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One of the big questions facing American education is ‘Can it
be done?’ Can schools help all children learn to high levels,

even poor children and children of color?” So begins It’s Being
Done, a new book by longtime education writer Karin Chenoweth
(Harvard Education Press, 2007). The biggest question of all, she
might have added: can it be done at the high school level?

The answer to that big question, at this point, can only be a very
highly qualified “yes.” Few – in fact, hardly any – traditional
urban high schools today are bringing most of their high-pover-
ty students to true college-readiness. But an emerging group of
high schools – many working within non-traditional operating
contexts – are demonstrating that this goal is achievable. These
schools represent the proof-point. We had better understand
what they look like and how they operate, if we hope to build
better pathways for other schools to duplicate their success.

To provide this closer, more granular, view of what successful
urban high schools could look like, this section focuses on five
outstanding HPHP schools in Massachusetts. This analysis
draws on Mass Insight’s extensive knowledge base, constructed
over six years of effective practice research on schools in the
state that outperform their demographic peers. These exemplary
“Vanguard” schools have been visited and analyzed by teams of
educators who distilled their strategies into nearly a hundred
blueprints of how higher standards work looks on the ground.
(The blueprints are available online at www.buildingblocks.org.)
The decision to focus on Massachusetts HPHP schools was also
guided by the fact that the state is recognized nationally for its
advanced, effective approach to standards-based reform, includ-
ing its oversight of out-of-system charter schools. 

The Spectrum of Reform Approaches
As Paul Tough noted in his New York Times article “What It
Takes to Make a Student,” “when educators do succeed at edu-
cating poor minority students up to national standards of profi-
ciency, they invariably use methods that are radically different
and more intensive than those employed in most American pub-
lic schools.” (New York Times Sunday Magazine, November 26,
2006) While charters present the prototypical opportunity to use
different methods, these approaches are also being achieved in
some locations through in-district networks that allow for char-
ter-like behavior (Boston’s Pilot Schools network, as described in
the Main Report Part 3, is one example; Worcester’s University
Park Campus School, described in these pages, is another), as
well as in individual public schools where inspired leadership or
special agreements have produced conditions allowing them to
take a different tack. 

Out of close to fifty Vanguard schools and districts Mass Insight
has studied over the past several years, the five schools that clearly
fit the HPHP high school profile – University Park Campus
School in Worcester, Lowell Middlesex Charter School in Lowell,
and Codman Academy, the MATCH School and Boston
Collegiate Charter School (previously South Boston Harbor
Charter School) in Boston – all have outstanding records for pro-
moting student achievement and college matriculation despite the
significant demographic and environmental challenges faced by
their students. (See school profile and performance boxes.) 

Visualizing the Goal: HPHP Schools in Action
Lessons from High-Performing, High-Poverty High Schools

We had better understand what these schools
look like and how they operate, if we hope 
to build better pathways for other schools to
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This handful of high schools also stands out (joined by Roxbury
Prep, a charter middle school) as very different from all the other
Vanguard models we have looked at over the years in the way
they operate. First, their approaches and strategies are distinct
from all the others – either they simply don’t start from the same
constructs and philosophy as others with regard to their stu-
dents, or, to the extent they do, the elements most vital to the
implementation of their ideas fall largely in the “intangible” are-
nas outside of programs and methods. Secondly, these schools
have a different kind of condition set; that is, they work within
parameters that provide incentives and rewards largely foreign to
prototypical public schools. 

Four of the five schools are charter schools, one of which (Lowell
Middlesex) exists specifically to serve high school dropouts. The
fifth, University Park Campus School (UPCS), is a Worcester
public school managed in partnership with Clark University,
which shares the crime-ridden Main South neighborhood of the
city with it. In presenting these schools we are not proclaiming

that charters are the only answer to high performance in urban
areas, nor that charters are necessarily high-performing –
although charter schools in Massachusetts are outperforming
public schools overall, thanks many feel to effective regulation.

