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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

N RECENT YEARS, national policymakers have

placed new emphasis on “school turnarounds”

as a strategy for rapid, dramatic improvement

in chronically failing schools, calling on educa-
tion leaders to turn around performance in the 5,000
lowest-achieving schools nationwide. This goal may
seem daunting, given the dismal success rates of school
improvement efforts of past years. Indeed, even outside
education—in for-profit businesses, nonprofit organi-
zations and government agencies—bad-to-great turn-
around and “major change” efforts succeed only about
30 percent of the time.

Given these odds, the success of the turnaround
strategy in education will depend largely on the speed
with which districts and leaders spot schools that are
off-track and quickly redirect major change. Leading
indicators are the carly signs that leaders outside edu-
cation use regularly to determine whether an organiza-
tion is on the right track or destined to fail. In school
turnarounds, leading indicators can provide early evi-
dence about whether a school is on track—and if not,
how to intervene to increase the odds of success.

In this report, we summarize the research and
experience from other settings—including venture
capital, franchising, and research and development in

industries such as pharmaceuticals—in which leaders

have long relied on leading indicators to enhance the
likelihood of success. From these lessons, we identify
key principles and processes to guide the design and use
of leading indicators in education. By critically examin-
ing systems in other sectors, and analyzing potential
lessons for school turnarounds, education leaders can
bring the benefits of leading indicators to bear where it
is not simply dollars but students’ futures at stake.

In other sectors, organization leaders identify a set
of starting leading indicators based on known success
factors in the industry and the nature of the venture
being monitored; zealously monitor those indicators
for signs of impending success or failure; and then act
on what the indicators reveal, using data to target as-

sistance, modify investments, or redirect their focus.

What Principles Should Guide Selection
of Leading Indicators?

A group of core principles guides the selection of lead-

ing indicators in other sectors, where indicators are:

se- Based on known success factors in similar set-
tings. Investors and organization leaders choose
indicators based on factors that have been shown

to contribute to organizational success in the past.
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Indicators may be grounded in rigorous research,
specific past experiences, or standard practice in a
given field.

se- Constantly evolving to predict success at each
stage. Successful organizations continually reassess
and redefine individual indicators at each stage of an
effort, and over time across 4// efforts, ensuring that
each indicator they use can predict success.

se- Tailored to specific circumstances and settings.
Leading indicators are finely tailored based on in-
dustry-, market-, and situation-specific predictors
of success. Initial sets of indicators, often selected
before an effort begins, form the basis for ongoing
monitoring and evaluation.

se- Based on specific timetables. Organization lead-
ers in other sectors pay careful attention to when
progress is made. Timing is especially crucial for
achieving progress on certain key indicators, which
may have a domino effect on progress on other key

indicators and long-term outcomes.

How Should Schools and Districts Monitor
Leading Indicators?

After selecting a set of leading indicators, organizations
in other sectors monitor progress rigorously, setting
guideposts and using indicators to analyze prospects
for long-term performance. In these other sectors,

monitoring is:

se Frequent and ongoing. Monitors—including
venture capitalists, franchisors, and R&D manag-
ers—examine progress in their ventures frequently
and on an ongoing basis. While some indicators may
be designed for only annual or semiannual review,
several are designed to allow much more frequent
monitoring, such as quarterly, monthly, weekly, or
even daily in some cases.

se- Hands-on. Monitors are typically intimately in-
volved in the operations of the organizations they
monitor, such as by consulting with leaders on key
decisions, conducting frequent site visits, engaging
in regular communications, serving on boards, and

recruiting members of the management team.

se- Tailored to needs and current circumstances.
Monitors tailor their approaches over time based
on information they receive about an organization’s
success and future prospects. They often increase
or decrease their monitoring or their level of invest-
ment over time in response to what leading indica-

tors reveal.

How Should Schools and Districts Put
Leading Indicators to Use?

Organizations in other sectors use what they learn
through leading indicators to make strategic decisions
that alter operations and dramatically improve out-
comes. Their actions take many forms, but generally

fall into one of two broad categories:

se- Intervention, from targeted assistance to major
change. Signs of impending failure may trigger in-
tense assistance, increased involvement by investors
and monitors in key decisions, or a release of the
investment entirely.

se- Increased autonomy or other reward. Early, dra-
matic success as shown by leading indicators may
prompt organizations to decrease the intensity of
their oversight. Positive initial results may also serve
as “green lights,” allowing projects to continue or

even triggering increased investment.

