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Case Studies of Schools Receiving School Improvement Grants

Executive Summary

The Study of School Turnaround (SST) examines the change process in a diverse, purposive sample of
schools receiving federal School Improvement Grants (SIGs) from 2010-11 to 2012-13. With the
passage of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA), the SIG program underwent
three major shifts. First, ARRA boosted total SIG funding in fiscal year 2009 to approximately 6.5 times
the original 2009 appropriation through Title I, section 1003(g) of the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act (ESEA). As is typically the case with Title |, SIG funds were distributed to states by formula
based on each state’s Title | share; however, states then had to competitively make SIG awards to
districts with eligible schools. Second, ARRA targeted funds at only the very worst schools—those that
were in the bottom 5 percent of performance and had been low performing for an extended period of
time. Third, schools receiving SIG were now required to implement one of four prescriptive intervention
models believed to be more aggressive and comprehensive than those generally adopted under prior
policies (Hurlburt, Therriault, & Le Floch, 2012). By increasing the level of funding, better targeting these
funds to the persistently lowest-achieving schools, and requiring that schools adopt specific intervention
models, the revamped SIG program aimed to catalyze more aggressive efforts to turn around student
performance. This report focuses on a small sample of schools receiving SIG during the first year of the
revamped SIG program (2010-11).

Study Purpose, Research Questions, and Methodology

SST is a set of case studies that document the change process during a three-year period in SIG-funded
schools located in diverse state and local contexts. The case studies are designed to describe the
characteristics of the schools, the decisions and strategies that the schools and their districts undertake,
and the challenges they face in attempting to dramatically improve school performance. This report
presents findings after the first year of funding (2010-11), focusing on the following research questions:

e How do the contexts of the case study schools differ? How do contexts and stakeholders outside
the school (e.g., state or district policymakers) influence the adoption and implementation of
improvement actions in the case study schools?

e What roles do school leaders play in the improvement process in the case study schools?

e What specific strategies and actions do the case study schools undertake to improve the
capacity of teachers and leaders (human capital), the quality of teaching and learning (technical
core of instruction), and the conditions that support teaching and learning? How are SIG funds
used to support these strategies and actions?

e What is the role of SIG in the change process? How do SIG program requirements and the
supports provided by states and districts contribute to the adoption and implementation of
improvement actions in the case study schools?

e Do respondents in the case study schools report that their schools are improving on leading
indicators (variables that prior research suggests may be related to later student outcomes)? Do
the case study schools appear to be changing in ways that may foreshadow improved outcomes
over time?

Although these questions guided data collection and analyses, SST is exploratory. It does not provide
definitive answers to these questions, but instead examines and generates hypotheses that might be
explored in future research. SST does not examine student achievement outcomes and is not designed
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to document the practices of all, or even necessarily a representative sample of, SIG schools nationwide.
Rather, SST is an in-depth examination of how SIG funds and strategies are evolving in a small but
diverse group of SIG schools.

Box ES.1. Detail on SIG Program

According to the final rules issued by the U.S. Department of Education (ED) for the SIG program,
persistently lowest-achieving schools are eligible to receive SIG and include a state’s lowest-
performing 5 percent of schools or five schools, whichever number is greater, in terms of overall
academic performance for all students, and schools that exhibit a lack of progress toward
achievement goals. SIG defines three eligibility tiers for persistently lowest-achieving schools, with
Tier | and Tier Il representing the highest priority for SIG funding, and Tier Ill representing the lowest
priority. One of four improvement models must be specified for implementation in each Tier | and
Tier Il school identified in a district’s SIG application to its state for funding (Hurlburt, Therriault, &
Le Floch, 2012). The key requirements for each model are as follows:

e Turnaround model. Replace the principal and no less than 50 percent of the staff, introduce
significant instructional reforms, increase learning time, and provide the school sufficient
operational flexibility (e.g., staffing, time, and budgeting) and support (e.g., ongoing,
intensive technical assistance and related support).

e Restart model. Reopen the school under the management of a charter school operator, a
charter management organization (CMO), or an education management organization (must
enroll, within the grades served, any former student who wants to attend the school).

e School closure. Close the school and reassign students to higher-achieving schools.

o Transformation model. Replace the principal, develop a teacher and leader evaluation
system that takes student progress into account, introduce significant instructional reforms,
increase learning time, and provide the school sufficient operational flexibility and support.

These models are consistent with those defined in other ARRA-funded initiatives, including Race to
the Top and the State Fiscal Stabilization Funds, Phase 2. For more information on SIG
requirements, see ED’s webpage on SIG legislation, regulations, and guidance
(http://www2.ed.gov/programs/sif/legislation.html).

The study team collected data from stakeholders at the state, district, and school levels. The school
sample was selected to include variation in state, district, and school characteristics hypothesized to be
associated with implementation patterns and turnaround success. Analysts initially identified a base
sample of 60 schools from the cohort of schools awarded SIG funds in summer 2010. Closure schools
were not included, and restart schools were oversampled. The final base sample includes turnaround,
restart, and transformation schools, with the majority of the sample being transformation schools (as it
is in SIG-funded schools nationwide). From this base sample of 60 schools, we selected three
subsamples: the core case study sample, the rural sample, and the sample of schools with a high
proportion of English language learners (ELLs). The 25 core case study schools were the focus of data
collection in spring 2011 and are the focus of this report.

The data collection included a teacher survey, fiscal data collection (SIG budgets and audited
expenditure files), interviews with state SIG personnel, and a site visit from two SST staff members in
spring 2011 to conduct interviews and focus groups with a range of district and school stakeholders,
including district officials (i.e., superintendents, SIG directors, and other district personnel), principals,
teachers, instructional coaches, school improvement teams, external support providers (i.e.,
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curriculum/instructional providers, school turnaround organizations, CMOs), union representatives,
students (in high schools only), parents, and community members. The complete set of data collection
instruments can be found at http://www.air.org/topic/education/study-of-school-turnaround-year-one-
protocol-survey.

The data from the core case study schools were analyzed by coding transcribed interview notes using
Atlas.ti® (a qualitative software program) and compiling site visit and survey data into an online data
repository. The teacher survey data from the core case study schools were then used in conjunction
with the qualitative data to examine patterns by school level, SIG intervention model, and other school
characteristics (see Chapter 2 for a more detailed discussion of the sample selection, data collection
activities, and analytic procedures).

Throughout this report, we incorporate direct quotations from study respondents. There are two
primary reasons for the inclusion of quotations: one methodological and the other stylistic. With regard
to methodology, by providing example quotations with explanations of our analytic measures rather
than merely describing these measures in the abstract, we can more concretely illustrate how analysts
coded the raw data (see Appendix B). This approach lends more transparency to how the measures
were constructed and allows the reader to better judge whether the measures appear well grounded.
With regard to style, direct quotations enhance the clarity and relevance of the study, which is based
largely on qualitative data. These data uniquely provide detailed, contextual information that can
convey meaning through illustrative examples. Quotations were purposefully selected to enrich the
findings arrived at through systematic, carefully documented analyses. These quotations are not
representative of all of our data and are only meant to enrich a particular finding, not formally justify it.

SST Year 1: Key Findings

Five key findings emerged from the analysis of activities in the core case study schools during the first
year of SIG:

e Although all were low-performing, core case study schools differed in their community and
fiscal contexts, their performance and reform histories, and their interpretations of the causes
of—and potential solutions for—their performance problems (see Chapter 3).

o Approaches to leadership varied across the set of core case study schools with most principals
exhibiting a mix of leadership qualities. The most frequently reported leadership approach
among the core case study schools was transformational leadership, referring to principals who
can develop leaders and motivate and engage their staff behind a strong organizational vision
(see Chapter 4). Although the majority of schools reported some improvement in 2010-11,
schools in which respondents described the improvements in the greatest number of areas
also had higher levels of principal strategic leadership (referring to principals who are able to
formulate a strategy for school improvement and translate that strategy into concrete priorities
and specific actions) and were more likely to have experienced a disruption from past
practices (see Chapter 7).

¢ For most of the core case study schools, respondents did not perceive SIG as the primary
impetus for the change strategies that had been adopted. In 19 of these schools, the
improvement strategies and actions implemented during the first year of the grant (2010-11)
were reportedly a continuation of activities or plans that predated SIG (see Chapter 5).
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e At the time of data collection, 7 of the 25 core case study schools had experienced a visible
disruption from past practice. The remaining schools appeared to be following a more
incremental approach to improvement (see Chapter 6).

e Overall, core case study schools with the lowest levels of organizational capacity in 2010-11
were those in which teachers reported having fewer resources, the SIG award represented a
larger percentage of the prior year’s per-pupil expenditure, and respondents perceived the
SIG award as a catalyst for change (see Chapter 7).

Although the Year 1 findings are useful for understanding the context of core case study schools in their
first year of SIG implementation, these findings are largely preliminary. The trajectory of these schools
may shift throughout the three years of SIG implementation, and the Year 1 report findings are a first
step in understanding the complexity of the change process in the core case study sample schools.
Below, we discuss these key findings in additional detail by reviewing each main chapter in the report.

Context and Performance Problems in SIG Schools

A school’s context can influence the ways in which stakeholders define the problems they are trying to
solve and the strategies they use to address those problems. In this report we examine two aspects of
context: the school’s neighborhood context and fiscal context (resources available to the school from non-
SIG sources). We also examine how school respondents defined the performance problem in their school.

Analysis of Year 1 site visit data revealed that core case study schools were situated in a range of
community contexts, from “traumatic” environments (seven schools) to comparatively “benign”
environments (nine schools). Schools in “traumatic” contexts were located in neighborhoods
characterized by reports of high crime, incarceration, abuse, and severe urban poverty. In contrast, schools
in “benign” contexts—although still high-poverty—were characteristically in neighborhoods where limited
crime was reported, homes were in good repair, and there were few reports of family instability.

According to respondents, all core case study schools faced challenges with regard to funding and
resources. In five of the core case study schools, fiscal constraints outside of the SIG award were
perceived as a barrier to school improvement efforts. Staff at these schools mentioned a variety of fiscal
challenges, such as staff layoffs, cuts to supplemental programs (such as tutoring, art classes, and field
trips), increased class sizes, and staff salary cuts. In the remaining 20 core case study schools, fiscal
constraints were perceived as a challenge but not a barrier to improvement efforts.

In addition to the role that the school’s external context and available resources may play in setting the
conditions for improvement, SST’s conceptual framework posits that the way in which teachers,
administrators, and parents individually and collectively define their schools’ performance problems and
conceptualize the root causes of those problems will influence how they approach the improvement
process. The study team organized explanations for schools” histories of low performance into 11
domains. Among these domains, student behavior was the most commonly reported domain

(15 schools), followed by the school’s internal culture (14 schools), poor instruction/teacher quality

(12 schools), poor or unstable school leadership (12 schools), the school’s external context such as crime
or poverty (12 schools), lack of engagement from parents/community (11 schools), and teacher
recruitment or retention (10 schools) (see Exhibit ES.1).

Respondents in the 25 core case study schools differed in the extent to which they attributed the
performance problem in their school to factors within their control (internal causes) or outside of
their control (external causes)—six core case study schools were classified as accepting internal
responsibility for their performance challenges. In these schools, stakeholders accepted responsibility

vi
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for their school’s challenges by either addressing the challenges or working to improve the school
despite these challenges. Meanwhile, respondents in five schools attributed their performance
problems to external factors, such as low levels of parent education or English skills.

Exhibit ES.1.
Performance Problems Reported by Core Sample Schools, 2010-11

Student Behavior

School Culture

Poor Instruction/ Low Teacher Quality
School Leadership

School External Context
Parents/Community

Teacher Recruitrment or Retention
Challenges with Specfic Student Subgroups
Lack of Student Preparatian in Prior Grades

Cistrict Leadership and Support

=

5 10 15 20 25

Mumber of Core Sample Schools Reporting
Performance Problem

Source: SST respondent interviews and focus groups, spring 2011.
Note: Includes 25 core sample schools.

Leadership for Change

Research and policy suggest that schools engaging in change efforts often have principals who have a
central role in leading these efforts (Edmonds, 1979; Johnson & Asera, 1999; Picucci, Brownson, Kahlert,
& Sobel, 2002; Rhim, Kowal, Hassel, & Hassel, 2007; Whiteside, 2006). In this sense, principal leadership
could potentially be a catalyst for school change, and, if so, a change in the school leader may have
symbolic as well as substantive purposes in the turnaround process (Herman et al., 2008). SIG guidance
seems consistent with this hypothesis, as SIG schools adopting either the turnaround or the
transformation model are required to replace the principal.

Most schools in the core case study sample (21 of 25) reported replacing their principals in either the
2009-10 or 2010-11 school year in accordance with SIG guidelines (one school did so twice). Most
principals in core case study schools (21 of 25) had prior experience serving as principals either at their
current post or at other schools. They had an average of 5.5 years of experience as principals. Most
principals (20 of 25) also had prior experience working in low-performing schools.

When classified on dimensions of leadership (transformational, instructional, and strategic), few
principals (2 of 25) placed high and few principals (2 of 25) placed low on all three dimensions. According
to teachers, instructional coaches, and members of the school improvement team, the majority of
principals (21 of 25) reportedly exhibited a mixture of these qualities. For example, some principals
received high scores on one or two dimensions of leadership but middling scores on the others.

Vi
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Improvement Actions in SIG Case Study Schools

The SIG intervention models carry with them requirements and expectations regarding the
implementation of improvement strategies and actions (see Box ES.1). However, the combined differences
among the SIG schools—with regard to neighborhood context, fiscal context, ways in which schools define
the performance problem, and leadership skills, as well as type of SIG model—might lead one to anticipate
that the improvement strategies and actions adopted by the core case study schools during the first year
of SIG also would vary. To gain a better understanding of the change processes at each of the core case
study schools, SST examined the ways in which the 25 schools implemented SIG requirements.

