-centered Systems Fill the Need   
A successful turnaround program is, in reality more than a ―program‖ – it involves a wholly 

integrated system in which high-capacity educators are armed with expertise and resources, 

ready to respond to students‘ needs as they arise.  

 Focus on core academic subjects. The instructional program should be research-based and 

demonstrated to have a strong positive impact on student learning, especially with students operating 

below grade level. These are likely to be both structured and engaging.

 Curriculum aligned to standards. All teachers should have a core curriculum and pacing guides (if 

needed) for the subject(s) and grade level(s) they teach. Curriculum, text, and materials should all be fully 

and explicitly aligned to state standards and the state summative assessment program.

 Continual use of formative data to determine areas in which students continue to struggle and to 

refine teaching practice. Teachers need both access to and training in the use of formative assessment 

data. Ideally, formative assessments results should flow seamlessly into adapted instruction.

 Aligned, high-quality professional development. Teachers need access to ongoing and embedded 

training by coaches and others who know the school context and its turnaround goals. All teachers  

should be participating in professional growth opportunities on a weekly basis. In addition teachers in 

turnaround schools need training in issues such as differentiated instruction, meeting  the needs of 

students multiple years below grade level, and ESL.

Program 

Elements

 Avoiding Program-itis. Low-performing schools often lack a core improvement focus, around  which all 

other initiatives must fit. Leaders must align outcomes goals and programmatic inputs and allocate funding 

based on that narrow set of priorities.

 Organization of partners by the Lead  Turnaround Partner.  School  and Lead Partner  managers should 

carefully  vet  the partners and programs they involve in the turnaround effort , have reasonable assurances 

of their efficacy, and only target program elements that further the turnaround plan.

 Aligning instructional priorities to financial resources.  Spending patterns should mirror improvement 

goals. All budget items that cannot be specifically tied to the goal of improving student outcomes should be 

eliminated. However, in high-poverty schools, program elements that address students‘ social, emotional 

and health needs can be directly linked to achievement.

Program 

Coherence

Conditions
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Approaches to Program
Instructional techniques and program goals will vary depending on the target population. While 

all curricula should be strong, aligned within the school, and meet or exceed state standards, 

currently the most successful turnaround experiments provide some flexibility in program.

From standardization to structured flexibility. When New York City began targeting 

intervention to low-performing schools with the Chancellor‘s District, they implemented a 

zone-wide curriculum in literacy and math. Today, they offer schools a set of options for 

approved school support organizations, each of which reflects slightly different 

approaches to helping students to meet standards.

Edmonton

Miami

CMS

New York City

Chicago
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District Mandated Focus on Literacy. Miami required that all schools in its School 

Improvement Zone implement a single, standardized curriculum, along with a series of 

preferred providers for academic support and enrichment.  

Emphasis on math and literacy. Schools within the CMS Achievement Zone are 

required to focus added time and energy on the core subjects of literacy and math. 

However, there is no zone-wide curriculum or preferred set of options for schools 

within the zone. 

Flexibility for Turnaround Partners. Partners are allowed to design their own 

instructional program outside of IL Development Standards. They are held accountable for 

progress made under this program.

Standard Curriculum with some principal flexibility. Edmonton has a uniform 

curriculum across the district, but principals decide which supplementary programs and 

services are offered and which instructional strategies are used.
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Duggan Middle School, Springfield, MA

Before becoming a Commonwealth Pilot School, Massachusetts‘ state carve-out option for underperforming schools, 

Duggan formed a partnership with Expeditionary Learning Schools (ELS) and became one of the district‘s magnet 

schools. As the Co-Pilot School model sits on the ―loose‖ end of the management spectrum Duggan's leadership team 

was given the freedom to retain it's choice of curriculum and pedagogy, as long both were aligned to state standards. 

ELS is a program designed to promote critical thinking and real-life connections for students. While in-the-field 

―expeditions‖ are the key guiding principle for interdisciplinary lessons and projects, the school also uses the ELS 

pedagogy to bring hands-on and cross-curricular lessons into the daily routine as much as possible.

Use of Program in Practice
Program decisions can be made at the school, cluster, Lead Partner or district level. These 

decisions can either be recommendations (loose) or mandatory (tight).