We could include, for example, several regular elementary
schools and K-8 Vanguard schools that are achieving significant-
ly better outcomes than their demographic peers. The Building
Blocks website includes other, traditional high schools that are
performing somewhat better than their peer schools. But for this
analysis, we wanted to focus on secondary schools that are
achieving truly exemplary results despite significant poverty and 

Mass Insight “Vanguard Model” Profiles of High-Performing, High-Poverty High Schools

Boston Collegiate Charter School (previously South Boston Harbor), Boston, operates under a high-expectations, no-excuses policy for both staff and students. Its highly effective
math curriculum, based on essential skills, depth, and frequent assessment, is supported by a series of broader intervention strategies ranging from an especially rigorous homework
policy to a merit/demerit system to help shape behavior.

Codman Academy Charter School, Boston, offers an inquiry-based education based on Expeditionary Learning principles and rooted in social justice. While student roam far and
wide for neighborhood-based projects, the school ensures the expeditions lead to mastery of state standards, and provides a strong, tight-knit school base.

MATCH Charter School, Boston, manages to close significant achievement gaps for its challenged urban students by providing a comprehensive system of individualized academic
support. Intensive daily tutoring is embedded in every student’s schedule, weekly assessments lead to same-day interventions and student-adult relationships are maximized by 
creatively leveraging extra staffing resources.

Lowell Middlesex Academy Charter School, Lowell, serves a particularly at-risk population of 100 high school drop-outs aged 15-21. LMACS helps these students succeed by
providing a curriculum that responds to the issues that have derailed their progress, a faculty that is trained in human services, and a highly structured, sequential and mastery-based
curriculum within a non-traditional schedule.

University Park Campus School, Worcester, founded on a partnership between Clark University and the city of Worcester, is a small district school that is fulfilling its goal of 
preparing every student, most of whom arrive performing below grade level, to attend college. UPCS achieves this ambitious goal by integrating a data-driven individualized curriculum
within a program that meets the needs of its students and families.

These schools have a different kind of condition set; that is, they work
within parameters that provide incentives and rewards largely foreign 
to prototypical public schools. 
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other major challenges. They turn out to be charters or (like
UPCS) behave in charter-like ways. Their performance carries
an asterisk, to be sure, because they serve students who have
opted in (though always through a random lottery process). The
ways they serve those students should carry no asterisk, howev-
er, for all who seek ways to bring highly challenged student pop-
ulations to high achievement.

The Learning Triangle
While their philosophies and approaches vary, we found HPHP
schools adept at producing and managing a dynamic system that
depends on three elements, reflected in the Learning Triangle
shown here (and described in detail in Part 2 of the main report):
acknowledging and fostering students’ Readiness to Learn, elevat-
ing and focusing staff’s Readiness to Teach, and exercising much
more Readiness to Act on dramatically different models and
approaches than is typically found in public schools. Like the way
the combustion cycle works when a campfire grows out of the
interplay of wood, air, heat, so do these three “Readiness” ele-
ments dynamically combine and interact with each other in
HPHP schools to produce a chemical reaction – learning. 
A number of HPHP schools’ “readiness” strategies are explored
more fully below.

Readiness to Learn
How do schools re-orient their focus from what’s being taught to
what’s being learned – and to developing the kind of learning
community and approaches that are best suited to the particular
needs of the students they serve? This is the dimension in which
these HPHP schools differ perhaps most tangibly from all the
other Vanguard models. While virtually all of the exemplar
Vanguard schools and districts pay attention to relationships, to
parent involvement, to creating a positive culture and environ-
ment in their schools, the lengths to which the HPHP schools go
to address these concerns for their particular student popula-
tions set them well apart. 

Foster Close Student-Teacher Relationships
“It’s the relationship first, always. Then the program, then the
facility and everything else. But relationships are what make
it all work, so that’s what we spend most of our time on.” 

– Head of School, Codman Academy

“It’s all about personalization – how many adults in the
building touch each child.” 