Respondents at the 25 core case study schools identified 11 improvement strategies and actions
during the 2010-11 school year. The three improvement actions noted by respondents in the greatest
number of schools were increasing professional development activities, replacing the principal, and
increasing learning time. Other strategies included using instructional coaches, replacing teachers,
changing the core curriculum/instruction, using student-level data, providing student supports, using
technology, implementing new behavior policies/programs, and providing parent activities. Aside from
teacher replacement, the implementation of these improvement actions did not appear to vary by SIG
model. On average, school respondents reported implementing 6 distinct improvement actions per
school in the first year of SIG, with schools ranging from 3 to 11 improvement actions. Having a greater
number of reported improvement actions should not, however, necessarily be interpreted as being
further along in the turnaround process or having greater likelihood of long-term success.

For 10 of the 11 improvement actions, a subset of study schools reported initiating implementation
prior to SIG, as shown in dark shading in Exhibit ES.2. In certain cases, SIG funds seemed to supplement
ongoing improvement efforts by providing funds for previously initiated activities. This is not surprising
considering that these schools may have been subject to improvement initiatives and accountability
policies in the past. For example, two schools indicated that teacher replacement procedures had
occurred prior to SIG.

Respondents cited a variety of reasons for implementing specific improvement actions. Respondents in
all of the turnaround and transformation schools that replaced at least 50 percent of their teachers
during the first year of the grant reported that the schools removed staff who principals perceived to
be less skilled or motivated. In this way, the schools sought to address a perceived performance
problem: the need for a more skilled, motivated, and collaborative staff.

viii
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Exhibit ES.2.
Number of Schools Adopting Specified School Improvement Actions in
Core Sample Schools, 2010-11

Human Capital Management

Increase professional development
Replace principal
Use instructional coach
Replace teachers

Technical Core
Increase learning time
Change core curriculum/instruction
Use student-level data
Provide student supports
Use technology
Conditions that Support Learning
New behavior policies/programs
Provide parent activities

0 5 10 15 20 25
Number of Schools

M Initiated Prior to SIG Initiated Concurrent with SIG

Source: SST respondent interviews and focus groups, spring 2011.
Note: Includes 25 core sample schools.

Meanwhile, rather than an identified school need, SIG requirements appeared to be the main impetus
for increasing learning time at 14 of the 20 schools that did so for the first time in 2010-11. The six
remaining schools reportedly increased learning time not only to meet a SIG requirement but also to
meet the expectations of districtwide reforms with a similar mandate.

Implementation of the improvement actions may change over time as interventions progress and as
individuals and organizations interpret the results and modify practices. However, these preliminary
descriptive findings may be helpful in better understanding the ways in which core case study schools
interpreted and implemented SIG requirements during the first year of SIG implementation. The findings
also serve as a baseline for exploring any changes that may emerge in later years.

SIG and the Change Process

Describing the improvement strategies and actions is useful for understanding the initial conditions for
change across the core case study schools, but it does not indicate whether the strategies and actions
initiated a process that would leverage lasting improvement and alter future performance at these
schools. The intention of the SIG program is to catalyze dramatic action in low-performing schools, and
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the SIG program is grounded in a hypothesis that addressing long-standing, intransigent patterns of low
performance may demand a dynamic, intensive, sustained change process that starts with a disruption
of what went before (U.S. Department of Education, 2009). SST therefore examined the extent to which
actions in the core case study schools signaled a disruption from the past.

Based on findings from the first year of data collection, respondents in 7 of the 25 case study schools
described a set of activities that together constituted a disruption from the past. Of these schools, six
underwent a disruption in 2010-11 and one in 2009-10 (the year prior to SIG implementation). The
reported activities that constituted a disruption from the past included replacing the principal, changing
the school governance structure, changing the physical plant of the school, or making symbolic changes
such as renaming the school.

In an effort to better understand the relationship between perceptions of SIG and prior improvement
efforts, SST also examined the extent to which school respondents perceived SIG as a catalyst of the
change process. In 19 of the 25 schools, SIG was not perceived to be the primary impetus for change,
whether or not the schools had experienced a disruption from the past. In these schools, SIG was
incorporated into a reform process that had been planned or launched in 2009-10. In four of the
remaining schools, respondents perceived SIG as the primary impetus for change, while in the last two
schools the changes were so limited that they could be characterized as business-as-usual.

Equally important to understanding the role of SIG in the core case study schools is an examination of
the challenges they faced in implementing the SIG program and the supports they received in their first
year of implementation.

Based on findings from the first year of data collection, the process of applying for SIG and delays in
the receipt of funds posed challenges to early implementation of the grant. Respondents in core case
study schools varied in their perceptions of the level of involvement of school stakeholders (e.g.,
principal, school improvement team, instructional coaches, parent representatives) with regard to the
SIG application process. In 10 of the schools, school stakeholder involvement in the SIG application
process was limited and in 6 schools there was no stakeholder involvement. Delayed funding was most
often reported as a constraint on schools’ ability to hire new staff, finalize contacts with external
support providers, and implement plans for extended learning time.

Most core case study schools (21 of 25) reported receiving at least some support from a state
education agency, district, or external provider. However, respondents in 20 of the 25 core case study
schools reported compliance-focused monitoring and guidance, while respondents in 10 core case
study schools reported receiving support for their improvement efforts. In general, district officials
reported providing support for improvement more often than school respondents reported receiving
such support.

Leading Indicators of Change

As previously mentioned, SIG was intended to be a substantial intervention for persistently low-
performing schools, catalyzing dramatic action and yielding quickly perceptible improvements. To
understand school respondents’ assessments of their school’s progress (or lack thereof) after the first
year of SIG implementation, SST analyzed hypothesized leading indicators and explored how perceptions
of improvement were associated with other school characteristics.

Respondents in all but 1 of the 25 core case study schools reported at least some initial progress in at
least one area during the 2010-11 school year (see Exhibit ES.3). The most frequent reports of
improvement were related to safe and orderly school climate and teacher collaboration. At all 12
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schools in which respondents reported progress in teacher collaboration and instructional practices,
respondents also reported actions such as hiring an instructional coach (in the case of improved
instruction) or increasing professional development (in the case of both improved instruction and
teacher collaboration). Similarly, among the 14 schools that described an improved school climate,
respondents in 9 of them also described improvement actions focused on student behavior.

Exhibit ES.3.
Number of Core Sample Schools With Perceived Improvement on
Specified Leading Indicators, 2010-11

Safe and Orderly Climate 14

Teacher Collaboration 13

Instructional Practices 12
Quality of Leadership 12

Use of Data for Instructional Decisions 11
Material Resources 10
Student Engagement 7
Staff Expectations for Students 5

0 5 10 15 20 25

Number of Core Sample Schools Reporting Improvement

Source: SST respondent interviews and focus groups, spring 2011.
Note: Includes 25 core sample schools.

The core case study schools in which respondents described improvements in the greatest number of
areas also had higher levels of principal strategic leadership and were more likely to have experienced
a disruption from the past. However, reports of improvement—even widespread improvement—do not
necessarily mean that a school has built the capacity necessary to foster high levels of student
achievement. Prior research has identified a number of specific variables, or school conditions, that are
often present in schools with higher than expected student achievement (Bryk, Sebring, Allensworth,
Luppescu, & Easton, 2010). We explored the status of each case study school with regard to a set of
eight indicators of capacity: leadership, coherence, clear and shared goals, teacher collaboration,
teacher-teacher trust, safe and orderly climate, use of data to inform instruction, and the extent to
which respondents described an internal or external responsibility for performance problems.

Overall, core case study schools with higher capacity in the previously mentioned domains also
reported greater access to material resources. Conversely, core case study schools with lower capacity
were those in which teachers reported having fewer material resources. These lower capacity schools
also tended to receive SIG awards worth a larger percentage of what was spent overall in 2009-10 per
pupil and perceived the SIG awards as a catalyst for change.

Xi
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Conclusion

The data for the first year illustrated the diversity among core case study SIG schools in terms of
neighborhood context, fiscal context, and principal leadership, as well as in the ways in which
respondents defined the performance problem. The core sample schools engaged in a wide range of
improvement actions and uses of SIG funds, although not all schools had a large infusion of funds and
the SIG models did not necessarily dictate what actions the schools initiated. That the case study schools
were using SIG funds to implement different change strategies could be expected given the diversity
across schools and the fact that many had been the subject of improvement initiatives and
accountability policies over the years. The schools were thus not blank slates for reformers to craft
anew. Rather, they were existing organizations with prior reform histories in which the participants tried
to leverage change by addressing identified performance problems as well as implementing specific
requirements of the SIG program.

Given these variations, it is not surprising that, at the end of the first year of SIG implementation, some
schools appeared to be better positioned to improve student outcomes. However, these findings only
represent an initial glimpse into the change process at these core case study schools. Subsequent years
may reveal additional complexities: Schools that started strong in their first year of implementation may
lose ground in upcoming years, and schools that fared poorly in the initial process may show
improvement as time passes. Ensuing reports will continue to track the progress of these schools, their
improvement efforts, and the role of the SIG program.

Xii
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Chapter 1: Introduction

The Study of School Turnaround (SST) is examining the school improvement process in a diverse,
purposive sample of schools receiving School Improvement Grants (SIGs) under Title |, Section 1003(g)
of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) from 2010-11 to 2012-13. The SIG program, first
authorized in 2001, provides formula-based federal funds to states that then competitively award these
funds to districts applying for SIG on behalf of their low-performing schools. These schools use the funds
to implement reforms intended to turn themselves around. SIG funding was increased about 6.5 times,
and the design and requirements of the SIG award revamped, with the passage of the American
Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA). These modifications were designed to better target SIG
to the nation’s lowest-achieving schools and to ensure that more aggressive improvement strategies are
adopted than had been previously. Since the passage of ARRA, four cohorts of schools have received SIG
as of the 2013-14 school year. Cohort | grantees include schools that received SIG during the fiscal year
(FY) 2009 competition cycle to implement reforms beginning in the 2010-11 school year. Cohort II
grantees include schools that received SIG during the FY 2010 competition cycle to implement reforms
beginning in the 2011-12 school year. Cohorts Ill and IV were awarded for the 2012-13 and 2013-14
school years. This report focuses on the actions of a purposive sample of Cohort | SIG recipients in the
first year of implementation during the 2010-11 school year.

Policy Overview

Congress introduced provisions to ESEA in 1988 to hold schools accountable for improving the
performance of their students. The 1994 ESEA authorization (Improving America’s Schools Act) tied
these provisions to state-adopted standards in reading and mathematics, and introduced the notion of
adequate yearly progress (AYP). It was not until 2001, however, when Congress passed the No Child Left
Behind (NCLB) Act, that ESEA incorporated national criteria to identify low-performing schools and
delineated a set of required actions and interventions intended to improve student outcomes in schools
that failed to meet AYP targets. By 2008—09, 12,599 schools nationwide had been identified for
improvement, corrective action, or restructuring under Title | of ESEA (Taylor, Stecher, O’Day, Naftel, &
Le Floch, 2010). Of these, 5,017 schools were in restructuring status, meaning that they had failed to
meet AYP performance targets for at least five years (Taylor et al., 2010).

New SIG provisions, bolstered by a substantial infusion of ARRA funds, seek to strengthen the program
in two ways. First, SIG provisions serve to reinforce the federal government’s prioritization of the
lowest-achieving schools by ensuring that resources are allocated to those schools most in need.
Although NCLB requirements aim to identify low-performing schools, the AYP criteria do not focus only
on schools with the lowest overall performance. For example, an NCLB-identified school may have only
missed AYP targets for one subgroup or a single subject area, rather than for all subgroups and both
English language arts (ELA) and mathematics. Second, the revamped SIG program aims to catalyze more
aggressive efforts to turn around student performance by requiring that schools adopt one of four
specific intervention models and (with ARRA funds) providing greater resources to do so. Although NCLB
delineates a set of corrective actions, identified schools tend not to adopt the most aggressive
approaches for turnaround. For example, schools that failed to meet AYP targets for at least five years
(and were thus in restructuring status) have five options: replace all or most of the school staff, allow
the state to take over the school, reopen the school as a public charter school, contract with a private
entity to manage the school, or implement “any other major restructuring of the school’s governance
arrangement that makes fundamental reforms, such as significant changes in the school’s staffing and
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governance, to improve student academic achievement in the school and that has substantial promise
of enabling the school to make AYP as defined in the State plan” (No Child Left Behind [NCLB], 2003).
However, the National Longitudinal Study of NCLB found that in 2006—07, only 22 percent of the schools
in the restructuring (implementation) stage had put in place one of the first four (the more stringent) of
these options (Taylor et al., 2010). Similarly, an earlier U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO)
report found that about 40 percent of the schools in restructuring had not implemented any of the five
restructuring options in the law (U.S. GAO, 2007).

The SIG Program Under ARRA

Authorized under Title |, Section 1003(g) of ESEA and supplemented and amended by ARRA, the SIG
program targeted more than S5 billion during.FY 2009-2012 to the nation’s persistently lowest-achieving
schools to be used during a three-year implementation period (2010-11 to 2012—-13 for Cohort | and
2011-12 to 2013-14 for Cohort Il) (see Exhibit 1.1)." Each state’s allotment of SIG funds is determined by a
formula based on Title | allocations. State education agencies (SEAs) then competitively award funds to
local education agencies (LEAs) with eligible schools. According to U.S. Department of Education (ED)
guidelines, states may award LEAs up to $2 million annually for each qualified SIG school.” States may
award SIG funds to LEAs and to schools that meet the criteria established by the federal guidelines and in
accordance with state determinations of LEA capacity and commitment to support school turnaround.
Between 2009 (when ARRA took effect) and 2011, SEAs held competitions for two cohorts of LEAs. Cohort
I, the focus of this study, includes districts and schools that received SIG funds to implement reforms
beginning in the 2010-11 school year.