Mastery Charter Schools, Philadelphia, PA

Mastery Charter Schools converts existing under-performing middle schools into middle-high schools. In order to get 

the students up to a basic level of proficiency (or ―mastery‖), the charter management organization created a relatively 

tightly-controlled curriculum and instructional program focused on reading and math. As Mastery schools expand 

(adding a grade each year), it is likely that the organization will need to develop flexible instructional practices as 

students surpass ―mastery‖ and crave higher-level thinking and project work. 

Conditions
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Capacity: Transformation requires a 

new partnership paradigm as well as 

internal capacity development
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Districts with a significant number of low-performing schools often struggle with a lack of internal capacity to 

lead and implement a turnaround effort. Turnaround at scale is a different type of endeavor requiring different 

capabilities and expertise. Using an internal capacity building approach and partnerships with external 

organizations to achieve necessary management capacity can help resolve this dilemma. 

Capacity
Broader, Deeper Capacity is Needed to Address the Challenge
Both internal and external capacities must be examined and strengthened to ensure successful 

implementation of dramatic, fundamental transformation.

Internal Capacity 

 Includes current leadership and staff in the 

district including central office administrators, 

principals, teachers, specialists, and others. 

These people could be recruited from 

traditional school career pathways, as well as 

residency programs, fellowships, or other 

alternative route programs.

 Finding new capacity is the first step, but 

figuring out how to develop, retain and manage 

that capacity is also important. The human 

resource management system should be 

modified to put the interests of students first. 

External Capacity 

 This level of capacity refers to the existence 
and strength of potential local and national 
partners for the work. Operating partners 
organize and manage the various aspects of 
the turnaround at the school-level (and through 
clusters).

 Other supporting partners may specialize in 
specific elements of conditions change, 
programmatic focus, or building internal 
capacity. 

 The state should also play a role in inducing 
more operating partners and supporting 
partners to work in its districts. 
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Internal: Opportunity to Redesign HR Management Approaches

Turnaround requires more flexible and professional human resource management, but Partnership 

Zones also provides an opportunity for districts to pilot these practices in a manageable way.

All HR systems should be 

managed online, new applicants 

should be able to see postings, 

submit applications, and monitor 

their progress online. Once hired, 

ensure that payroll, personal day 

requests, and substitute requests 

are done electronically, and that 

evaluations and placements are 

stored electronically as well.

Districts should begin recruitment 

efforts early in the year and look 

for new staff in a variety of 

places, including local universities 

and training programs, as well as 

national teacher/leader 

preparation programs that 

specifically train staff to work in 

underperforming schools. It may 

be necessary to change current 

staffing placement and retirement 

policies as well, so that open 

positions are declared early 

enough that districts can recruit 

and hire the strongest candidates, 

as opposed to waiting until the 

school year has already begun to 

fill open positions.

While it‘s important keep in mind 

that many strong and alternatively 

trained teachers may choose to 

work in a turnaround environment 

for a few years before moving 

onto a different profession, it is 

important to ensure that districts 

try to retain as many high quality 

staff as possible. Linking new 

teachers with mentor teachers, 

creating professional learning 

communities for new teachers, 

and providing opportunities for 

career advancement within the 

system are all ways to train and 

retain quality staff.

HR policies and practices that could be piloted in Partnership Zones, for 

eventual whole-district transformation, include: 

Modernize HR Departments Recruit the Talent Train and Retain

Capacity
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A variety of external partners can be used to complement district and state capabilities, 

especially when these partners are focused exclusively on the schools with the greatest needs.

Provide comprehensive technical 

assistance but share authority and 

accountability with the school and 

the district. Lead partners operate 

on a performance contract.

Provide full services and take on 

full responsibility, operating as full 

contract management 

organizations.

Partnerships with external operating organizations will need to take a variety of forms, involving:

Managing PartnersLead Partners

While the other two types of partners already exist in the education sector, Lead Partners will largely need to be 

developed. These are particularly important because they can help bring coherence to the turnaround effort and 

may be the most effective approach to leveraging outside capacity, while still allowing district oversight.

External: Establishing Partnerships to Build Capacity

See much more on these Operating Partners, as well as Strategic 

Partners at the state level, in A New Partnership Paradigm, 

a companion report in this series.