– Principal, University Park Campus School

First and foremost, these HPHP schools focus on numerous and
intensive adult-student relationships. School structures are creat-
ed in such a way as to maximize contact, continuity and sup-
port. Several of these schools, for instance, have very intensive
advisory systems. At the Lowell Middlesex Academy Charter
School (LMACS), student groups of 15-18 meet twice daily for
30 minutes mid-day and 14 minutes at day’s end (with a weekly
schedule targeting inspirational readings, ethical topics, work
experiences and celebrations of successes on specified days). At
Codman Academy, single-sex, multi-grade “crews” of ten stu-
dents and a faculty member meet twice daily for 45 minutes.
The crews stay consistent year to year and are jointly responsible
for specific chores, as well as incorporating academic advising.

MATCH and UPC involve all administrators, educators and
tutors in a team approach to student support, while LMACS also
appoints a student advocate – a single adult champion to moni-
tor progress, contact parents and otherwise fulfill his or her 14
points of responsibility. Most of the schools cite the importance
of small school size and small class size as important to relation-
ships, while UPCS was founded as an “early-start” grade 7-12
school explicitly for the continuity in adult-student relationships
the middle/high school model enables. It also employs a two-
year looping strategy in order to capitalize on relationships once
they are developed. 

Visualizing the Goal continued
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Promote the “School as Community” Construct
“We’re competing against a lot of negative pressures these

kids have in their lives – crime, drugs, gangs. So in a way,
we’re trying to make Codman be the gang.” 

– Head of School, Codman

The approaches these schools take involve not only weaving a
web of relationships to and from each student but also creating
strong community constructs for the school as a whole –
stronger than traditional public schools, and many private ones
as well. Codman exemplifies this approach, with its fostering of
“the Codman way.” The school has developed all-encompassing
rituals and traditions, even its own vocabulary (with “crews”
instead of advisories, “community circle” instead of all-school
meeting, etc.) The mandatory Codman Saturday School program
held ten Saturdays per semester offers group enrichment, which
is seen as valuable in its own right, but is also intended to expose
students to the Codman culture six days most weeks. “When you
are here until 5 pm every weekday and half the day on Saturday,
it makes it very difficult to hold on to your old friends and your
old life,” explains the principal. “This becomes like a boarding
school. We want kids to bond with each other, to keep each
other on the right track.”

Other Vanguard HPHP schools like UPCS and SBC have their
own versions of these constructs. While less extensive, their con-
structs are still novel enough for these districts, like Codman, to
feel the need for week-long acculturation programs prior to the
start of the year for entering students. 

Make Expectations Explicit – and Enlist Students 
to Transmit Them

“Fifth graders for the first few weeks are in shell-shock,”
because the behaviors that earn demerits were never as
closely monitored in their previous schools. 

– Principal, Boston Collegiate

The advance acculturation programs also begin the process the
HPHP schools use to make explicit their expectations for behav-
ior and academic achievement. LMACS has its “non-negotiable
rules and policies,” Boston Collegiate has a full merit and demerit
system, and a weekly individual demerit sheet that travels, along
with a class behavior rubric, from teacher to teacher throughout
the day. 

Codman focuses more on academic expectations, which they
acknowledge come as a “culture shock” to most entering stu-
dents. Incoming freshman receive a booklet of advice letters
prepared the previous June by students just completing their
first year, providing an unvarnished view of what is to come.
They also attend a summertime dinner and listen to these now-
experienced students talk about the school and its culture of
considerably higher expectations. By their first day of class, they
have already had significant contact with the school and have
heard in meaningful ways what to expect. (See family involve-
ment section below.)

Focus on Psycho-Social Needs
“We just think social/emotional health is vital and that
[this work] has to be done. Instead of bus monitors and
lunch ladies and paraprofessionals, we have social workers.”

– Head of School, Codman

Educators at these schools generally see their students as moti-
vated to succeed but beset by circumstances that can interfere
with their academic achievement. At LMACS, which serves a
population of high school drop-outs aged 15-21, all of the full-
time faculty have experience and/or formal training in human
services to enhance their understanding of their students’ chal-
lenges. The school also supplements the main curriculum with
“psycho-educational courses” such as life skills, non-violent con-
flict resolution and parenting. Codman employs a full-time social
worker to address the non-academic needs of both the students
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and their families, including job training, child care or health
services. UPCS also provides services for parents, such as GED
and ESL programs.