Key Actions for State and District Leaders

The principles and strategies that other sectors use in
developing, monitoring, and acting upon leading indica-
tors provide important guidance for district leaders, state
departments of education, and other partners as they
embark on and monitor school turnarounds. By collect-
ing and acting upon the information provided by lead-
ing indicators, education leaders will be able to intervene
rapidly to increase cumulative success rates over time.
On page 13 (Table 1), we present suggestions for district,
state, and other education leaders to identify leading
indicators for their own turnaround schools. Table 2 on
page 17 sets out a proposed timetable to guide tracking

of leading indicators in turnaround schools.
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As they consider these recommendations and design not on track, states and districts must be will-

and implement their own systems of leading indicators ing to provide targeted intervention and, if that
in turnaround schools, education leaders can build on fails, pursue dramatic change. Early indicators
the experience base in other sectors by: of success in turnaround schools might prompt

. . decreased monitoring, performance rewards, or
1. Starting with known success factors. In turn-

around schools, this includes the competencies of opportunities for highly capable leaders to extend

. their reach to more students. Early indicators of
the turnaround leader, the leader’s actions, steps

that all staff members take to achieve goals ac- failure, on the other hand, should lead to targeted

, , assistance or a new attempt at major change.
cording to plan, and common routines that must

) ] ) ) ) 4. Collecting mountains of data, and narrowing
improve in any school seeking learning gains.

L to the most predictive over time. Because success
2. Monitoring turnaround schools frequently

factors in school turnarounds are just beginning

and intimately. Most districts and states need to o
4 to be understood, district and state leaders should

monitor turnaround schools much more often

i . begin with expansive data collection on numer-
than they do, collecting and analyzing data on a

ible leading indi ,and h
monthly or quarterly basis. Monitoring should ous possible feading INCICAors, and nArrow e

. ) list over time to those indicators that have the
also involve hands-on, active engagement such

o , g strongest and most persistent connections to stu-
as weekly site visits and collaboration by district, & P

dent success.
state, or partner staff.
3. Acting on early indicators of success or failure.

Where leading indicators show that an effort is
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N TOO MANY SCHOOLS across the country, we
fail to equip our students with the skills they need
to succeed in college, work, and life. In elementary
and middle school, far too few students receive
the basic foundation necessary to prepare them for
the demands of high school. Nationwide, proficiency
rates among clementary and middle school students in
reading and math hover between 20 and so percent.’
Of the students who make it to high school, too many
fail to graduate: one in 10 American high schools lose
more than 40 percent of their students between ninth
and 12th grades.” Students who do graduate from high
school often leave without the necessary skills to thrive
in college or the workforce: more than one-third of all
college students require remedial courses to acquire
basic skills, and minority and low-income students are
even more likely to need remediation.’

These national and state averages mask significant
differences in the quality of education provided to stu-
dents in individual districts and schools. An enormous
number of students are trapped in persistently low-
achieving elementary and middle schools and “dropout
factory” high schools, which serve high proportions of
students failing to meet state standards year after year.
Even though the number of such schools has decreased

in recent years, the rate of progress is far too slow to

Policymakers are increasingly

. « »
Sfocusing on “turnarounds” as a

strategy for rapid, dramatic

improvement in persistent[y

low-achieving schools.

meet national goals for high school graduation and

postsecondary education.’

Our nation has struggled for decades to solve the
intractable problem of dramatically improving these
chronically failing schools. Although there are noted
exceptions, the vast majority of the lowest performing
schools have not changed course, cither because they
have received insufficient support or they have tried
weak or only piecemeal interventions.

In response to a heightened awareness nationally
about the consequences of our persistently low-achiev-
ing schools, policymakers have increasingly focused
their efforts on “turnarounds,” one strategy for rapid,
dramatic improvement typically led by a new principal
with a new or newly empowered staff.’ Today, this ap-
proach is central to federal education policy and to
reform efforts in many states and districts, with specific
calls to turn around the 5,000 lowest achieving schools
nationwide.”