The final rules issued by ED in November 2010 defined both the criteria for selecting eligible schools and
the authorized intervention models. To encourage states to target the lowest-achieving schools, eligible
schools are defined as belonging to one of the following three tiers:

Tier l includes any Title | school in improvement, corrective action, or restructuring that (1) is among the
lowest-achieving 5 percent of the schools in these categories in the state or (2) is a high school that has
had a graduation rate below 60 percent for a number of years. States have the option of identifying Title
l-eligible® elementary schools that (1) are no higher achieving than the highest-achieving school in Tier |
and (2) have not made AYP for at least two consecutive years or are in the state’s lowest quintile based
on proficiency rates.

Tier Il includes any secondary school that is eligible for but does not receive Title I, Part A, funds and (1)
is among the lowest--achieving 5 percent of such secondary schools in the state or (2) has had a
graduation rate below 60 percent for a number of years. States also may identify Title I-eligible
secondary schools that (1) are no higher achieving than the highest-achieving school identified as a
persistently lowest-achieving school in Tier Il or have had a graduation rate of less than 60 percent for a
number of years, and (2) have not made AYP for at least two consecutive years or are in the state’s
lowest quintile based on proficiency rates.

! For more information on SIG, including FY 2013-14 funding and regulations for a third and fourth cohort of SIG
grantees, see the U.S. Department of Education’s webpage on SIG legislation, regulation, and guidance
(http://www2.ed.gov/programs/sif/legislation.html).

’ The Consolidated Appropriations Act (2010) raised the maximum funding amount for a participating school from
$500,000 to $2,000,000 per year.

® Title I-eligible schools refer to those schools that do not receive Title | funds but may meet the criteria for
obtaining the funds.
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Tier lll includes the remaining Title | schools in improvement, corrective action, or restructuring that are
not Tier | schools. States have the option of identifying as Tier Ill schools Title I-eligible schools that (1) do
not meet the requirements to be in Tier | or Tier I, and (2) have not made AYP for at least two consecutive
years or are in the state’s lowest quintile based on proficiency rates.

According to the federal guidelines, SIG funds may be awarded to LEAs to support Tier lll schools
implementing improvement strategies; however, Tier | and Il schools must be served first.

Exhibit 1.1.
Annual Federal Appropriations for SIG, 2007-2012

Fiscal Year Amount Funding Recipients
2007 $125,000,000 Pre-ARRA grantees
2008 $491,265 Pre-ARRA grantees
2009 $3 546,000,000* Cohort | grantees:

Years 1,2, and 3 of implementation (2010-11 to 2012-13)

Cohort Il grantees:

2010 $546,000,000 Year 1 of implementation (2011-12)
2011 $535,000,000 Year 2 of implementation (2012—-13)
2012 $535,000,000 Year 3 of implementation (2013-14)

Source: U.S. Department of Education School Improvement Grants website: http://www2.ed.gov/programs/sif/funding.html.
Originally published in Hurlburt, Therriault, & Le Floch (2012).

Notes: Each grantee school typically receives an award to implement reforms for three years. States with fiscal year (FY) 2009
carryover funds (i.e., unused funds from their Cohort | competition) were allowed to use these funds to make similar three-year
awards in their Cohort Il competition. Thus, Cohort Il grantees also include schools awarded SIG through carryover funds from
FY 2009.

*Includes the regular appropriation of $546 million from Title I, Section 1003(g), as well as $3 billion from ARRA.

To encourage school districts and schools to adopt aggressive turnaround strategies, an LEA must
specify one of four improvement models to be implemented for each Tier | and Tier Il school identified
in an LEA’s SIG subgrant application (Tier Ill schools were not required to implement one of the four
models). These models are consistent with those defined in other ARRA-funded initiatives, including
Race to the Top and the State Fiscal Stabilization Fund—Phase Two.” The key requirements for each
model are as follows:

1. Turnaround model: Replace the principal and no less than 50 percent of the staff, introduce
significant instructional reforms, increase learning time, and provide the school sufficient
operational flexibility (e.g., staffing, time, and budgeting) and support (e.g., ongoing, intensive
technical assistance and related support).

2. Restart model: Reopen the school under the management of a charter school operator, a charter
management organization, or an education management organization (must enroll, within the
grades served, any former student who wants to attend the school).

3. School closure: Close the school and reassign students to higher-achieving schools.

* For more information on Race to the Top and the State Fiscal Stabilization Fund, see the U.S. Department of
Education’s webpages on these initiatives: http://www?2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop/index.html
http://www?2.ed.gov/programs/statestabilization/index.html.
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4. Transformation model: Replace the principal, develop a teacher- and leader-evaluation system
that takes student progress into account, introduce significant instructional reforms, increase
learning time, and provide the school sufficient operational flexibility and support.

Box 1.1 summarizes the demographic characteristics, models, and funding levels of the initial cohort of
SIG schools nationwide.

Box 1.1. Key Findings From the Cohort | Baseline Report

SIG-awarded schools. Among the 49 states (and the District of Columbia) with available data, 1,228
schools were awarded SIG funds. Consistent with the program’s intent, SIG-awarded schools were
more likely to be high poverty (68 percent of students in SIG schools were eligible for free or
reduced-price lunch compared with 45 percent of students nationwide). They also were more likely
to be high minority (73 percent of students in SIG schools were non-White compared with 45
percent of students nationwide), located in urban areas (53 percent of SIG schools were in large or
middle-sized cities compared with 26 percent of schools nationwide), and high schools (40 percent
of SIG schools were high schools compared with 21 percent nationwide).

Intervention models. The transformation model was adopted for nearly three fourths (74 percent)
of SIG-awarded Tier | and Tier Il schools. In 16 states, the transformation model was the only
intervention model adopted for SIG-awarded Tier | and Il schools. The turnaround model was
adopted for 20 percent of SIG-awarded Tier | and Tier Il schools, whereas the restart and school
closure models represented 4 percent and 2 percent, respectively, of SIG-awarded Tier | and I
schools.

Total SIG awards. School-level SIG amounts varied by tier and state. The average total award among
Tier | and Tier Il schools was $2.54 million compared with $520,000 among Tier Il schools. The
average three-year award for Tier | and Tier Il schools varied across states, from $620,000 in
Vermont to $4.63 million in lllinois. High schools received the largest average total allocation ($2.37
million), whereas elementary schools received, on average, $1.37 million.

Relative size of SIG awards. The relative funding levels among SIG schools varied across states. In
four states, Tier | and Tier Il SIG funds were worth 6 percent or less of what was spent overall in
2009-10 per pupil. (The average 2009-10 spending in these states ranged from $10,700 to $13,400
per pupil.) In 11 states, Tier | and Tier |l SIG funds were worth 30 percent or more of what was spent
overall per pupil in 2009-10. (The average 2009—10 spending in these states ranged from $6,400 to
$23,500 per pupil.)

Source: Hurlburt, Le Floch, Therriault, & Cole (2011).

Study Purpose and Conceptual Approach

SST describes the change process in a subset of Cohort | SIG-funded schools. SST is designed to describe
the characteristics of the schools, the decisions and strategies that the schools and their districts
undertake, and the challenges they face as they attempt to dramatically improve school performance.
During a period of three years beginning in the 2010-11 school year, SST followed the case study schools,
which are situated in a variety of state and local contexts, and documented what happens in these schools.
SST does not examine student achievement outcomes and is not designed to provide a snapshot of the
practices of all, or even necessarily a representative sample of, SIG grantees nationwide. Rather, SST is an
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in-depth examination of how SIG funds and strategies are evolving in a variety of participating schools. This
is the first report from the study, which covers the first year of SIG implementation.®

Research Questions and Conceptual Framework

SST examines the change process in the study’s sample of SIG-funded schools. Specifically, SST describes
the improvement strategies and actions that case study schools adopt and implement, reasons that key
stakeholders have for undertaking these strategies and actions, and changes that take place over time in
the functioning of the schools and the strategies they employ. This report seeks to set the stage by
focusing on the following broad set of research questions:

1. How do the contexts of the case study schools differ? How do contexts and stakeholders outside
the school (e.g., state or district policymakers) influence the adoption and implementation of
improvement actions in the case study schools?

2. What roles do school leaders play in the improvement process in the case study schools?

3. What specific strategies and actions do the case study schools undertake to improve the
capacity of teachers and leaders (human capital), the quality of teaching and learning (technical
core of instruction), and the conditions that support teaching and learning? How are SIG funds
used to support these strategies and actions?

4. What is the role of SIG in the change process? How do SIG program requirements and the
supports provided by states and districts contribute to the adoption and implementation of
improvement actions in the case study schools?

5. Do respondents in the case study schools report that their schools are improving on leading
indicators (variables that may be related to later student outcomes)? Do the case study schools
appear to be changing in ways that may foreshadow improved outcomes over time?

Although these questions guided data collection and analyses, SST is exploratory. It does not provide
definitive answers to these questions but instead examines and generates hypotheses that might be
explored in future research.

The study addresses the research questions using a conceptual framework based on the SIG program
requirements and the research literature on organizational change processes, policy implementation,
and effective schools (see Exhibit 1.2). There is a vast research literature on improving low-performing
schools. Numerous studies of these schools have hypothesized relationships among a range of
programmatic and organizational variables and improvements in teaching and learning. SST’s conceptual
framework reflects the assumptions and hypotheses that many researchers, policymakers, and
practitioners hold about the factors that foster school improvement. The framework is used to identify
and define the main constructs, guide the development of data collection instruments, and focus the
analysis of data.

> In addition to this report, SST will produce a final report and briefs on two special topics: SIG schools with a high
proportion of English language learners and rural SIG schools.
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Exhibit 1.2. Conceptual Framework

SIG Grant and ARRA Requirements [che)]

“ State SIG policies: SIG eligibility, selection process for school districts,

__ ¢ (e.g., curriculum and instruction, data use); financial resource allocation

—|P' Leadership for change: transformational, instructional, strategic,

-~ P« Human capital management: staff recruitment and

ﬁntextual Influences (all levels): past reform efforts; fiscal resources; \

implementation of other federal programs (Title I, I, lll; Race to the Top);
other relevant state and local policies; stakeholder relations and political
climate; extemnal school environment (e.g., safety, community support) [Ch3

State Implementation of SIG

.
)

: support and guidance
: Dimensions of implementation: coherence, specificity, authority E
""'_'.',‘.'.'.'.'.'.'.‘.'.‘.‘.'.'.'.‘.'.'.'.'.‘.'.‘.'.‘.'.'.'.'.‘.'.'.'.'.‘.'.‘.'.‘.'.'.'.'.'.'*'.‘.‘.'.‘.'.'.'.'.'.‘.'.'.'.'.'.‘.'.‘.'.'.'.'.'.'.'.'.'.'.'.‘.'.‘.'.'.'.'.'.'.'.'.'.‘.'.‘.'.‘,:_"
District Implementation of SIG '

Definition(s) of the performance problem: needs assessment, staff
interpretation of performance data, staff interpretation of SIG, goal
setting

Strategies and actions in key improvement domains (descriptive):
human capital management (e.g., teacher evaluation system,
professional leaming, principal replacement, support); technical core

-

, Dimensions of implementation: consistency, divergence from prior
», practice, specificity, authority, sustainability

Improvement Activity in SIG Schools

Definition(s) of the performance problem: needs assessment, = |
staff interpretation of performance data, staff interpretation of ‘,/‘

External
Partners

! Keyimprovement
i domains:
: professional

learning, student

i supports, use of
i time, parent and
{ community

i Dimensions of

: implementation:

consistency, fit,

SIG, goal setting [Ch3] ,:,/Y intensity, stability,

distributed [Ch4]

accountability

Strategies and actions in key improvement domains [Ch5]: 4-

replacement, professional learning, evaluation and support
* Technical core: curriculum and pedagogy, use of time, data
use, student supports
= Conditions to support teaching and learning: parent and
community, school climate, financial resource allocation

- Dimensions of implementation: consistency, divergence from
“., prior practice, breadth, depth, buy-in, sustainability

. »*

._...::::ZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZ:::::ﬁZZ+ZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZ::: ..... .

Leading Indicators of School Improvement Over Time [Ch7] :,
i Collaboration and collective responsibility, safe and orderly school i
: climate, trust among staff, clear and shared goals, quality of
i leadership, culture of continuous improvement (relying on data),
i coherence, staff stability, staff expectations of students, student and
* teacher engagement

............................................... T ——

Student outcomes

5| Student outcomesin »| Student outcomes in
before SIG Year 1 Years 2-3
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The evidence supporting the relationships depicted in Exhibit 1.2 is mixed, and some of the relationships
have stronger empirical support than others. A complete review of the evidence base for all of the
hypothesized relationships is beyond the scope of this study. We use the research literature primarily to
identify the constructs and relationships that may contribute to the change process in low-performing
schools, according to researchers, policymakers, and practitioners.

Assumptions. Undergirding the framework and design are several assumptions drawn from
organizational theory and the literature on school change:

The primary focus of improvement efforts lies within the school—its people, activities, resources,
and relationships (O’Day, 2002). The change process can occur in any one or a combination of
areas within a school (e.g., strategies to improve human resources, curriculum and instruction,
parent and community involvement, and school climate) (Axelrod & Cohen, 1999).

At the same time, school performance is influenced by the systems in which these schools are
situated (O’Day & Bitter, 2003; Smith & O’Day, 1991). Thus, SST is designed to examine systemic
contributors to chronic low performance and systemic approaches to addressing this low
performance. The strategies that states, districts, and schools select and employ reflect different
theories of action, including varying conceptions of the problems to be addressed and different
assumptions about how the chosen strategies will address those problems (Argyris & Schon,
1974; City, Elmore, Fiarman, & Teitel, 2009; Weiss, 1995). SST seeks to understand what people
do to improve outcomes and processes in the lowest-performing schools and their reasons for
doing so.

The quality of implementation mediates the effect of any policy or program; therefore,
implementation takes shape as policies and practices are interpreted and acted on across
multiple levels of the system (McLaughlin, 1987; Spillane, Reiser, & Reimer, 2002).
Implementation also may change over time as interventions progress and as individuals and
organizations interpret the results and modify practices.