Require Involvement by Parents and Caregivers
“Getting it right from the beginning is so important… 
We want to get them talking, telling us the story.” 

– Head of School, Codman

Most of these schools require parental involvement – even
before students enter. UPCS and Codman both have a mandatory
pre-enrollment meeting. Codman, in fact, makes three positive
contacts with parents before the opening of school. The most
important is an extensive intake interview, typically at least an
hour with the family, including time with the student and par-
ent/guardian together, and then each separately. The first ques-
tion is always “Tell me the story of your child’s name.” Head of
School Meg Campbell explains: “Names bring up so much: a
family history, their aspirations for their child…” The second
question: “What are your goals and dreams for your child?”
Students are asked to assess their own learning style, strengths
and challenges. Parents are asked to comment on the student’s
home and life experiences. When necessary, Codman’s social
worker helps the family find resources for identified needs.

All the schools prioritize on-going communication with parents
as well, including weekly calls at MATCH and University Park,
and home visits from advisors at Boston Collegiate. While all the
schools make significant efforts to attract family involvement,
Codman reinforces their incentives with negative consequences as
well: parents failing to attend required parent-teacher meetings
lose the right to subsidized public transportation passes for their
child for the following term.

Readiness to Teach
On the surface, HPHP schools’ attention to the readiness to
teach side of the learning triangle developed for this report looks
more similar to the efforts put forth by their colleagues at less
challenged schools. Like any school attempting to improve stan-
dards, they need to incorporate curricular focus and data-driven
differentiated instruction, and to develop effective interventions
for students needing special help. And in order to achieve any of
this, they need to foster a collaborative teaching atmosphere.

There is, of course, more than one route to successful teaching
and learning, particularly given different audiences. These
HPHP schools carefully design their instructional programs to
ensure that they address the needs of their students. Thus
LMACS provides its older, dropout students with a clear,
sequential program that is self-paced and focuses on skill mas-
tery. Similarly, Boston Collegiate uses a highly structured math
program with in-depth focus on essential concepts and skills
and lots of repetition.

Codman, on the other hand, offers inquiry-based expeditionary
learning, based around the big questions that require critical
thinking, gathering research and working in groups. Yet the
school works very hard to ensure that the students are indeed
mastering the required learning standards through their proj-
ects, and gains a tremendous advantage in terms of relevance as
students pursue their learning by interacting with the real world
around them.

But on looking closer, it is also clear that the HPHP schools
approach the readiness to teach dimension with more intensity
than many other schools. This seems particularly true with
regard to a few key domains, including sheer time allotted for
teaching, the link between frequent assessment and individual-
ized instruction, and human capacity issues relating to their
teaching force.

Visualizing the Goal continued
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Provide More Time in Which to Teach and Learn
Many of the students at these five high schools arrive up to sev-
eral years behind grade level in basic skills. Consequently, these
HPHP schools spend more time teaching than their standard
counterparts. MATCH extends its “regular” day to include two
mandatory small-group tutoring periods for all. UPCS’s day runs
from 8:00 to 4:00, with additional before and after school ses-
sions from 7:30 to 6:00. Boston Collegiate has similarly long
hours, along with a longer year (45 weeks for teachers, plus ten
paid professional development days). Codman adds mandatory
Saturday classes. 

Individual schools also schedule the time the students have in
ways they feel are most productive. LMACS tailors its unortho-
dox schedule of late starts and finishes to its older, less tradition-
al population. Codman schedules in large time blocks to allow for
schoolwide, class and individual projects. Students are provided
one full day a week for site explorations, and two days a month
for interning activities. Several other schools use 60 or 90 minute
teaching block as well, in order to accommodate individualized
instruction. Virtually all of the leaders of these schools stress that
they use the extra time not simply to offer more of the same kind
of instruction; they use it to construct dramatically different
school-day schedules that suit the goals of their school and the
needs of their students.