This goal may seem daunting, given the dismal suc-
cess rates of school improvement efforts of past years.
Even outside education—in for-profit businesses, non-
profit organizations and government agencies— bad-to-
great turnaround and “major change” efforts succeed
only about 30 percent of the time. If turnarounds are
more difficult in public education due to restrictive pol-
icies, talent shortages, and other constraints, the success
rate of school turnarounds may well be even lower, and
perhaps significantly lower.®

Does this mean the situation is hopeless? Are we
doomed to a success rate no better than 20 or 30
percent?

The answer depends on a critical variable: the speed
with which we “retry” change when our initial attempts
fall short.” If we allow unsuccessful schools to languish
in improvement for five years or more, our cumulative

success rate in turnarounds will indeed hover around



With more and better informa-

tion about successes and

Jfailures early in turnaround

efforts, district leaders, state
departments of education, and
other partners will be able to
take action to increase schools’
cumulative success rates over

time.

20 or 30 percent, if that. But if we spot schools that are
off-track early and quickly redirect major change ef-
forts, we can do much better over time.

Even if only 30 percent of individual turnaround
attempts succeed, by redirecting turnaround efforts
in schools that are not on the right track we could
increase the cumulative success rate dramatically over
time."

To retry major change more rapidly, though, leaders
need information about which turnaround efforts are
on a path to success or failure. In any major change ef-
fort, there are early signs—leading indicators—that
an organization is on the right track, or is doomed to
become a statistic. These early signs matter particularly
in the turnaround context, where dramatic improve-
ments rely in large part on changes and activities that
take place in the first few weeks and months of the
effort.” In education, we can make much better use of
leading indicators to differentiate which turnaround
efforts are going well, and which require redirection.
With more and better information about successes and
failures early in the effort, district leaders, state depart-
ments of education, and other partners will be able to
take action in turnaround schools to increase cumula-
tive success rates over time. Although some evidence
suggests it can take three to five years to see the full

impact of a successfiul turnaround effort, leading indica-

tors allow us to gauge, far earlier, which schools will
end up succeeding and which are destined for failure.
In this way, leading indicators empower education offi-
cials with a strong basis for intervening in turnarounds

without waiting several years to examine results.

Lessons from Other Sectors about
Leading Indicators in Education

Most education leaders are not accustomed to think-
ing about, collecting, or using leading indicators in
meaningful ways. Improvement efforts in education
are typically designed to permit extended periods of
failure before leaders intervene with major change
(such as with a new leader, charter operator, or different
governance structure), even in schools where very few
students meet learning standards. Indeed, the current
iteration of the Elementary and Secondary Education
Act codifies six years of continued failure without
major improvement as an acceptable timeframe."

The current federal administration has begun to
use the concept of leading indicators to track major
change efforts in schools, by requiring states and dis-
tricts that receive School Improvement Grant funds to
report data annually about a number of early factors
that may affect learning gains, including student atten-
dance, behavior, and school learning environments."
But the development, use, and refinement of leading
indicators as a tool for enhancing the success of school
turnarounds-in-progress remain largely uncharted ter-
ritory. Fortunately, other sectors offer strong lessons
for education as we move forward with the design and
implementation of systems and decision-making pro-
cesses tied to leading indicators. In the private sector,
organizations use leading indicators to intervene early
and forcefully to maximize returns on invested dollars.
Shouldn’t schools act just as decisively when children’s
futures hang in the balance?

In this report, we summarize the research and expe-
rience from other settings in which leaders have long
relied on leading indicators to enhance the likelihood
of success. These settings include venture capital, fran-
chising, and research and development in industries

such as pharmaceuticals."* In these settings, organiza-
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tions have developed systems to use leading indicators
for making decisions that preserve time and money
and improve financial and softer outcomes. We look

to these settings because they resemble turnarounds

in key respects: with new initiatives operating under
intense pressure, low probabilities of success, and much
at stake. In addition, while there is a limited research
base on school turnarounds and the use of leading indi-

cators in education, vast literature exists on the design

4

N
311

and use of leading indicators to inform key decisions
and improve outcomes in other public (non-education),
business, and nonprofit organizations. Although the
indicators themselves can generally not be cut and
pasted into the school turnaround context, the prin-
ciples and processes used in other sectors provide critical
guidance for designing and using a unique set of indica-

tors in education.
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OW CAN WE meaningfully integrate

leading indicators into education turn-

arounds? In other sectors, three general

steps shape the design and implementa-
tion of effective systems.