Improvement actions are comprised both of what is done and how (or how well) it is done. For
example, regarding activities associated with professional development, one could measure the
characteristics of the professional development activities (what types of professional
development activities occurred, over what period of time, and for which staff) or various
analytic dimensions of the implementation process (alignment with the instructional program or
other aspects of human capital management, such as teacher evaluation, intensity and duration,
level of targeting, teacher buy-in to the professional development approach or activity, and
sustainability over time). This study will measure both the descriptive characteristics of the
change strategies and the analytic dimensions associated with their implementation.

Schools are complex social systems (Honig, 2006). The characteristics of schools and the various
improvement strategies they employ interact and overlap. They are situated in a wide variety of
district and state contexts. Such complexity makes attribution of causality difficult if not
impossible, especially from limited case data. SST’s objective, therefore, is to describe and
analyze how school-level actors interpret the performance problems of their schools,
approaches they take to address these problems, and conditions schools face, rather than to
predict or assess effects.

Reflecting these assumptions, each box in the framework provides a description of the constructs that
this study examines, paying special attention to those that were given most attention in the first year of
data collection, which is the subject of this report. The framework also depicts the hypothesized
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relationships among aspects of school improvement, represented by the arrows in the framework.
(Chapter references provide the location of topics covered in this report.) Because the school is the
central focus for the SIG program and this study, the discussion starts there.

Improvement Activity in SIG Schools

The box labeled Improvement Activity in SIG Schools (see Exhibit 1.2) is the core focus of this study: to
document over time the change process in a purposive sample of SIG schools attempting to improve
their persistently-low performance. Within this box are four aspects of the change process in these
schools: the actors’ conceptions of the performance problem, the aspects of leadership that may
catalyze and guide the change process, the specific strategies and actions that schools select and
implement, and the key analytic dimensions or qualities associated with implementing these actions and
strategies. In examining improvement activity in SIG schools, this report focuses primarily on the
definition of the problem, leadership, and selected improvement strategies (the first three aspects)
because the schools were still in the initial phase of implementing SIG activities during the first year of
data collection (2010-11). In the second and third years of data collection, the study will explore the
implementation of the improvement strategies in greater depth, as well as the evolution of the school
change process over time.

Actors’ definitions of the performance problem. Some researchers have posited that individual and
collective definitions of the performance problem, implicit and explicit theories of causality and change, and
interpretations of strategies and their apparent results can shape the improvement strategies and actions of
the school actors (as well as the district and support providers) (Spillane, Reiser, & Gomez, 2006).

Leadership approach. According to a synthesis of studies of schools that have rapidly improved student
achievement, successful turnaround schools appeared to have strong principal leaders who helped
catalyze change (Herman et al., 2008). Analyses of the principal’s role describe a complex set of skills
among successful principals (Usdan, McCloud, & Podmostko, 2000). The ability to set and clearly
communicate a vision; knowledge of academic content and pedagogical techniques; knowing how to build
committed staff and work with teachers to strengthen their skills; understanding how to use student data
for decision making; and the ability to be informed by as well as rally students, teachers, parents, and
community partners appear to be among the principal skills associated with rapid school improvement, as
indicated by case study research (Herman et al., 2008; Usdan, McCloud, & Podmostko, 2000).

Strategies and actions in key improvement domains. In their attempts to improve student outcomes,
schools may adopt different strategies and many specific types of actions (which may or may not be part
of a broader strategy). For the purposes of this study, strategies and actions have been grouped into
three broad categories or domains: improving the capacity of teachers and leaders in managing their
performance (human capital management), improving the technical core of instruction (what and how
students learn), and improving school conditions that support learning. Derived from the SIG guidance
documents, the study’s research questions, and literature on school improvement described below,
SST’s conceptual framework focuses on the following strategies and actions in each broad domain:

o Human capital management. Human capital management strategies include those aimed at
ensuring that capable teachers and leaders work in a school (e.g., recruitment, selection,
placement, and evaluation) as well as strategies to support and motivate school staff (e.g.,
professional learning opportunities and incentives). Theory and correlational research have
related school success to staff capacity (Aaronson, Barrow, & Sander, 2007; Cohen & Ball, 1999;
Hanushek, 1986).



Case Studies of Schools Receiving School Improvement Grants

o Teacher replacement. Low-performing schools are more likely than others to have
inexperienced, poorly-qualified, or unmotivated teachers (Clotfelter, Glennie, Ladd, &
Vigdor, 2008; O’Day, 2005), and the emphasis of the SIG program on replacing teachers
appears to align with correlational evidence that the quality of teachers is related to student
outcomes (Gordon, Kane, & Staiger, 2006). However, replacing teachers may not necessarily
result in improved outcomes because it is difficult to predict which teachers are likely to be
effective in low-performing schools based on characteristics such as experience, education,
certification, and longevity (Clotfelter, Ladd, & Vigdor, 2006).

o Professional learning. Staff replacement relies on bringing in individuals with high levels of
knowledge and skill; however, strategies undertaken to improve the knowledge and skills of
those already working within the school are more prevalent avenues for increasing capacity.
Some researchers have posited relationships between the opportunities for professional
development and collaboration, as well as supportive physical working conditions and
improved teacher effectiveness (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006). Researchers also have studied
the relationships between specific features of professional development and improved
teacher effectiveness. Professional development activities that are content focused (Garet,
Porter, Desimone, Birman, & Yoon, 2001; Kennedy, 1998), are consistent with district and
school improvement goals (EImore, 1997; Garet et al., 2001), have ample opportunities for
active learning (Garet et al., 2001), and are carefully designed for curriculum development
and explicit instruction (Fishman, Marx, Best, & Tal, 2003; Loucks-Horsley, Love, Stiles,
Mundry, & Hewson, 2009) have been related to teacher effectiveness (Darling-Hammond,
Wei, Andree, Richardson, & Orphanos, 2009; Desimone, 2009; Penuel, Gallagher, &
Moorthy, 2011). Respondents in case studies of successful turnaround schools have
described professional development, tailored to each teacher’s needs and involving follow-
up in the classroom, as a reform strategy (Herman et al., 2008). Nevertheless, few studies
have rigorously tested the effects of teachers’ professional learning on student outcomes
(Yoon, Duncan, Lee, Scarloss, & Shapley, 2007), and these studies have had disparate results
(e.g., studies on coaching conducted by Garet et al. [2008, 2010] and Bryk [2010]).

o Evaluation and performance management. Evaluating teachers and leaders may be another
vehicle for improving staff capacity; therefore, the SIG program requires schools that use
the transformation model to develop teacher and leader evaluation systems that take
student progress into account. Performance information based on student outcomes or
classroom observations can be used for compensation incentives, decisions about dismissal,
and individual development. Researchers have begun to study the relationships of these
uses to teacher and student outcomes (see Cordray, Pion, Brandt, & Molefe [2011],
Goldhaber & Theobald [2010], and Springer et al. [2010] for examples of recent studies).

Technical core. At the heart of most analyses of school improvement is the assumption that
what occurs in the classroom—that is, what is taught and how—is associated with student
outcomes (referred to in this report as the technical core of instruction). Building on prior
research, David Cohen and his colleagues define instruction as the “interaction among teachers
and students around content, in environments” (Cohen, Raudenbush, & Ball, 2003, p. 122). To
improve the technical core, schools might intervene in any of the elements of the instructional
unit (content, students, or teachers), but it is in the interaction of these elements, the authors
argue, where the key to changing outcomes for students actually rests. Although SST is not
designed to look at the interaction of these elements per se, it can examine the following
strategies that schools put in place to influence it:
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o Curriculum and pedagogy. Adopting a new curriculum and teaching strategies can be
associated with increased student achievement; the What Works Clearinghouse® provides
examples of specific mathematics, science, and literacy curricula that produce achievement
gains. Although SST is not collecting observation data on classroom instruction, the study is
collecting interview data on whether schools adopted new curricula or teaching approaches
as part of their reforms.

o Data use. Researchers have studied the use of data about student performance and
outcomes to help teachers fine-tune their practices and catch learning problems before they
become intractable, possibly resulting in referrals to special education programs (Marston,
Muyskens, Lau, & Cantor, 2003; McNamara, 1998; Reschly & Starkweather, 1997; Sornson,
Frost, & Burns, 2005). Researchers also have studied specific strategies to monitor student
learning and frequent and transparent use of student outcome data to guide instructional
decisions (Coburn & Beuschel, 2012; Coburn & Turner, 2012a, 2012b). A review of research
studies found that formative assessments can produce learning gains, especially among low-
performing students, with “effect sizes larger than those found for most educational
interventions” (Black & Wiliam, 1998, p.3). Strategies to use data to modify the curriculum
and teaching appear to be a common feature of turnaround schools (Herman et al., 2008).

o Learning time. Researchers have long studied increasing the time for learning, either
throughout the school day, before and after school, or over the course of the school year
(see Mass 2020, “Time and Learning, a Brief Review of the Research” or a compilation of the
many studies). A National Research Council synthesis of research on learning explains that
learning is most likely to endure when students have the opportunity to encounter subject
material through a mixture of learning contexts and media; such variety is more likely to
occur when the time is available to engage in several separate but related and mutually-
reinforcing activities (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 2000). SIG program requirements
emphasize the adoption of strategies to increase time for learning, and this study explores
whether and how SIG schools adopt such strategies.

o Student supports. Researchers have studied a variety of academic and nonacademic
supports, hypothesizing that they can improve student learning. For example, several meta-
analytic reviews of the research have found one-on-one tutoring to be effective in raising
student achievement (Chappell, Nunnery, Pribesh, & Hager, 2011; Lauer et al., 2006; Ritter,
Barnett, Denny, & Albin, 2009). Some studies have found that nonacademic support, such as
health and nutrition services, and programs to foster social-emotional learning are related
to improved academic outcomes (for reviews of the research, see Osher & Kendziora [2010]
and Osher, Kendziora, Spier, & Garibaldi [2014]).

e Conditions that support teaching and learning. Finally, schools may adopt strategies and
actions intended to create conditions that foster teaching and learning. Low-performing schools
often tackle conditions such as school climate and parent or community support prior to making
changes in the technical core of instruction (Herman et al., 2008).

o School climate. Researchers have studied school climates, hypothesizing that a safe and
orderly school environment and a culture focused on learning are associated with increased

® The What Works Clearinghouse is funded by the U.S. Department of Education’s Institute of Education Sciences
and managed under contract by Mathematica Policy Research, Inc. For more information, see
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/.
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student achievement (Bryk et al., 2010; Datnow, Lasky, Stringfield, & Teddlie, 2006;
Mosenthal, Lipson, Torncello, Russ, & Mekkelson, 2004; Stringfield & Teddlie, 1991). Case
study schools that have “beaten the odds” (i.e., whose students achieve at higher-than-
expected levels) are often perceived as having a safe school environment and a supportive
climate of mutual trust (Bryk et al., 2010; Herman et al., 2008; Johnson & Asera, 1999; U.S.
Department of Education, 2010a).

o Parent and community support. Correlational and case studies have found relationships
between parent and community involvement and healthy school cultures (Datnow et al.,
2006; Epstein & Dauber, 1991; Rhim, Kowal, Hassel, & Hassel, 2007). Researchers have
studied how schools work with parents to improve parenting skills, reinforce study skills and
expectations for their children, and extend learning at home to contribute to student
learning (Epstein, Coates, Salinas, Sanders, & Simon, 1997).

o Financial resource allocation. How schools use their resources also may create conditions
that influence student achievement. The statistical evidence of a relationship between
spending and student outcomes has been mixed. Although some researchers have
concluded, based on education production function studies, that there is little evidence to
support the existence of a relationship between the amount of resources allocated and
student achievement (Hanushek 1981, 1986, 1989), others have argued that money does
matter (Ferguson, 1991; Hedges, Laine, & Greenwald, 1994; Murnane, 1991). For example,
Ferguson and Ladd (1996) found that resources spent to recruit or retain more effective
teachers and those with more education, along with smaller class sizes, are related to
student outcomes. Given the temporary nature of the SIG funds, the study focuses on
whether SIG funds are used in ways that create the conditions for long-term improvement
efforts and therefore, the sustainability of reforms supported by SIG.

To summarize, based on the SIG requirements and the literature on school improvement, the study’s
conceptual framework focuses on the strategies and actions that schools undertake in three domains:
human resources (i.e., the capacities of teachers and leaders), the technical core of instruction (i.e., what is
taught and how), and the conditions that support instruction. The strategies and actions undertaken in
these domains may appear to be analytically discrete; however, the study team anticipates overlap
between actions taken in one domain and those taken in another. Strategies and actions may have
multiple purposes, and classification into one domain versus another may be somewhat arbitrary. For
example, a strategy developed to support the professional learning of teachers would likely also be
intended to improve instruction and contribute to a school climate focused on academic rigor.
Furthermore, successful schools may combine strategies and actions in different ways. In a recent set of
case studies, researchers found that schools that had improved student outcomes adopted strategies that
were well documented in the research literature, but the choice of specific actions and how the strategies
were combined varied considerably across schools (Aladjem, Birman, Orland, Harr-Robins, Heredia, Parrish
& Ruffini, 2010).