Assist a school with a single 

dimension of the turnaround or 

district reform, on subcontract to 

the Lead Partner or a district unit 

acting as Lead Partner.

Supporting Partners

Capacity
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Clustering: The importance of clustering for 

the efficiency and scale-up of turnaround
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The Scale of the Challenge Requires a Systematic Approach
Clustering

With over 5,000 schools on the track towards restructuring, drastic efforts must be taken to scale 

as quickly and as efficiently as possible. A cluster strategy is the best way to address this need.

 Individual school turnaround successes are heroic, but 

turnaround success across multiple schools is 

strategic — and critical. Clustering addresses this 

issue of scale.

 The creation of clusters is key to ensuring that a 

subset of schools operate under new conditions and 

receive the support they need.

 Clusters should be manageable in size, not typically to 

exceed 8-10 schools per cluster.

Turnaround activity in a Partnership Zone can start with one 

cluster and be extended as capacity increases.

 Managing turnaround clusters requires strong skills– such as project 

management and monitoring of implementation metrics — not 

typically found among district central office staff. Clustering calls for a 

strong partner to lead a subset of schools and share best practices 

amongst those schools.



Mass Insight Education & Research Institute PARTNERSHIP ZONES, 2010 63

Cluster Strategies Can Address a Variety of Needs 
Clustered turnaround work can be approached in a number of ways, depending on the size of 

state or district zone and the particular needs of the schools covered. All clusters create economies 

of scale, and some address other issues such as feeder patterns or achievement gaps.

 Clusters can be approached vertically. 

focusing on successful transitions for 

students across school levels. These feeder 

pattern clusters may be particularly effective 

in the longer term.

 Clusters can also be approached 

horizontally, by type, for example:

 Needs-based, such as low-literacy 

levels or high-Latino/Hispanic 

population. 

 Level-based, such as a cluster of 

underperforming middle schools or 

alternative high schools.

 Program model, such as a cluster of 

schools involved in implementing a 

managing partner‘s specific school 

model.

 Supportive/mentoring model, with a 

mix of low and high capacity schools

 These factors can be combined, e.g. a 

cluster could comprise  four failing middle 

schools ready to convert into grade 6-12 

academies, using a successful, local 6-12 

charter school as a model.

State Zone*
Turnaround schools organized into 3 clusters

District A

District B

District C

District D

District E

Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Cluster 3 District schools outside 

the turnaround zones

*For a representation of a district zone, see next page.

Clustering
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What Could Clusters Look Like Within a Zone?
Any single Partnership Zone could include a number of clusters. Districts should consider portfolio 

approaches including clusters managed by Lead Partners and clusters managed by an internal unit 

acting as a Lead Partner. All Lead Partners would be on the same type of performance contract.

Zone Using Internal Lead Partner Unit Zone Using External Lead Partners

Some large districts could utilize both strategies, i.e. Chicago Public Schools oversees school turnaround through 

1) Office of New Schools which oversees contracts with external operating partners, and 

2) Office of School Turnaround, which acts as an internal district zone.

 Schools selected based on low performance

 Schools operated by partners

 Accountability & authority shared 

‒ ex. Chicago Office of New Schools (contracts with 

AUSL or other operating partners)

 Schools selected based on low performance

 Schools operated by district

 In this example the zone and the cluster overlap completely

‒ ex. Chicago Office of Turnaround Schools, Miami 

School Improvement Zone
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Feeder Pattern Cluster

4 elementary schools

2 middle schools 

1 high school

6 Schools

Cluster 1

Lead 

Partner 2

Lead 

Partner 3

Supportive Cluster

(50/50 high and low capacity 

schools, to allow mentoring)

2 elementary schools

2 middle schools 

2 Schools

Cluster 2

3 Schools

Cluster 3

4 Schools

Cluster 4

contract

Lead 

Partner 1

District

Need-Based Cluster 

(high ESL/recent 

immigrant pop.)

2 middle schools

Need-Based Cluster 

(high ESL/recent 

immigrant pop.)

3 elementary schools

District

In-District Lead 

Partner 

contract

Clustering



Mass Insight Education & Research Institute PARTNERSHIP ZONES, 2010 65

Balancing Loose-Tight Management within Zones and Clusters
For clusters to be effective, they should be the product of an intentional strategy and incorporate 

some systematic elements and services across the cluster. Within these parameters, Zone and 

cluster design includes a spectrum from centralization to increased school-based authority.  