1. First, leaders identify a set of starting leading
indicators based on known success factors in
the industry and the nature of the venture being
monitored.

2. Second, they zealously monitor these indicators
for signs of impending success or failure.

3. Finally, they act on what the indicators reveal,
using data to target assistance, modify invest-
ments, or redirect focus.

In the following sections, we discuss each of these
steps in turn. For each, we examine the methods used
in other sectors and offer initial thoughts about how
they might apply to turnarounds in education.

What Principles Should Guide Selection
of Leading Indicators?

A core set of principles guides the selection of lead-
ing indicators in other sectors. These principles can
provide crucial guidance for district and state leaders
to choose leading indicators for school turnarounds.
Leading indicators should be:

se- based on known success factors in similar settings;
se- constantly evolving to predict success at each stage;
se- tailored to specific circumstances and settings; and
se- based on specific timetables."

In Table 1 on page 13, we build on the following fac-
tors known to contribute to successful turnarounds in
education, to present suggestions for district, state, and
other education leaders to identify leading indicators
for their own turnaround schools.

Leading indicator principle #1: Based on known
success factors.

Across a variety of industries, investors and organiza-
tion leaders choose leading indicators based on factors
that have been shown to contribute to organizational
success in the past. These factors may be backed by
rigorous research, be generally accepted in the field, or
arise from the leader’s own previous experiences. No
matter the source, leaders have good reason to believe
that certain early factors will contribute to the success
of a new venture—whether a new investment, fran-
chise, or research initiative—and watch them to track
carly progress. State, district, and other education lead-
ers can use these same types of success factors to track
progress in turnaround schools.

In other settings, research, time, and experience
have shown three primary factors—the characteristics
of the leader, the makeup of the management team, and
the organization’s connections with key players and
resources—to consistently predict the success or failure
of a new venture (see “Identifying Success Factors in
Other Industries”).

The education sector still has a lot to learn about
which factors matter most for successful school turn-
arounds. But an emerging research base, drawing
from experience in other sectors as well as successful
turnaround schools, is beginning to clarify several key

8 ?& LEADING INDICATORS OF SCHOOL TURNAROUNDS



Identifying Success Factors in Other Industries

In other industries, leaders rely upon research, time, and experience to identify key characteristics and
behaviors that have been shown to predict success in a new venture. In franchising and venture capital, for
example, leaders keep a close eye on three major factors to learn whether their investments are on track:

Leader characteristics. Through research, time, and experience, venture capitalists have discovered that
certain qualities of entrepreneurs consistently predict the success or failure of new ventures. In their
initial selection of portfolios, venture investors typically pay close attention to these characteristics in
the leader—such as evidence of staying power, ambition, ability to handle risk, and attention to detail.'®
Many also monitor the degree to which entrepreneurs engage in behaviors that demonstrate these quali-
ties, relying on these as leading indicators of success or failure for the venture."”

Makeup of the management team. Smart investors know that the completeness of a venture’s leadership
team and its combined experience will be crucial to the organization’s progress. Indeed, research in other
sectors has confirmed a crucial connection between the makeup of a new leadership team and the com-
pany’s success.'® In their initial investment decisions, they therefore pay attention to the size of the team,
any previous experience members may have working together, and the chemistry between entrepreneurs
and their teams.” A fter making an investment, they will also continue to monitor team size, relationships,

and functioning as indicators of organizational health and progress.”’

Connectedness with key players and resources. Research across sectors has shown that successful companies
establish close ties with external organizations, including actual and potential customers, partners, and
other allies.”" As they track the progress of their investments or franchisees, therefore, investors often
gather data about the organization’s ability to attract and maintain these ties as early evidence about
whether external alliances will help the venture succeed.”

factors that are necessary for success. These findings

Several key ﬁCIOVS that are neces- are not dissimilar to the known success factors in low-
probability events from other sectors. They include the

sary for turnaround success include:

skills, habits, and behaviors of turnaround leaders criti-

So the skill s, }JﬂblfS, and bebaviors cal to their ability to turn the school around; the series
of actions that education leaders should be able to ob-

Of‘l‘ urnaround 1646167'5; serve in the school if the turnaround is truly on track;

So» the series qf actions that turn- and the support and flexibility that the school leader
receives from the external environment, including the

arou nﬂl led 6[67’5 tﬂk & an d district and/or the state.