Dimensions of implementation. The fourth set of constructs within the Improvement Activity in

SIG Schools box in Exhibit 1.2 focuses on how, and how well, the strategies and actions are implemented.
Analytic dimensions of implementation go beyond simply describing the behaviors associated with
improvement actions to illustrating the strength and qualities of the actions. Many studies of school
improvement strategies suggest that the success of these strategies depends on the quality of
implementation (McLaughlin, 2005). Correlational studies indicate that the level and quality of
implementation are associated with the likelihood of successful turnaround in schools (Newmann &
Associates, 1996; Newmann, Smith, Allensworth, & Bryk, 2001) and have identified several variables that
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relate to the implementation of successful improvement efforts. This report examines two of these
variables: divergence from prior practice and teacher buy-in.

e Divergence from prior practice may make implementation of a reform more difficult because
reform efforts, whatever their nature, are attempts to intervene in an ongoing—and sometimes
entrenched—and complex organizational system. On the other hand, although perhaps more
challenging to initiate or sustain, efforts that diverge from prior practice may have the best
prospects for “shaking up” entrenched routines and expectations (see Rhim, Kowal, Hassel, &
Hassel [2007] and Waters, Marzano, & McNulty [2003]).

e Teacher buy-in also has been hypothesized to be associated with the successful implementation
of school reforms (Bailey, 2000; Bodilly, Purnell, Ramsey, & Keith, 1996; Datnow, 2000),
although it is unclear whether teacher support prior to the reform is critical. Many low-
performing schools have a long history of failed or abandoned reform efforts, the accumulation
of which may have dampened staff enthusiasm for undertaking yet another intervention (O’Day,
2002). Schools historically have attempted to build buy-in by seeking approval from teachers
and other staff prior to implementing a new school improvement strategy (Bodilly et al., 1996;
Datnow, 2000). An alternative view is that teachers must begin implementing a reform and see
the positive effects of the changes before they will “believe” in the reform or “buy in to it.” In
this case, buy-in is a function of the degree to which a practice or a policy is understood and
accepted by those who are being asked to implement it.

Leading Indicators

Achieving desired results in low-performing schools can take some time (Aladjem et al., 2006). Prior to
observing improved student outcomes, researchers hypothesize that a set of school-level conditions could
foreshadow student learning outcomes. These conditions could be thought of as intermediate outcomes
or leading indicators of improvement. The relevant set of conditions identified for this study appears in the
box labeled Leading Indicators of School Improvement Over Time, at the bottom of Exhibit 1.2.

Leading indicators—or intermediate outcomes—are components of school climate and functioning that
in previous studies have been associated with higher-than-expected student achievement. Because of
these associations, some researchers have also considered such organizational characteristics to be
indicators of a school’s capacity to produce high levels of desired student outcomes (for a brief review,
see Beaver & Weinbaum [2012]). The study team has identified a set of eight intermediate outcomes
that are thought to be associated with higher levels of student achievement and that together may
reflect a school’s organizational capacity (see Exhibit 1.3).

Although there are other potentially-important leading indicators suggested by prior research (e.g.,
changes in teachers’ knowledge and skills), the constraints imposed by the study design and resources
preclude the study team from examining all hypothesized leading indicators.
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Exhibit 1.3.
Definitions of Leading Indicators of Improvement
Leading
Indicator Definition Supporting Literature*
Teacher Teacher collaboration is characterized by Several studies have found a positive correlation

Collaboration

mutual assistance and support within the
school context (O’Day, Goertz, & Floden,
1995). Often described in the literature as
either same-subject teachers “identifying a
common curriculum, developing common
assessments aligned to that curriculum, and
then analyzing common assessment data to
make instructional changes” (DuFour,
2004b) or as teachers of the same students
but of different subjects working together
(Erb & Doda, 1989; Rottier, 2001).

between teacher collaboration and student achievement
(Goddard, Goddard, & Tschannen-Moran, 2007). Teacher
collaboration and cooperation through the sharing of
ideas and practices were also found to be associated
with improved teacher morale and motivation (Corcoran
& Goertz, 1995). This mutual assistance and support, or
the “receptivity” of colleagues, was reported by case
study school respondents to have played a role in
teachers’ daily practice (O’Day, Goertz, & Floden, 1995).

Sense of Trust

extent to which teachers feel they have
mutual respect for each other, for those
who lead school improvement efforts, and
for those who are experts at their craft
(Consortium on Chicago School Research,
2004).

Safe and A safe and orderly climate is an A safe school environment characterizes schools that have

Orderly environment in which students “have a beaten the odds (Bryk et al., 2010; Herman et al., 2008;

Climate sense of being physically and Johnson & Asera, 1999; U.S. Department of Education,
psychologically safe in their school. There 2010a). “Prevailing research suggests that students’
are few disruptions due to disciplinary feelings of safety at school, and problems with peer
problems, and those that occur are handled  relationships and bullying, are influenced by a broad array
firmly and fairly” (Consortium on Chicago of factors, including students’ own attributes, attributes of
School Research, 2004, Student-Centered their schools, adults with whom students interact,
Learning Climate section). families, neighborhoods, and the broader society”

(Steinberg, Allensworth & Johnson, 2011).
Teachers’ Teachers’ sense of trust is referred to as the  Based on correlational analyses of survey data, Sebring

and Bryk (2000) found that “in schools that are
improving, where trust and cooperative adult efforts are
strong, students report that they feel safe, sense that
teachers care about them, and experience greater
academic challenge. In contrast, in schools with flat or
declining test scores, teachers are more likely to state
that they do not trust one another” (p.5).

Clear and
Shared Goals

Schools in which there are clear and shared
goals are characterized by a unity of
purpose, explicit expectations, and shared
values for student learning and success
(Purkey & Smith, 1983; Newmann et al.,
2001).

Studies of schools with higher-than-expected
achievement found that establishment of a clearly-
defined purpose enables a school to “direct its resources
and shape its functioning toward the realization of those
goals” (Purkey & Smith, 1983) and helps to reduce
student alienation (Newmann, 1981). Research about
organizations other than schools has found that shared
values among colleagues is related to one’s personal
sense of investment in the organization and facilitates
cooperation in the workplace (Cable & DeRue, 2002;
Watrous, Huffman, & Pritchard, 2006).

Quality of
Leadership

A school principal demonstrating quality
leadership in an improving school is “more
likely to be an instructional leader, more
assertive in his/her institutional leadership
role, more of a disciplinarian, and ...
assumes responsibility for the evaluation of
the achievement of basic objectives”
(Edmonds, 1979). For the purposes of the
analyses in this report, three dimensions of
leadership are addressed: transformational
leadership, instructional leadership, and
strategic leadership.

Case studies of successful turnaround schools
consistently point to the role of the principal in
turnaround efforts (Edmonds, 1979; Herman et al., 2008;
Purkey & Smith, 1983). One meta-analysis of 70 studies
of principal leadership found a positive correlation
between principal leadership (as measured by teacher
perceptions) and student achievement (Waters,
Marzano, & McNulty, 2003).
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Exhibit 1.3.

Definitions of Leading Indicators of Improvement (continued from previous page)

Leading
Indicator

Definition

Supporting Literature*

Use of Data for
Instructional
Decisions

The use of data for instructional decisions is
characterized as the monitoring of student
learning and frequent and transparent use
of student outcome data to guide
instructional decisions (Coburn & Beuschel,
2012; Coburn & Turner, 2012a; Coburn &
Turner, 2012b).

Using data to modify curricular and teaching strategies is
a common feature of turnaround schools (Herman et al.,
2008). Some studies have found that data can help
teachers fine-tune their practices and catch learning
problems before they become intractable, in some cases
diminishing referrals to special education programs
(Marston et al., 2003; McNamara, 1998; Reschly &
Starkweather, 1997; Sornson, Frost, & Burns, 2005).

Programmatic

Programmatic coherence is measured by the

Correlational and case studies of schools implementing

Responsibility

the way in which school respondents
attributed the performance problem in
their school to factors within their control
(i.e., internal causes) or outside their
control (i.e., external causes).

Coherence degree to which the policies of a school whole-school reforms found that school staff have
reflect consistent goals, the strategies difficulty implementing multiple, unrelated interventions
employed are clearly designed to foster (Berends, 2000; Berends, Bodilly, & Kirby, 2002), and
achievement of these goals, and barriers and  that isolated interventions not aligned with other school
detractors from the goals and strategies are or district objectives are less likely to achieve desired
systematically removed (Honig & Hatch, outcomes than interventions that are closely aligned
2004; Newmann et al., 2001). with existing improvement efforts (Datnow et al., 2006).

Collective Collective responsibility is characterized by Reviews of research have found that schools in which

teachers exhibit high levels of collective efficacy and take
ownership for the challenges facing their schools are
more likely to improve student outcomes (Bandura,
1993; Goddard, 2001; Goddard, Hoy, & Hoy, 2000;
Goddard, Hoy, & Hoy, 2004).

*The literature referenced in this exhibit includes conceptual as well as empirical work (mainly correlational and case study
research). The exhibit is not a full review of the research about the leading indicators included in SST’s conceptual framework.
As with the conceptual framework as a whole, the leading indicators reflect the variables that researchers and educators
hypothesize are related to student outcomes, rather than variables that have been conclusively determined to causally impact

student outcomes.

Contextual Influences

Schools are situated in districts, states, and local communities. Therefore, many factors outside the
school may shape improvement activity. These factors may include state and district decisions about
how the SIG program is implemented, and the roles that external partners may play in assisting schools.
An array of contextual conditions, including reform history, other relevant state and local policies, the
presence of other federal programs (e.g., Title |, Il, or lll; Race to the Top), relationships among
stakeholders (e.g., states and districts with unions), and the political climate can more broadly influence
what occurs in SIG schools.

Actors external to the school. The white boxes in Exhibit 1.2 highlight the actions of other system actors
and the possible influence they may have on what happens in a school. In the case of SIG-funded

schools, the primary system actors are the district, state, and other external support providers hired to
facilitate the reform process.

e State and district implementation of the SIG program. As a federal program, SIG funds flow
through states to districts and ultimately to schools. In enacting SIG requirements, states and
districts make decisions that determine which schools receive SIG funds, how much funding they
receive, and what they can do with those funds. For example, states and districts generally
determine which models schools will adopt and therefore whether principals and teachers are
replaced. For these reasons, districts can influence how reforms are implemented at the school
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level (Berman, McLaughlin, Bass, Pauly, & Zellman, 1977; Elmore & McLaughlin, 1988; Firestone,
1989; Spillane 1996; Spillane & Thompson, 1997; Sykes, Schneider, & Plank, 2009). In addition to
variation in approaches, states and districts differ in the nature and amount of support they
provide to low-performing schools (Taylor et al., 2010). Although states and school districts play
important roles in SIG implementation, the main focus of SST is on the school, and we explore
state and district policies largely from the perspective of how they play out in the SIG schools
that are part of this study.

External partners. The SIG guidelines require that funded schools partner in some capacity with
an external support provider, with the hope that these partners will positively influence the
adoption and implementation of improvement strategies. There are different types of support
providers. Educational management organizations and charter management organizations
provide comprehensive support to schools and have tools and processes that may guide the
turnaround process. Outside vendors and nonprofit organizations may help a school with one or
more aspects of the school’s improvement strategies (i.e., professional development in
mathematics or how to collect and manage classroom observation data). Individuals contracted
with the school district or state (e.g., those affiliated with the statewide system of support) may
provide direct, long-term assistance.

Contextual conditions. In addition to the direct influences from other actors in the SIG process (states,
districts, and external support providers), researchers have examined how the actions that schools take
also may be related to their reform history; the conditions in the community in which they are located;
the surrounding political, social, and fiscal environments; and the demographics and needs of the
students and families they serve. The gray area surrounding the boxes in Exhibit 1.2 represents the
contextual conditions that can influence SIG implementation at all levels. The dotted borders of the
school and system boxes in Exhibit 1.2 reflect the permeability of the contextual factors and the
anticipated influence they will have on the change process in SIG-funded schools.

In-depth exploration of the full array of contextual influences is beyond the scope of this study. However,
the study does examine two aspects of context in this report: the school’s neighborhood context and the
fiscal context (i.e., resources available to the school from non-SIG sources).

Community context. SIG funds are targeted to low-performing schools, many of which are
located in low-income neighborhoods. The relationship between neighborhood poverty and
outcomes for students is well documented. Some studies have found that in comparison to
children in higher-income communities, children in low-income communities perform more
poorly in school, have lower skill levels, and more behavioral and health problems, even when
family characteristics are held constant (Duncan & Raudenbush, 1999; Pebley & Sastry, 2004).
Some studies also have identified risk factors for poor youth development, including socially-
disorganized neighborhoods—those characterized by economic and social flux, high resident
turnover, and a large proportion of single-parent families—as well as neighborhoods where
crime and drugs are present (Hann & Borek, 2001). Such conditions can be reflected in unsafe
schools, a particular problem in urban neighborhoods. The incidence of violent episodes—
including rape, physical attack, and robbery—is almost 60 percent higher in urban than in
suburban schools and 30 percent higher than in rural schools (Neiman & DeVoe, 2009).

Fiscal context. SIG schools are more likely than schools nationwide to have high rates of poverty
(Hurlburt et al., 2011). Within this group of schools, however, there are substantial differences
in the state, local, and other federal resources available to them. States and districts differ in
their overall wealth, tax bases, and levels of funding for education. Furthermore, the economic
downturn of the last several years has had differential effects on states and localities. How the
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SIG funds are used may be shaped by the availability of state, local, and other federal resources.
For example, some schools may receive SIG funds “over and above” a stable state and local tax
base, while in schools where state and local funding has been cut, SIG funds may largely replace
prior resources. These differences may shape district decisions about how to allocate SIG funds
to schools, and district and school decisions about how to use these funds.

Report Overview

This report describes the first year of SIG implementation in a purposive sample of SIG schools and
provides a baseline for subsequent years. In particular, the report describes the study and its sample,
data collection, and analysis methods, the case study schools and their improvement activity during the
first year of SIG, and the change process in the case study schools, as follows:

About the study (Chapters 1-2). Chapter 1 introduces the SIG program, the study, its research
guestions, and conceptual framework. Chapter 2 provides an overview of the study design, the timeline,
sampling procedures, and the data collection and analytic approaches.

