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School Turnaround
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Challenge
Schools today face unprecedented challenges. The public is increasingly demanding improved student 
achievement. Yet many schools have high percentages of students performing well below expectation. The 
number of priority schools, representing the lowest 5% in performance in each state, is staggering.  Since 
2009, over $4.5 billion in SIG funds have been committed to these priority schools. What do these schools 
need most? First and foremost, they need leadership. “Without excellent leaders, we cannot have excellent 
schools”(Education Commission of the States, 2011). But, school leaders cannot make the difference by 
themselves. They need support from their district and state to create the conditions that maximize their 
chances for success and remove barriers to that success. Moreover, Mass Insight argues that persistently 
struggling schools need an external partner, a “Lead Turnaround Partner,” to guide them through a 
comprehensive school change process (Calkins et al., 2007).

Solution
The 2010 McKinsey report, How the World’s Most Improved School Systems Keep Getting Better, 
concluded that a system could become better, no matter where it started, given sustained leadership and 
a focus on key interventions necessary for systematic improvement. 

1. Revise standards and curriculum for College and Career Readiness 
First, prepare students to be college and career ready. A definition for college and career readiness is 
articulated in the Common Core State Standards (CCSS), which have been adopted by most states 
with the goal of college and career readiness for all. Use these or other comparable standards as the 
foundation for curriculum and instruction. Secondly, align curriculum and instruction with standards 
and assessments. Use technology to bring learning to life. Incorporate scaffolding to build students’ 
capacity to reach the rigor expected by the standards and a school wide focus on college and career 
readiness that reaches every student in every subject, every day. 

2. Provide High-Quality Instruction for all Students  
Take seriously the idea of high standards for all students and focus on how to organize instruction  
and learning within the core instructional program and make effective use of technology to meet  
that expectation. When the quality of “first” instruction is maximized, the number of students 
requiring Tier 2 and Tier 3 interventions will decrease and more students’ learning needs will be met 
within the regular learning setting. In this way, Tier 2 and Tier 3 interventions can be reserved for 
students whose needs cannot be met within the regular classroom and targeted specifically to these 
students’ needs.

3. Focus on High-Performance Leadership and Embrace a Data-Driven Culture 
Distribute responsibility by creating a leadership team that empowers staff, balances support and 
pressure to help teachers transform their practices, and focuses the school on organization-wide 
activities proven to positively impact student success. Make systematic data use and analysis truly 
“the way we do things around here” and use technology effectively to help make that so.

4. Create a culture of High Achievement and Engagement 
Build a school- and community-wide commitment to high expectations for student achievement. 
Create an environment that fosters timely interventions for students at risk and reflects the critical 
connections between students’ in-class and out-of-class life and experiences in shaping their 
engagement in learning, their belief in their capacity to keep learning, and their commitment to 
college and careers.

5. Operationalize and institutionalize practices for Sustainability  
Create a support system that promotes continuous improvement through professional development, 
coaching, and technical support. Implement structures and processes for monitoring, adjusting, and 
sustaining systemic improvement initiatives over time, utilizing ongoing progress monitoring to assess 
fidelity of implementation. 