So» l—he SMPPOVt an d ﬂexz bl ZZ l-y th at Turnaround leader competencies. Research suggests

that the competencies of successful turnaround leaders

the school leader receives to do differ from those of successful leaders in already high-

fh in g5 dﬁ;ﬁen z-b/. performing organizations. By examining these patterns
of thinking, feeling, acting, and speaking, district and

LEADING INDICATORS OF SCHOOL TURNAROUNDS ¥/ 9



state leaders can both identify and monitor principals
who will have the best chance of success. The compe-

tencies of a turnaround leader include:

se Driving for results—the leader’s strong desire to
achieve outstanding results and the task-oriented
actions required for success.

se- Influencing for results—motivating others and in-
fluencing their thinking and behavior to obtain
results. Turnaround leaders cannot accomplish
change alone, but instead must rely on the work
of others.

se- Engaging in problem solving—including analysis
of data to inform decisions; making clear, logical
plans that people can follow; and ensuring a strong
connection between school learning goals and class-
room activity.

se- Showing confidence to lead—staying visibly fo-
cused, committed, and self-assured despite the bar-
rage of personal and professional attacks common

during turnarounds.”?

Turnaround leader actions. Research from across sec-
tors, including turnaround schools, suggests that suc-
cessful turnaround leaders also take a common set of
actions to dramatically improve organizations. These

actions include:

se Focusing on a few early wins—Successful turn-
around leaders choose a few high-priority goals
with visible payoffs and use early success to gain
momentum, motivate staff, and disempower naysay-
ers. These wins must focus on high-priority, not pe-
ripheral, elements of organization performance. In
schools, examples might include achieving very high
attendance and low disciplinary rates in the first two
months of the school year, or making huge leaps in
learning progress in a targeted academic area, such
as aiming by the end of the first semester to have 9o
percent of fifth-graders on track to make grade level
by year’s end.

se Breaking organization norms—In a failing organi-
zation, existing practices contribute to failure. Suc-
cessful turnaround leaders break rules and norms.
Deviating to achieve early wins shows that new ac-

tion gets new results.

se- Pushing rapid-fire experimentation— Turnaround
leaders press a fast cycle of trying new tactics, dis-
carding failed tactics, and investing more in what
works. They resist touting mere progress as ultimate
success.

se- Getting the right staff, righting the remainder—
Successful turnaround leaders typically do not
replace all or even most staff at the start, but they
often replace some key leaders who help organize
and drive change. For the remaining staff, change is
mandatory, not optional.

se- Driving decisions with open-air data— Successful
turnaround leaders are focused, fearless data
hounds. They choose their initial goals based on
rigorous analysis. They report key staff results
openly and often. They require all staff who partici-
pate in decision-making to share periodic results in
open-air sessions, shifting discussions from excuse-
making and blaming to problem-solving.

se- Leading a turnaround campaign— Leaders use a
consistent combination of motivating and maneu-
vering tactics that include communicating a positive
vision of success; helping staff personally feel the
problems customers feel; working through key influ-

encers; and silencing critics with speedy success.>*

Evidence from early efforts suggests that some activ-
ities are common among school turnarounds regardless
of the specific academic improvement goals the leader
identifies. Common focuses include improving the
school environment, student discipline, and staff be-
havior to create the conditions necessary for improved
learning outcomes.” Specific changes might include
making scheduling or policy adjustments that improve
student attendance; introducing and enforcing new be-
havior policies that dramatically reduce the number of
disciplinary incidents, enabling teachers and students
to focus on learning; or improving the school facility to
make better use of instructional space and facilitate or-
derly, efficient class transitions. These are not the “carly
wins” described above, because by themselves they do
not dramatically improve student learning. But most
schools emerging from chronic failure need them to
enable improved learning outcomes for students in any

grade or subject. State and district leaders assessing a
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turnaround’s likely success or failure will need to moni-

tor both the presence and success of these activities
very early on, along with any specific steps required to
achieve the learning goals that the school leader identi-
fies (see Table 1 on page 13).