About the schools and what they are doing (Chapters 3-5). Chapter 3 describes the neighborhood and
fiscal contexts of the case study schools, and explores how and to what extent these contexts are
related to respondent perceptions of the schools’ performance problems. As principal leadership is both
a key feature of the SIG models and is associated with school reform in the literature on turnaround,
Chapter 4 examines the role of principals in the case study schools. Chapter 5 turns to the actions
undertaken by the schools and the ways in which SIG funds were spent during the first year of SIG,
including a focused discussion of three specific improvement actions, one in each of the domains in our
framework—teacher replacement (human capital management), extended learning time (the technical
core), and programs and policies intended to improve student behavior (conditions to support teaching
and learning)—to illustrate similarities and differences in approaches that schools took and how they
explained their rationale for the approaches.

About the change process (Chapters 6-7). The SIG program aims to turn around the nation’s lowest-
achieving schools. Chapter 6 describes the initial change process in the case study schools, the extent to
which actions taken during the first year of funding represented a disruption from the past, the role of
SIG in these actions, and the support provided to assist SIG schools in their improvement activities.
Chapter 7 describes the condition of the core case study schools in spring 2011, to what extent
respondents perceived improvement, and where schools stood on potential indicators of future
outcomes, as reported by school personnel.

The study explores these aspects of the change process recognizing that 2010-11 was the initial year of
the revised and expanded SIG program. A major premise of SST is that school improvement is a dynamic
process—what is observed initially may not presage what comes later. A school that has made little
progress in the first year may achieve greater focus in later years; a school that seems to be on a positive
initial trajectory may lose its direction. This report provides a first glimpse of an evolving story that will
be continued in subsequent years.
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Chapter 2: Study Overview

To address the study’s research questions, we conducted case studies consisting of site visits that
included interviews and focus groups with a range of district and school stakeholders, such as district
officials, principals, teachers, instructional coaches, school improvement teams, external support
providers (i.e., curriculum/instructional providers, school turnaround organizations, CMOs), union
representatives, students (in high schools only), parents, and community members. Brief telephone or
in-person interviews with key district and school personnel (i.e., superintendents, district SIG directors,
principals, and instructional coaches) supplemented the site visits. Data collection activities also
included telephone interviews with state officials, teacher surveys, and fiscal document requests (SIG
budgets and audited expenditure files). This chapter provides an overview of the study design, the
schedule of data collection activities, our approach to sampling, a description of data collection
activities, and an overview of analytic techniques.

Study Design and Timeline

We collected data from respondents in a purposive sample of SIG schools. The sample was selected to
include variation in observable state, district, and school characteristics that might be associated with
implementation patterns and turnaround success. We initially identified a base sample of 60 schools
from the first cohort of schools awarded SIG funds in the summer of 2010, from which three subsamples
were selected: a core sample, a sample of schools with a high proportion of English language learners
(ELLs), and a rural sample.

The core sample consists of 25 schools, which the study team visited in spring 2011 and spring 2012. In
spring 2013, the study team visited 12 of these 25 schools. In fall 2011 and fall 2012, the study team
conducted shorter visits (brief site visits or telephone interviews with only four key respondents). The
core sample of 25 schools was the subject of the most intense data collections, including interviews and
focus groups with a range of respondents, a teacher survey, and fiscal data collection. The core sample
schools are the primary focus of SST (and this report), as they yield the richest information about the
change process in a selection of SIG-funded schools.

The ELL sample consists of 11 schools with a high concentration of ELLs, and the rural sample includes 9
rural schools. These subsamples enable us to explore the change process in two special types of SIG
schools that are of policy interest. The core, ELL, and rural samples are not mutually exclusive: 5 of the
11 ELL sample schools are also in the core sample, and 4 of the 9 rural sample schools are also in the
core sample. One school is in both the rural and ELL samples, and one school is in all three samples. For
the ELL sample, data were collected through a site visit, including interviews and focus groups with a
range of respondents in fall 2011 and fall 2012. Analogous site visits were conducted at the rural sample
schools, but only in spring 2012.

Exhibit 2.1 summarizes the data collection activities in each of the three SST years.
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Exhibit 2.1.
Main Study Components and Schedule of Data Collection Activities

Base Sample: 60 schools
State Interviews: spring 2011,2012, and 2013

Core Sample: 25 Schools
i - Site visits: spring 2011 and 2012; 12 schools visited in spring 2013

- Brief visits (telephone or in-person interviews with key staff): fall
2011 and 2012

- Teacher survey: spring 2011, fall 2011, and fall 2012
- Teacher survey supplement: spring 2012 and 2013

" ELL Special Topic Case Studies: 5""5 Rural Special Topic Case Studies:
11 schools (5 overlap with core) 9 schools (4 overlap with core)

- Site visits: fall 2011 and 2012 - Site visits: spring 2012

- Teacher survey: spring 2011, fall i _Teacher survey: spring 2011 and
2011, and fall 2012 fLfaNl2011

- Teacher survey supplement: fall - Teacher survey supplement: fall

2011and 2012 242011

Sample Selection

The sampling plan was designed to support an examination of SIG-funded schools in a variety of
contexts. The plan involved selecting case study schools that varied across a number of dimensions,
described in detail below. The sample is not a nationally representative sample of SIG-funded schools
and is not intended to provide findings that are necessarily representative of SIG schools nationwide.
Rather, the intent was to design a sample that would enable us to collect in-depth data on the change
process in a variety of persistently low-performing schools. We sought variation on observable state,
district, and school characteristics that might be associated with implementation patterns. At the school
level, the following factors were taken into account in selecting the sample:

e Tier I and Tier Il schools. This study focuses on Tier | and Tier Il schools, as they are the only
schools required to implement one of the four SIG intervention models under SIG regulations
(U.S. Department of Education, 2010b). They are also the schools that SIG designated as being
the highest priority for funding.

e School intervention model. Since our unit of analysis is the school, closure schools were
excluded from the sample because those schools would not be available for longitudinal study.
Restart schools were oversampled to ensure a sufficient number in the sample to study.
Therefore, our sample includes turnaround, restart, and transformation schools, with the
majority of the sample being transformation schools, as is the case in SIG-funded schools
nationwide.
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e Grade level. To reduce the number of dimensions of sample variation to a manageable level in
light of analytic and resource constraints and to ensure that the dimensions we did select had
adequate representation in our sample, we defined the base sample to include 30 high schools
and 30 elementary schools, thus excluding middle schools. These two levels merited inclusion
for several reasons. Elementary schools were selected, in part, because of the large number of
low-performing elementary schools. For example, 55 percent of SIG-eligible schools in the first
cohort were elementary schools, whereas 20 percent were middle schools (Hurlburt et al.,
2011). High schools were selected, in part, because of the challenges faced by students and
staff. For example, high schools are frequently organized into academic departments, serve
students with a diverse set of postsecondary goals, and are populated by adolescents who often
face adult responsibilities (Carnoy, Elmore, & Siskin, 2003; Harvey & Housman, 2004; Le Floch,
Boyle, Therriault, & Holzman, 2010). High schools also are widely perceived to be the most
resistant to improvement strategies (and thus merit further inquiry) and are the focus of current
policy interest, as a convergence of efforts on the part of private foundations, researchers, and
advocacy groups has focused attention on high schools (Hess, 2005; Hill, 2006; Yohalem,
Wilson-Ahlstrom, Ferber, & Gaines, 2006).’ Although middle schools face their own unique set
of issues that deserve attention, particularly in relation to student behavior, our need to
minimize the sources of variation outweighed their inclusion in the study. Our findings are thus
not necessarily relevant to any low-performing middle schools.

Additional school-level variables considered included school size, school locale or urbanicity,

demographics of enrolled students (i.e., percentage eligible for free or reduced-price lunch, percentage

minority, and percentage ELL), and the size of the SIG award as a percentage of overall annual per-pupil
. 8

spending.

At the state level, we sought to ensure variation on a small set of key variables, including:
e Union policies (i.e., right-to-work versus unionized)
e Level of 2009-10 per-pupil spending on education
e Level of SIG funding per school
e Region

Finally, we sought to select districts with multiple SIG-funded schools—in part to facilitate analyses of
the district role in the change process and in part to limit data collection costs.

Base sample. From the universe of Cohort | SIG-funded schools in 49 states and the District of
Columbia,’ we identified 60 schools—30 elementary and 30 high—in 24 districts from 6 states. To
generate a purposive sample of schools, districts, and states, analysts used a two-step sampling design.

" Initiatives such as the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation’s Small Schools Initiative and Early College High School
Initiative and Achiever’s American Diploma Project, the Center for Research on the Education of Students Placed At
Risk at Johns Hopkins University, and the National Governors Association’s Honor States are examples of national
efforts that focus on improving high schools through private foundations, researchers, and advocacy groups.

® The percentage for each school was computed as the SIG school’s annual SIG per-pupil award as a percentage of
the per-pupil spending on instruction, support services (student support services, instructional staff, and school
administration), and operation and maintenance for the year prior to the SIG award, for the district in which the
school is located. The district measure is a proxy for per-pupil school-level spending (2009—10 base per-pupil
spending figures from the Common Core of Data [http://nces.ed.gov/ccd/] are CPl-adjusted to 2011 dollars).

° At the time the SST sample was selected (March 2011), Hawaii had not announced SIG subgrant awards.
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First, we selected 6 states from which the 60 base sample schools would be identified. In selecting these
states, we sought variation in the key state-level dimensions described above. In addition, states were
required to have: (1) at least five SIG-funded schools meeting the school-level criteria described above
(i.e., Tier | or Tier ll, elementary or high school, and implementing the turnaround, restart, or
transformation model); and (2) at least one local education agency (LEA) with three or more SIG-funded
schools meeting these school-level criteria.

The final sample of schools was selected from the SIG-funded schools in the six selected states, using an
iterative process through which we sought a balance among urbanicity, SIG models, annual per-pupil
funding, school size, and student demographics within the constraints of containing the number of
districts.

Core sample. Among these 60 base sample schools, we identified 25 schools as the core sample. In
selecting the core sample, we sought to achieve an approximate balance of intervention models,
schooling levels, and nesting of case study schools within districts. We also sought to represent all six
states and urbanicity categories in the base sample. Finally, we aimed to include schools with a range in
the SIG award sizes relative to overall annual per-pupil spending. The set of 25 schools includes:

e 13 elementary schools and 12 high schools in 13 districts
e 16 urban schools, 5 urban fringe schools, and 4 rural schools

e 13 transformation schools, 9 turnaround schools, and 3 restart schools

Comparison of Case Study Schools to SIG-Eligible and SIG-Funded Schools
Nationwide

Although SST case study schools are not intended to be nationally representative, we sought to ensure
that the core sample shares some similarities with SIG-funded schools nationwide. Compared to SIG-
funded Tier | and Il schools nationwide (see Exhibit 2.2), the core sample schools are more likely to be
high-minority, urban schools with larger student enrollments; however, the sample is comparable to
SIG-funded schools on other variables. (Core sample schools compare analogously to SIG-eligible Tier |
and Il schools nationwide.) Some purposeful distinctions exist between the core sample and SIG-funded
schools nationwide. Most notably, SST includes only elementary and high schools. With regard to
intervention model, the core sample features more turnaround and restart schools and fewer
transformation and closure schools. Although SIG-funded schools nationwide included alternative,
special education, and vocational schools, the core sample schools only included regular schools.

Since the unit of analysis is the school, district characteristics were not directly part of the sampling
criteria. However, because our aim was to nest some of our case study schools within the same districts,
some differences will necessarily arise between the core sample districts and SIG-funded districts
nationwide. Most notably, the core sample districts tend to be larger in terms of number of schools and
average enrollment because most SIG-funded districts nationwide (64 percent) have just one SIG-funded
school (Hurlburt et al., 2011).
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Exhibit 2.2.
Characteristics of Cohort | SIG-Eligible Tier | and Tier Il Schools,
SIG-Funded Tier | and Tier Il Schools, and Core Sample Schools

SIG-Eligible Tier | SIG-Funded Tier | Core Sample
and Tier Il Schools and Tier Il Schools Schools
(N =2,141) (N = 826) (N =25)
School Level (percentage of schools)
Elementary 21% 24% 52%
Middle 17% 20% 0%
High 51% 49% 48%
Non-standard 11% 7% 0%
School Type (percentage of schools)
Regular 86% 91% 100%
Alternative 11% 7% 0%
Special Education 2% 1% 0%
Vocational 1% 1% 0%
Charter School Status (percentage of schools) 12% 7% 0%
Urbanicity (percentage of schools)
Large or middle-sized city 54% 59% 68%
Urban fringe and large town 26% 23% 16%
Small town and rural area 20% 18% 16%
Free and Reduced-Price Lunch (school average
percentage of students)® 75% 76% 81%
Race/Ethnicity (school average percentage of
students)’
White 19% 17% 8%
African American 43% 46% 42%
Hispanic 32% 32% 41%
Native American 2% 2% 4%
Asian 3% 3% 4%
Total School Enrollment (school average) 614 676 831
SIG Intervention Model (percentage of schools)
Transformation 74% 52%
Turnaround 20% 36%
Restart 4% 12%
School Closure 2% 0%

Source: 2009-10 Common Core of Data (http://nces.ed.gov/ccd/); state websites.

Notes: Includes 2,141 Cohort | SIG-eligible Tier | and Il schools, 826 Cohort | SIG-funded Tier | and Tier Il schools in 49 states and
Washington, D.C., and 25 core schools in 6 states and 13 districts.

Percentage values for characteristics with multiple categories may not sum to 100 due to rounding.

Non-standard refers to those schools with a grade configuration not falling within the elementary, middle, or high school
categories.

®Student characteristics are weighted in proportion to the number of students enrolled in a school.
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Year 1 Data Collection Activities

We now describe the spring 2011 data collection activities for SST, which included site visits, interviews
with state officials, a teacher survey, and fiscal data. The complete set of data collection instruments for
these activities can be found at http://www.air.org/topic/education/study-of-school-turnaround-year-
one-protocol-survey.

Site visits. Site visits took place over two to three days in April, May, and early June of 2011. Two SST
researchers visited each of the 25 core sample schools and their districts. The lead site visitor conducted
the interviews, and the second site visitor took notes. During some visits, the second site visitor
conducted some of the interviews or focus groups, depending on the second visitor’s experience and
comfort level doing so. With the permission of interviewees, conversations were audio-recorded. All but
four interviews and all of the focus groups were audio-recorded.