Use Frequent Assessment to Individualize Instruction
“We teach students, not material.” – Teacher, UPCS 

While data-driven instruction is a cornerstone of school reform,
some of these HPHP schools implement this strategy with a spe-
cial intensity. Every Friday morning from 8:30 to 9:40 MATCH
School students take five weekly assessments on the material they
were taught that week. Tutors grade the assessment immediately
while students attend the Schoolwide Assembly. Students who
pass all five parts are dismissed at 11:30; those who pass four out
of five are dismissed at 12:30; all others stay until 2:30. This time

is used to provide immediate individualized intervention on top-
ics students had trouble with. The assessments also trigger
adjustments to the general instruction for the following week.

UPCS also collects voluminous data on performance, which it
uses to inform instruction. (See next page for a flowchart depict-
ing the school’s approach.) As part of this approach, UPCS stu-
dents use an electronic assessment/feedback system 20 minutes a
day to help monitor performance. The program provides indi-
vidualized progress reports that allow both students and teachers
to determine where each student needs help. 

LMACS developmental math program includes frequent assess-
ments at the end of individualized tutorials, and progress checks
are administered to all students every Thursday to assess their
understanding. Boston Collegiate also has structured weekly
assessments designed to catch problems for individual students
before they compound. Even Codman’s expeditionary learning
projects have built-in periodic assessments to keep instruction
on track and emphasize student accountability.

Pay Extreme Attention to Human Capital
These HPHP schools also do some things differently when it
comes to finding and supporting the teachers they connect their
students with. Many look for individuals who are particularly
suited to working with the challenging populations they serve.
LMACS, as previously mentioned, hires only people with social
services experience or qualifications. Boston Collegiate, like the
others, focuses on the mission of the school “to prepare each stu-
dent for college” and makes it clear that this means all students,
even if that means teachers need to put in longer hours.

Codman recruits teachers who are motivated to build their own
curricula around their interests and those of their students.
MATCH takes an unusual approach with its MATCH Corps
tutors, recruiting young, highly motivated and accomplished
recent college graduates. 

Virtually all of the lead-
ers of these schools
stress that they use the
extra time not simply to
offer more of the same
kind of instruction; they
use it to construct 
dramatically different
school-day schedules.
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University Park Campus School
Data Analysis Flow From Data to Intervention

Data
Grades 7, 8, 9, 10

Pre-entrance data from elementary schools – grades 6,
MCAS, Portfolio – ELA & Math

Classroom performance / 2 week progress reports (A)
Teacher evaluation

SAGE reports (district) students identified (A)

Raw score MCAS & PTS data for present grade 8 
ELA informs MCAS prep

IEP’s and 504 Accommodation Plans (A)

MCAS data for present grade 9 students informs 
MCAS prep (A)

Interim Reports (A), grades, Teacher Talk,
classroom performance

Interim failure reports (A)

Report cards

CCC data

Work for Worcester Youth – Summer

PSAT Item Analysis

MAT 7

Grades 11, 12

PSAT scores, grades, classroom performance

Internship Report (A)

Community Service Reports (A)

Clark University grades & professor comments (A)

Careful analysis of open-ended questions in Math

MCAS and SAT 9

Work for Worcester Youth – Summer 

Interventions
Grades 7, 8, 9, 10

All incoming grade 7 attend August Academy staffed by
7th-grade teachers – CCC data (A) – continues all year,
portfolio data (A) continues all year

2 week progress reports to parents (A)

Group changes/additional class time 
to facilitate remediation

AM & PM Homework Centers

Parent meetings with specific goals for improvement
jointly agreed upon with student & parent (A)

Wednesday schedule change for small group instruction (A)

Rubric-based classroom work (A)

Looping

Teacher accommodations, learning styles (A)

AM/PM MCAS Homework Center / Clark tutors (A)

Phone calls (A)

Web site (A)

Clark programs

Use of portable technologies

Grades 11, 12

SAT prep time: “Student talk around portfolio,”
rubric-based classroom work

Student-designed path for improvement (A), Tribunals

AP program – looping grades 9-12 (A) developing

Faculty visits to internship and Community Service sites

Students encourage each other to take Clark classes

Wednesday Schedule – small group instruction

Clark Classes

Data Analysis

All data are discussed and analyzed by all staff 
(regardless of the subject area) 
Development of shared conversation