Support and flexibility. Evidence also demonstrates
that the district and state play an important role in
supporting turnaround efforts, by providing leaders
sufficient flexibility to do things differently to dramati-
cally improve learning. Crucial district and/or state ac-
tions include granting turnaround leaders staffing and
operational autonomies up front. By giving the right
leaders the “big yes,” districts and states allow princi-
pals the freedom to hire and dismiss staff in accordance
with goals for the turnaround and what works for
the student population. Districts and states must also
provide support by monitoring and reporting on turn-
arounds— making sure that schools have access to the
right data, and building positive pressure through pub-

lic reporting of early results. In addition, district and

state leaders can aid turnaround efforts by proactively
engaging the community in radical change, in particu-
lar by providing a stark look at current failure, creating

avision for the future, and publicizing early wins.**

Leading indicator principle #2: Constantly evolving
to better predict success.

Successful organizations in other sectors continually re-
assess and redefine the individual indicators they use to
track a venture’s success, to ensure that indicators can
predict success at each stage of the effort. Education
leaders can take the same approach by continually as-
sessing which indicators can predict success for school
turnarounds, and changing data collection in future
years accordingly.

In other settings, monitors and investors typically
begin the monitoring process by collecting and analyz-
ing mountains of data from a wide variety of sources,
and refining them over time. For example, research on
franchisors suggests that they collect both quantitative
and qualitative data franchise-wide, from franchisee
reports, site visits, inspections, and ratings.”” Similarly,
venture capitalists typically scrutinize a variety of data
on the entrepreneur and team, the product, its industry
and market, company financial performance and pro-
jections, business plans, and other factors.”®

These large quantities of data enable leaders to
identify over time the indicators that can predict a ven-
ture, franchise, or new product’s prospects for success.
Experience with a particular entrepreneur or product
in development, as well as newly available research, in-
forms and limits the types of indicators leaders choose
to assess over time. For example, franchisors typically
refine their processes for selecting franchisees based on
previous franchisees’ successes and failures.””

Similarly, tests run to track the progress and ef-
ficacy of pharmaceutical products under development
evolve as the industry develops new tests and standards
based on past research and evolving standards.”® In
2006, drugmaker Pfizer lost more than a decade of re-
search and a billion dollars when it had to discontinue
research on a major new cardiovascular drug late in
the development process.31 Since then, and because of
Pfizer’s experience, new measures of product effective-

ness have been introduced earlier in the process to cut
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off development of drugs in the same class that exhibit
similar characteristics.”

In education—particularly because the field of
turnarounds is relatively new—ongoing assessment of
the connection between each indicator to schools’ ul-
timate success should inform data collection in future
years. For example, do the leader competencies outlined
above prepare school principals to more successfully
carry out a turnaround? Are some more important
than others? How important is it to establish precondi-
tions for learning gains, such as improvements to the
school facility, use of time, or student behavior? What
other factors predict success or failure? Is there a real
“implementation gap” before certain types of gains
will materialize? Only by beginning to track each of
these types of indicators and tie them to results will
the education field be able to refine a consistent set
of leading indicators of school turnaround. Based on
that knowledge, district and state leaders will be able
to focus on some indicators, introduce some new ones,
and drop others in future years. As in other sectors, the
design and use of leading indicators in education will
evolve as more information becomes available about
implementation hurdles and the expected timing of

improvements.

Leading indicator principle #3: Tailored to specific
circumstances and settings.

No one-size-fits-all set of leading indicators exists,
even within individual industries. Rather, indicators
are finely tailored based on industry-, market-, and
situation-specific predictors of success.” In education,
state and district leaders can be similarly responsive to
individual schools by working with school leaders to
identify specific benchmarks and goals for each school.
Initial indicators should be based on starting data, the
specific goals for early wins, and the steps needed to
achieve those goals in light of the challenges at each
school.

In the venture capital setting, for example, investors
typically analyze potential investments carefully. This
initial analysis—which may include data about the po-
sitioning of a product in the target market, anticipated
competition, and foreseeable roadblocks—then serves

as a guide for evaluating the organization and forms the

basis of post-investment monitoring.>* In pharmaceuti-
cal R&D, companies also vary the indicators they use
to track the progress of an innovation based on the na-
ture of the product, including its chemical complexity,
how long it will take to develop, and the type of health
problem it is designed to address.”® The company’s own
tolerance for risk also determines to some extent what
indicators it tracks, w