We aimed to interview the following respondents in each core sample school and district:
e Superintendent or SIG director at the district
e Principal
e One ortwo instructional coaches (e.g., mathematics and English)
e Four teachers (two mathematics and two English)
e External support provider
e Union representative
We also conducted focus groups with the following respondents:
e School improvement team
e Parents and community members
e Two groups of teachers (core and noncore subjects in high schools)
e Students (in high schools only)
Across all 25 schools, the following respondents were interviewed:
e 3 superintendents
e 7 district SIG directors

e 18 other district staff (i.e., assistant superintendents, school turnaround specialists,
curriculum/instructional support personnel)

e 27 principals, including 12 principals new to their schools in 2010-11"°

e 323 teachers (through interviews and focus groups), including 58 teachers new to their schools
in 2010-11

e 37 instructional coaches

1% One school in the core sample is divided into four academies, each with its own principal. Three of these
principals were interviewed, hence a total of 27 principals.
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e 22 other school staff (i.e., school administrators, parent/community relations liaisons, support
personnel)

e 18 external support providers (i.e., curriculum/instructional providers, school turnaround
organizations, CMOs)

e 23 union representatives
e 103 parents
e 72 students

In all 25 schools, we conducted interviews and focus groups as planned, including the principal,
teachers, instructional coaches, district administrators, and parents. We interviewed external support
providers in all 14 schools that had any external support providers. On average, teacher focus groups
included 4.5 teachers, and parent focus groups included 4 parents. Student focus groups, which were
conducted in all 12 high schools, included an average of 6 students.

Although the data collection process was generally consistent across schools, there were a few minor
anomalies. For example, in one school there were initially three individual teacher interviews scheduled
but due to availability issues those three interviews were combined into one teacher focus group. In two
schools, staff members (the assistant principal in one and the bilingual coordinator in the other) acted as
the translator for the parent focus group. It also is important to note that in smaller schools, some
teachers were individually interviewed and also part of the focus groups. Finally, in six schools, various
interviews experienced interruptions.

Teacher respondents were selected in coordination with school personnel (generally the principal or
other school administrator) to include teachers with different levels of overall teaching experience,
experience at the current school, grade-level assignments, and subject areas taught (in high schools
only), with the goal of collecting a variety of perspectives on the schools’ history and current change
strategy. Other respondent groups were fully represented in interviews and focus groups due to their
small numbers, such as the principal, superintendent, SIG director, union representative, parent liaison,
instructional coaches, school improvement team members, and external support providers. Still other
respondent groups, such as parents/community members and high school students, were selected by
school personnel (generally the principal or other school administrator), with instructions to include as
diverse a group as was feasible.

The interviews and focus groups were guided by semistructured protocols that outlined key questions to
ask and provided critical probes as necessary to ensure that discussion of specific topics of interest were
consistent across respondents and that respondents were able to describe school improvement
processes and policies in their own words. To build rapport with school staff, the interview structure
allowed for conversation and discussion. Interviewers also had the flexibility to follow up on themes that
emerged during interviews that warranted more attention. Interviewers attempted to both get
information from interviewees on the topics they were most knowledgeable about and get the
perspective of all respondents on key issues.

The interviews and focus groups covered the following topics:
e Respondent’s background
e Respondent’s role and responsibilities in the school
e School context (demographics, strengths, challenges) and reform history

e Keyimprovement actions in place at the school in 2010-11
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e Role of the district, state, and any external providers in supporting the school
e How SIG money was being used

e How other funding sources were supporting school improvement efforts

e Impressions of SIG at the end of the first year

Interviews with state officials. The study’s conceptual framework posits that school-level turnaround
processes are shaped by the historical and policy context of each state and its demographic and urban
characteristics. Interviews with state officials in the six states with core sample schools provided insight
on state-level decisions with regard to state funding, state contexts (e.g., legal constraints and
flexibility), and state actions and technical assistance.

Teacher survey. The primary purpose of the survey was to supplement the qualitative teacher data with
more representative data from teachers on topics such as instructional leadership, trust, perceived
coherence, collective efficacy, school commitment, and school resources (see Exhibit 2.7 in this chapter
for an overview of the survey scales). The survey measures are not measures of change, but rather
cross-sectional in nature, intended to capture teacher perceptions of the current state of affairs in the
core sample schools in spring 2011. The study team used items developed for other studies, which
demonstrated that they could be used to create reliable scales. Most scales were from teacher surveys
developed by the Chicago Consortium on School Research (CCSR), but others were developed by staff
from the American Institutes for Research for other national studies of school reform.™ The survey data
were used in conjunction with the site visit data to examine patterns by school level, SIG intervention
model, or other school characteristics.

From May 10 to August 9, 2011, 10-minute Web-based and hard-copy versions of the survey were
distributed to all teachers in the core sample schools. Surveys were administered on a rolling basis, once
district research approval was granted and schools had provided teacher rosters. For schools that
provided teacher e-mail addresses, initial survey administration and follow-up efforts were conducted
via e-mail and through postal mail. First, all respondents received an e-mail with a customized link to the
Web-based survey, which included a brief explanation of the survey and its purpose. Teachers who did
not respond to the survey within two weeks received weekly e-mail reminders until they responded or
until survey administration was closed. In addition, nonrespondents received a postcard reminder and a
hard-copy version of the survey via postal mail with return postage. For schools that did not or could not
provide teacher e-mail addresses, only hard-copy surveys were administered and follow-up efforts were
all conducted through postal mail. A total of 1,280 teachers were sent the survey across all 25 schools,
and 794 returned it for an overall response rate of 62 percent. Each school’s response rate varied from
21 percent to 86 percent.

" For additional information about survey items that were drawn from existing sources, see CCSR’s survey
documentation (https://ccsr.uchicago.edu/surveys/documentation) and the teacher surveys for the National
Longitudinal Study of NCLB (www.air.org/topic/education/study-of-school-turnaround-teacher-survey-nls-nclb).
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Exhibit 2.3. Teacher Survey Response Rates, Spring 2011

Response Rate Number of Schools
75% to 100% 5
50% to 74% 16
25% to 49%
0% to 24%

Source: SST teacher survey, spring 2011.
Notes: Includes 25 core sample schools.

Exhibit 2.3 presents the distribution of response rates across schools. Because the primary purpose of
the survey was to representatively characterize teacher perceptions of activities and conditions within
each school, we excluded schools with low response rates. Based on a series of exploratory analyses,
survey results for schools with less than a 50 percent response rate were excluded. The sample used in
all survey analyses includes all 21 schools with a response rate of at least 50 percent.*

Exhibit 2.4 summarizes the school level, intervention model, and school urbanicity characteristics of the
21 schools in SST’s survey analysis sample.

Exhibit 2.4.
School Characteristics of Teacher Survey Respondents, Spring 2011
School Characteristics Percent of Teachers
School Level
Teaches elementary school 30.9%
Teaches high school 69.1%
Intervention Model
Teaches in a restart school 7.2%
Teaches in a transformation school 60.5%
Teaches in a turnaround school 32.4%
Urbanicity
Teaches in a rural school 11.7%
Teaches in a nonrural school 88.3%

Source: 2008-09 Common Core of Data, School Improvement Grant.
Notes: Includes 698 teachers in 21 core sample schools (11 elementary schools and 10 high schools).

Exhibit 2.5 summarizes—by school level and by intervention model—the characteristics of teachers
respondents from the 21 schools in SST’s survey analysis sample.

2 Two sets of analyses were conducted to examine whether there was evidence of a nonresponse bias. The first
examined the relationship between school-level response rate and teachers’ responses, while the second
examined the differences between early and late responders and their responses. Neither analyses pointed
towards a substantial nonresponse bias. For more information, see Appendix C.
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Exhibit 2.5.
Teacher Characteristics of Teacher Survey Respondents, Spring 2011
By School Level: All Schools Elementary High Schools
Schools
Has a Master’s degree 51.0% 45.6% 53.3%
Years of experience 11.7 9.8 12.6
Years of experience in current school 5.4 4.7 5.8
Number of classes or sections taught in spring 2011 4.6 4.0 4.9
Number of students enrolled in classes taughtin spring 2011 62.3 324 75.7
Number of teachers 667 - 693 202 -215 465 - 478
By Intervention Model: Restart Transformation Turnaround
Has a Master’s degree 46.8% 45.3% 62.5%
Years of experience 3.6 125 121
Years of experience in current school 0.9 6.1 5.3
Number of classes or sections taught in spring 2011 4.7 4.2 5.2
Number of students enrolled in classes taughtin spring 2011 36.2 62.5 67.9
Number of teachers 47 -50 398 -420 216 - 223

Source: SST teacher survey, spring 2011.
Notes: Includes 21 core sample schools (11 elementary schools and 10 high schools). Sample sizes refer to the number of
teachers used in the analysis. A range is provided when the sample sizes varied across items in the table due to nonresponse.

Fiscal data. The study team requested complete audited expenditure files—containing object, function,
resource, and location codes—from each district in the study for the three school years prior to SIG:
2007-08, 2008—09, and 2009-10. Object codes identify specific expenditure types, such as computers or
teacher salaries. Function codes classify expenditures by their purpose, such as elementary education or
facilities management. Resource codes identify the source of funding from which a given expenditure is
paid, such as Title I, ARRA, or state general fund. Location codes indicate at what building or in what
department an expenditure occurred. These codes allowed us to estimate expenditures for each of the
25 core sample schools. The study team requested files containing expenditures from all funding sources
available to a district, including state and federal categorical funds. A request for documents and files
(RDF) was sent to each district’s chief financial officer or budget director to obtain these files, and files
were received from all districts in the study, although for two districts, 2007-08 files were unavailable
due to a change in the districts’ computer systems. We also obtained Year 1 SIG budgets from either the
district’s SIG application or, if available, a more detailed or updated budget directly from the district.
Budgets for 7 schools came from district SIG applications, and budgets for the other 18 schools were
provided by the district.

Overview of Analytic Techniques
Site Visit Analyses

Interview and focus group notes were transcribed to “near-verbatim” quality by referencing the audio
recordings from the site visits. These notes were then reviewed by the senior site visitor and revised
until they met the quality standards established for the study. That is, senior researchers reviewed the
notes to ensure they were close to a transcription, explained acronyms, and identified the role of
individuals described in the interviews and focus groups. The qualitative site visit data were then
analyzed using a five-stage process:
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e Stage 1: Shortly after site visits, researchers entered descriptive information about site visits
(e.g., number of completed interviews, data-collection challenges, a description of school
context) into a preliminary Web-based data repository.

e Stage 2: The analysis team developed codes based on the preliminary data capture and the
study’s conceptual framework. These codes were pilot tested and refined.

e Stage 3: All core sample qualitative data (interviews and focus groups) were coded using
Atlas.ti®.

e Stage 4: Analysts compiled coded site visit and survey data in a second Web-based data
repository, synthesizing findings for each school.

e Stage 5: Analysts conducted cross-case analyses based on the repository data.

Stage 1: Preliminary data capture. The preliminary data capture was developed using a Web-based
software program (SurveyGizmo®). Using a Web-based platform allowed site visitors to access the data
capture while they were still in the field, thus facilitating prompt entry of site visit data. The purpose of
the preliminary data capture was to systematically record the details of the site visit while they were still
vivid. This platform did not serve as a primary analytic tool but rather ensured that the site visitors
communicated key features of the site visit to the study team, highlighted unanticipated issues, and
noted gaps in data collection that would require follow-up. The preliminary data capture template asked
site visitors to report information on five topics: (1) site logistics; (2) SIG school characteristics; (3) site
visit participants; (4) the school environment; and (5) first impressions of school improvement efforts.

Site visitors were encouraged to complete all preliminary data capture activities while on site and were
required to finalize the preliminary data capture within two weeks of each site visit. After each site visit
team completed its preliminary data capture, members of the leadership team reviewed the entire
entry. If reviewers identified inconsistencies or responses that seemed insufficiently supported by the
evidence provided or otherwise incomplete, site visitors were required to revise them. Once all 25
preliminary data captures were complete, analysts studied responses across cases to identify early
patterns or anomalies that could support the development of a coding scheme (Stage 2).

Stage 2: Developing and piloting codes. A first draft code list was based on: (1) key components of the
study’s conceptual framework; (2) regulatory requirements of SIG-funded schools; and (3) topics that
were mentioned by respondents and described in the preliminary data capture. After the overall
approach to coding was determined and the preliminary code list drafted, codes were piloted with a
subset of data (specifically, near-verbatim notes from a focus group) to determine whether the set of
codes covered the topics reflected in the data, whether they were of an appropriate grain size, and
whether the definitions in the code book were clear. See Appendix A for the final list of codes and their
definitions.

Stage 3: Coding. The coding stage was a multistep process that included training, weekly assessments of
interrater agreement, frequent debriefing, and review of coded data by senior researchers. These
processes were designed to ensure that study data were coded consistently and reliably. All analysts
who contributed to coding study data participated in two training sessions. The first was a half-day
webinar that focused on Atlas.ti®, the qualitative software program used to code SST data. This training
session covered basic functionality of Atlas.ti® and prepared analysts to code data independently. The
second training session covered the definitions of all codes (see Appendix A).