Achieving change in conditions not only creates an environment geared towards real change and results, 

but it also increases the amount of flexibility a district or partner can provide at the school level.

 There is no one ―right‖ way to manage a cluster, although tight 

management of certain critical elements, such as curriculum or 

systems for feedback from frequent formative assessments will 

maximize the leverage of the cluster approach. The ―loose‖ model 

generally occurs in situations where the district or partner has strong 

control over conditions, in combination with high-capacity school 

leaders. 

 Districts or Lead Partners that are forced to trade off certain 

conditions are likely to decide to manage schools more tightly to 

ensure fidelity of the Zone‘s implementation. 

 Such tight control is particularly seen when districts are unable to 

achieve significant authority over staffing decisions. 

 Some operating partners may have full authority over conditions from 

the district or state (loose), but then control decisions within the 

cluster from the operating partner‘s central office, rather than 

distributing them to school leaders (tight).  

Mastery Charter Schools‘ operation of 
its three middle school conversions in 
Philadelphia follows this model. 

AUSL, on the other hand, acting as a 
Lead Partner for turnaround in 
Chicago, has shared rather than full 
responsibility, but is not as tight in 
their school management because 
investment in teacher and leader 
preparation through their urban 
teacher residency increases school-
level capacity.

For more on these models, see the 
companion report At the Ground 
Level: School Transformation in 
Action, and individual case studies.

Clustering
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Example #1 Year 1 Year 2 Year 5 Year 10

Zone 1 1 1 1

Districts^ 2 2 4 6

Clusters* 2 4 10 20

Partners 2 4 7-10** 16-20**

Schools 7 15 45-60 94-115

Example #1 Year 1 Year 2 Year 5 Year 10

Zone 1 1 1 1

Clusters* 1 2 5 10

Partners 1 2 4-5** 7-10**

Schools 4 9 23 52

*Ideal cluster size ranges from 3-10 schools

**As partner capacity develops, some partners may want to manage 

multiple clusters, i.e. 2 groups of 4 schools that represent feeder patterns

(Large) District Defined Zone

State Defined Zone

^The state could pull out schools into a newly defined district or work 

with schools within their traditional district boundaries. 

How Quickly Can we get to Scale Using Zones and Clusters?
By leveraging the economies of scale implicit in Partnership Zones and clusters, states and 

districts may be able to rise to the challenge of the more than 5,000 schools that will need some 

form of turnaround by 2010.  

In some cases, multiple zones may be created in a single state. For example, in Illinois, the state could create one zone for

turnaround schools outside of Chicago, and Chicago could create a separate zone to continue the turnaround work 

already underway in the district. 

It‘s important to note that, despite the best resources and supports, not all turnarounds will be successful. By monitoring 

early indicators, districts and states will need to adapt plans accordingly to end turnaround strategies that are not 

effective and strengthen those that show promise.

Clustering
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For More Information on School Turnaround Strategies

Turnaround is 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-

performing organization. Successful turnaround requires strong partnerships and flexible operating conditions, and is best 

conducted across small clusters of schools in ways that can lead to whole-district redesign.

Mass Insight Education & Research Institute • 18 Tremont Street, Suite 930 • Boston, MA 02108 • 617-778-1500

 This report was created through analysis of higher-performing high-poverty schools and best 

practices from turnaround initiatives to date. 

 The report and related documents are the result of a Research & Development process led by 

Mass Insight and various partners including: Apollo Philanthropy Partners, Cambridge Education, 

Education Counsel, Holland + Knight, and The Parthenon Group.

 It should be used in conjunction with the Main Report, The Turnaround Challenge: Why America’s 

best opportunity to dramatically improve student achievement lies in our worst performing schools,

and a variety of other resources available on our website

 The report and related research and development efforts were generously funded by the Bill & 

Melinda Gates Foundation.

 For more information on The Turnaround Challenge, please visit our website at  

www.massinsight.org/stg/ or contact us at turnaround@massinsight.org. 

http://www.massinsight.org/stg/
mailto:turnaround@massinsight.org