Data: Standardized test results, portfolio, classroom 
performance, CCC data, anecdotal evidence

Steps:

• Define Student (A)
• Define Weaknesses (A)
• Discuss Interventions

Student Success Plan (A)
UPCS Success Plan (A)

Strong Instructional Leader
Distributed Leadership
Personalization

Teacher Intervention:

Teachers 
• Seek out knowledge about test
• Serve on State Curriculum Standard 

Setting Committees
• Serve as MCAS scorers
• Serve on state-level curriculum area 

and test development
• Train in Test WIZ technology
• Train in portable technology
• Explore DOE and Princeton Review web sites
• AP Conferences
• Presentations

This flowchart shows the extensive process that University Park Campus School in Worcester, MA developed to individualize its analysis of student performance and follow-up teaching approaches. UPCS’s strategies to
serve its high-poverty student population were studied by Mass Insight as part of its Building Blocks effective-practice research initiative in 2002-3. See www.buildingblocks.org or www.massinsight.org for more.
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In return for the mission-focus, the challenges and long hours,
however, teachers at these schools say they are offered a climate
of professionalism and the chance to focus on teaching that they
might not find elsewhere. All these schools schedule significant
collaborative planning time, mentoring opportunities and ele-
ments of creative control. Where their conditions allow, schools
also offer merit pay and other incentives (see below).

Readiness to Act
Despite the increasing attention devoted to student-centered
learning, in the standard model of public education, bureau-
cratic imperatives frequently impede action that is truly best
for students. At the same time, some of the incentives that
shape adult behavior in the traditional system have become
removed from the students’ interest. In schools that work, con-
ditions allow decisions to focus on student needs and incen-
tives become re-integrated with the “children first” mission. If
not for the presence of a different condition set, many of the
most crucial ways in which these schools support their stu-
dents’ readiness to learn and their educators’ readiness to teach
simply would not be possible.

This readiness to act dimension of HPHP schools can be seen in
two main arenas:

• Authority over the critical resources: people, time, and
money. The question is: Who has the freedom and authority
to make fundamental decisions relating to the use of funds,
the allocation of time, and the hiring, firing and deployment
of staff? The more clearly that this authority lies in the hands
of school or district leadership, the more likely it is that the
vision of a school’s plan can be fulfilled. 

• Professional human resources approaches and norms. Public-
sector teaching has not kept pace with other sectors in the
development of twenty-first century HR norms and approaches.
HPHP Vanguard schools, on the other hand, have taken some
new and different paths to recruiting, work conditions, profes-
sional development, pay and other professional incentives.

Both types of change often require either close involvement and
negotiation with unions or a “work around” of union regula-
tions, which is why these types of approaches have tended to
emerge within charter and charter-like schools. (The news from
these experiments seems to be having some of the intended “lab-

oratory” effect. More recently, some districts across the nation
have been able to work with their unions to negotiate conditions
and financial incentives that re-orient the way schools work. For
an example, see the review of New York City’s Children First
report, released early in 2007, and other district experiments in
the second section of this supplemental report.) The readiness to
act dimension of the Vanguard HPHP schools shows up in the 
following examples.

HPHP Vanguard schools have taken some 
new and different paths to recruiting, work
conditions, professional development, and
other professional incentives.
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Authority to Increase and Use Time to Support the Mission
When Principal Rodrigues first began the process of creat-
ing a new school, she did a series of “what if” scenarios:
What if teachers had more time to plan and collaborate?
What if students had more time to learn? What if everyone
believed that students could achieve more? And so on. One
of the most significant results of this brainstorming was the
creation of a radically different schedule – one that would
make the most of students’ and teachers’ limited hours, so
that both could accomplish more. 

– Excerpt from www.buildingblocks.org (UCPS strategy)

As evidenced in the learning and teaching strategies summa-
rized above in the readiness to teach section, many of these
HPHP schools’ more intensive approaches require longer school
days and longer school years. This is necessary both to increase
the amount of time available for student learning, and to
increase the amount of time available for teacher collaboration
and development. 