Analysts then coded the near-verbatim notes for every interview and focus group. The unit of coding
was a segment of text reflecting a given construct. In some cases, this consisted of one or two
sentences, in other cases, one or two paragraphs. Analysts were trained to capture comparable
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segments of text for each coded passage, including enough adjacent text to enable the reader to
understand the data when a coded passage was retrieved from an interview or focus group. The
following steps were used to assess interrater agreement throughout the coding process:

The first of three formal interrater agreement checks was conducted prior to the start of coding,
and the second and third checks were conducted later in the coding process. For each check, a
passage of raw data (near-verbatim notes from an interview) was selected and coded
individually by all analysts. Two senior researchers selected these passages to ensure each check
included a diverse set of codes, including those that were the most conceptually challenging.
These two senior researchers leading the coding task coded the passage and created a “key.”
Analysts’ work was compared to the key. To participate in the coding, analysts were required to
match at least 75 percent of their codes to those on the key, and limit any additional codes
added beyond those in the key to 25 percent of the total number of codes. Analysts who did not
meet this standard were required to repeat the process with a new passage of data. All
interrater agreement checks were reviewed individually with analysts to build expertise and
familiarity with the code list and coding strategy. No analysts were permitted to code site visit
data until they “passed” an interrater agreement check. Five of eight coders passed the
interrater agreement checks in three attempts, and the remaining three passed on the fourth
attempt. The purpose of the two follow-up checks was to ensure that coders were applying the
codes consistently over time. All coders passed the follow-up checks, with an average interrater
agreement level of 81 percent.

In between formal interrater agreement checks, weekly meetings were held to highlight coding
challenges and reach consensus on how to proceed. These weekly meetings focused on actual
data pulled from interviews and focus groups that analysts were finding difficult to code.
Decisions about necessary changes to code definitions, coding procedures, or the addition of
new codes were documented by the coding task leader and circulated among team members.
New codes were rarely added because this process required analysts to revisit coded data and
apply the new codes. When new codes were added, senior researchers reviewed data files to
ensure that analysts had reviewed already-coded data and added the new codes where
appropriate.

Ongoing, detailed reviews of coded data were conducted by senior researchers. All data were
reviewed by senior researchers before being considered ready for the next stage of analysis
(Stage 4). During each review, the senior researcher would look at all of the coded interview and
focus group transcripts in a single case. Coded passages would be checked for accuracy and
consistency both across the individual case and against coding guidelines. If inconsistencies
were identified, they were communicated to the analyst, who then made the required revisions.

After all of the interview and focus group data were coded, analysts used Atlas.ti® to run queries that
helped sort the data (e.g., by code or families of codes). These queries served as the foundation for the
data repository (Stage 4).

Stage 4: Data repository. After all data from a case were coded, analysts entered the data in a Web-
based, password-protected data repository using the SurveyMonkey® platform. The data repository
consisted of open- and closed-ended questions to summarize the data for each case. The topics
addressed in the data repository aligned with the conceptual framework and included questions related
to school context, SIG processes, the perceived performance problem, domains of school improvement
actions, external support providers, state and district activities, and reports of initial progress.
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The data repository served four main purposes. First, the repository was designed to include a full case
narrative for each school. Second, the data repository ensured data of a comparable level of detail and
quality across cases, so that analysts could review and compare the synthesized data across schools.
Third, the data repository allowed analysts to easily view and download data for cross-case analyses.
Finally, the repository created an “audit trail”** since analysts were expected to document the sources
for the findings synthesized in each question.

When responding to questions in the data repository, each analyst first ran queries in Atlas.ti®,
identifying coded text that aligned with each question. The purpose of an Atlas.ti® query is to retrieve all
the relevant data for a given code from a given case. The coded data consist of excerpts of text which
the analyst had identified as corresponding to a given code. To facilitate the queries in Atlas.ti®, the
question stem in the data repository included a list of codes (in brackets) that should be used. For
example, to respond to the question below, the analyst would retrieve data for a given school that had
been coded as SIG_model selection.

15. Please describe the rationale for selecting the intervention model for this school. If ¥ Download
there are divergent reports from different stakeholders, please account for those as well. Please
be sure to include the perspective of the district administrator.[SIG_model selection]

Before entering data in the repository, the analyst needed to determine if data were provided to
address the question; that is, whether respondents were given the opportunity to respond to questions
on this topic. For certain analyses (particularly with regard to principal leadership), analysts determined
that the qualitative data for some schools were insufficient to support analyses, and these schools were
excluded from the analysis.

Next, the analyst reviewed and summarized the coded data for the case school in the data repository.
The analyst was asked to include information on how many and which types of respondents provided
data on the case school and to note reasons for which data may not have been reported. If there were
divergent views within a given school (that is, respondents who expressed conflicting views), the analyst
documented this as well. The excerpt below (an actual data repository entry for one school) illustrates
how analysts documented which respondents provided data on a given topic and how many
respondents expressed consistent views:

The school™ principal and district administrator both affirmed that they chose the turnaround

model because they wanted to replace teachers, and the model gave them the leverage to
remove 50% of the staff. The principal also claimed that in conversations with parents, "the thing
that came up was that the teachers weren't good." He also noted that there had been frequent
mis-assignments of teachers (e.g., a Kindergarten teacher teaching 7th grade English). In focus
groups and interviews, teachers, instructional coaches, and other administrators reported that
they had not been involved in the SIG application process and could not report on the rationale
for the model selection.

Closed-ended questions in the repository probed analytic dimensions outlined in the conceptual
framework (i.e., coherence, divergence from prior practice, buy-in) and were presented as a rubric

3 An audit trail is documentation that creates a chain of evidence that may be inspected by other researchers who
seek to reproduce the findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Al descriptions of the core sample schools use pseudonyms, and identifying characteristics of schools and
individuals have been masked (e.g., the reported gender of respondents was randomly assigned).
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rating scale. When selecting a rating for the case school, the analyst documented which respondents
had provided data on a given topic and justified the rating (see Exhibit 2.6).

Exhibit 2.6.
Sample of the Online Data Repository

Phase 2 Revised Exi this s

MEW! Staff replacement

These questions have been added to help us better understand the processes and dynamics associate with replacing a large proportion of the teachers in SIG schools. Please respond to these even if
vour case study school 15 implementing a Transformation or Restart model, and happened (o also replace half of the teachers

B1. Did this case study school replace at least 50%: of the teachers for 2010-117
Yes ~» Continue to the rest of the questions on this page

¥ No > You do nat need to respond to the rest of the questions on this page.

62. Which teachers laft the school prior to 2010117
Teachers were relaned of reassigned based on senionty
Teachers had the option of leaving the school (to go elsewhere in the district) or staying on if they agreed to the new reforms
The teachers who were the lowest-parforming or least capable left the school

Othar (ploase specify)

63. Please add detalls about the way In which teachers were Identified to leave the case study school. In particular, If the least capable teachers left the school, who declded this, and
how? Which respondents provided information on this topic?

After the analyst completed the data repository for a case school, the second site visitor reviewed the
entire entry, ensuring that all responses were sufficiently detailed, documented data sources, provided
justification for summary statements, and were an accurate depiction of the school. In addition, senior
researchers reviewed responses across all case schools to ensure that the level of detail was comparable.

Stage 5: Cross-case analyses. Once the data repository was complete, analysts reviewed the data across all
schools for a given topic (e.g., initial SIG processes, teacher replacement, leadership). Based on the data
and the research base associated with each topic, analysts developed classification schemes to categorize
schools. For example, with regard to the perceived performance problems in each school (described in
Chapter 3), analysts established decision rules to distinguish between schools in which respondents
assumed internal responsibility for the history of low performance and schools in which respondents
focused on challenges external to the school. Analysts extracted the relevant data from the data
repository, reviewed the evidence for each school, and classified the school accordingly. Across the various
analyses, analysts used different thresholds for the classifications, based on the substance of the topic as
well as the data availability. For example, the analysis of perceptions of strategic leadership (described in
Chapter 4) relied solely on the principal interviews, as other respondent groups were not questioned on
the topic. Although most analyses in this report are cross-sectional in nature (including for example, the
teacher survey scale items described in Exhibit 2.7) and not direct measures of change or improvement,
those analyses that are related to perceived changes from years prior to SIG implementation exclude the
responses of principals and teachers who were new to their schools in 2010-11.

After an analyst classified schools based on the defined criteria, a second analyst reviewed the coded
data and classified the school as well, providing a measure of interrater agreement. Across the school-
level classifications, the first set of interrater agreement ratings ranged from 72 to 100 percent. In cases
of disagreement, a senior researcher reviewed the ratings and resolved discrepancies. When the
classifications were complete, the site lead for each school was required to review the data and the
rating. When there was a discrepancy between the analyst’s rating and that of the site visit lead, the
study team jointly reviewed the data, returning to the original coded data if necessary. Thus, for every
school-level classification included in this report, multiple researchers reviewed and approved the
analysis. For further details on each set of decision rules and definitions of school-level classifications,
see Appendix B.
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After the initial school-level classifications were identified, analysts examined associations between
classifications. For example, were schools in which respondents reported substantial progress in 2010—
11 also those in a “benign” external context, defined as safe, stable (e.g., low rates of transiency or
student mobility), close-knit (e.g., neighbors know and provide support to one another), or with higher
levels of home ownership and building repair than neighboring communities? To conduct these analyses
(analogous to a cross-tabulation in quantitative analyses), analysts created two-way tables to determine
if there were any apparent relationships between sets of school-level classifications.

In summary, all analyses were guided by principles of high-quality qualitative research, including: (1)
transparent standards of evidence for codes and ratings; (2) documentation of an “audit trail”; (3)
procedures for verifying consistency of data across cases; and (4) measurement of interrater agreement
in coding.

Use of Quotations. Throughout this report, we incorporate direct quotations from respondents, which is
a standard technique in qualitative case study research (Miles, Huberman, & Saldafia, 2013). There are
two primary reasons for their use, one methodological and one stylistic.

With regard to methodology, this report includes direct quotations from respondents to lend more
transparency to the study team’s constructed measures and allow the reader to better judge whether
the measures appear well-grounded in the data. As described above, analysts developed school-level
categorizations that aggregate qualitative responses from multiple interview and focus group
respondents (see Appendix B for a detailed description of each measure). To do so, analysts reviewed
coded data and categorized schools based on documented decision rules, thereby condensing the
qualitative data into a more systematic and quantitative measure. This conversion process sometimes
involved making judgments about whether specific quotations from study respondents met the
established thresholds for a particular categorization. By providing example quotations with
explanations of how analysts categorized schools rather than merely describing these categorizations in
the abstract, we more concretely illustrate how analysts applied the decision rules. These quotations
were not selected randomly but rather to be illustrative of the types of quotations associated with
particular decision rules so that the reader can more fully understand each categorization.

With regard to style, quotations enhance the transparency, clarity, and relevance of this study, which is
based largely on qualitative data. These data uniquely provide detailed, contextual information that can
convey meaning through illustrative examples. Quotes were purposefully selected to enrich the findings
arrived at through systematic, carefully-documented analyses. As with the quotations selected for
methodological reasons, quotations selected for stylistic reasons are not representative of all quotations
in our data. It is important to bear in mind that these quotations are not used to validate an analysis, or
to “prove” a particular finding, nor should they be construed to represent the sole evidence on which a
finding was based. They are only meant to enrich a particular finding by conveying richer contextual
information that is, by necessity, masked from the study’s more systematic aggregate measures.

Teacher Survey Analyses

The survey was designed to measure constructs related to contextual influences, selected improvement
actions, and dimensions of implementation (see Exhibit 1.2). The survey scales include measures of
principal instructional leadership, principal-teacher trust, school commitment, school resources, shared
goals, shared values, student behavior, and teacher-teacher trust. Questions from existing surveys were
used if there was evidence that they provide reliable measures of the target constructs. We assessed the
quality of the scales by conducting a confirmatory factor analysis on the items separately for each scale
and by computing the scale reliability (Cronbach’s alpha). Information on the eight scales that are the
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focus of the survey analyses are described in Exhibit 2.7. Scale scores were computed based on the
mean of the individual items composing each scale. Where one or more item was missing, the scale was
computed as the mean of the remaining items." The school resources scale and the student behavior
scale ranged from 1 (major challenge) to 4 (not a challenge). The other six scales ranged from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 4 (strongly agree).

We also examined three survey items that were intended to measure the coherence of programs within
the study schools. These items did not factor together (reliability of just 0.55). Thus, we treat these
three items, which ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree), as stand-alone survey items.
These survey items were abbreviated using the following terms:

e Program follow-up: Once we start a new program, we follow up to make sure that it’s working.

e Too many programs: | worry that we are adopting too many different programs and practices in
this school.

e Alignment with improvement goals: This school generally chooses only those school
improvement opportunities that fit with our improvement goals and strategies.

Exhibit 2.7.

Teacher Survey Scale Items and Scale Reliability

Teacher Survey Scale Items Scale Reliability
Principal instructional leadership (N = 1,173) Reliability = 0.94

Carefully tracks students’ academic progress.

Understands how children learn.

Makes clear to the staff his or her expectations for meeting instructional goals.

Sets high expectations for student learning.

Actively monitors the quality of teaching in this school.

Presses teachers to implement what they have learned in professional development.
Knows what is going on in my classroom.

Principal-teacher trust (N = 1,170) Reliability = 0.94

The principal has confidence in the expertise of the teachers.

| trust the principal at his or her word.

The principal takes a personal interest in the professional development of teachers.
The principal looks out for the personal welfare of the teachers.

The principal places the needs of children ahead of personal and political interests.

The principal at this school is an effective manager who makes the school run smoothly.

School commitment (N =1,175) Reliability = 0.79

| usually look forward to each working day at this school.
| wouldn’t want to work in any other school.

| would recommend this school to parents seeking a place for their child.

Y For example, if a teacher answered the first two items listed in the school commitment scale but did not answer
the third item, his or her school commitment scale value would be the mean value of the first two items only. If
another teacher skipped the first two items, but answered the third, his or her school commitment scale value
would be the value of the third item. Across scales, two to four percent of teachers had a missing value on one or
more scale items.
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Exhibit 2.7.

Teacher Survey Scale Items and Scale Reliability (continued from previous page)

Teacher Survey Scale Items Scale Reliability
School resources (N =1,168) Reliability = 0.73

Large class size and/or case load.

Inadequate or substandard facilities.

Too few textbooks and other instructional materials.

Textbooks and instructional materials that are not aligned with state standards.

Shared goals (N =1,175) Reliability = 0.72