In the charter schools, longer hours are incorporated into the
teacher contracts from the start. At UPCS, it all started with
some out-of-the-box thinking based on designing a school

around what students (and staff) needed, as described in the box
at the top of this section. When the school was launched, the
official school day ran from 8 am to 4 pm, and before- and after-
school programs kept the school open from 7:30 am to as late as

6 pm. Like all aspects of the school’s programming, the longer
day was approved by both the school committee and the local
teachers union. The school did, of course, have to pay for these
hours; teachers received 19% additional compensation because
of the extended day. (Note: Due to budget cuts in more recent
years, UPCS had to cut back on its longer day. The principal will
continue to offer before- and after-school programming, but reg-
ular school hours were considerably trimmed.)

These high-performing, high-poverty schools also use unortho-
dox scheduling to achieve a number of their other teaching and
learning goals. Some, like UPCS, use longer blocks to give teach-
ers more time to delve deeply into topics and develop project-
based units. (It also means less time is lost shuffling from one
class to another). Others, like MATCH, rearrange teaching to
carve out time for weekly assessments. Codman accommodates
the on-site explorations throughout the city that are so central to
its learning approach. None of these would be possible without
the freedom and authority to tailor scheduling and the use of
time to students’ needs.

Authority to Choose Staff Best-Suited to the Mission, and
Freedom to Offer Them Incentives

“There is no question that the success of [Boston Collegiate]
… would not be possible without the hard work and dedica-
tion of the school’s educators…. But in return they enjoy a
very professional environment – one that sets clear expecta-
tions and rewards performance.” Excerpt from www.build-
ingblocks.org (South Boston Harbor Academy [now Boston
Collegiate] strategy.)

Charter schools are free from the types of union restrictions
on hiring, firing and allocation of staff that cause the most dif-
ficulty for instructional leaders attempting to bring about a
radical culture change within a school: seniority, “bumping”
and “force placing.” The absence of such practices and the use
of open recruiting or open posting of teaching positions can

Visualizing the Goal continued

Ultimately, the union approved the new school
largely because 1) the steering committee 
was careful to involve the union in ongoing 
dialogue, and 2) all parties agreed that the
school would be carefully monitored.
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go a long way to helping bring in teachers who are focused on
student achievement. 

Again, UPCS, as the only district HPHP school in our group, had
to pursue similar ends through the system. In this case, the union
proved to be a largely willing partner in the development of the
new school. A clause in the union contract states that changes to
the contract could be made with a two-thirds faculty vote. This
allowed the principal to choose staff based on more than just sen-
iority in the Worcester Public Schools. Ultimately, the union
approved the new school largely because 1) the steering commit-
tee was careful to involve the union in ongoing dialogue, and 2)
all parties agreed that the school would be carefully monitored.

Where possible, several of these HPHP schools also let pay
reflect merit. Boston Collegiate, for example, has the ability to
vary pay according to the merit of each individual. The starting
salary of a Boston Collegiate teacher is typically higher than
that of a BPS teacher, but salaries also plateau sooner. In strong
budget years, teachers might receive anywhere from a four to a
ten percent pay rise. However, in tight budget years, raises are
less substantial. 

Readiness to Increase Resources to Implement a More
Intensive Approach

“MATCH School has moved to an atypical “resource-rais-
ing” approach…[It] invests in building relationships with
potential private sector partners and funders…. Promotion
of its successes initiates a “virtuous cycle” that leads to fur-
ther interest and funding.” Excerpt from www.building-
blocks.org (MATCH strategy)

As we have seen, turning around learning for students with
significant poverty and related challenges requires something
more, and something substantially different from what may
work adequately well with less challenged students. Not sur-
prisingly, it can also require significantly more resources.

Under standard public school district allocations, such funds
are often not available. Schools with the freedom and authority
to pursue funds from other sources have often been the ones
that have been able to work out ways to make their child-cen-
tered vision a reality. Several of our Vanguard HPHP schools
have been particularly resourceful in finding additional fund-
ing or other in-kind resources to enable the intensive
approaches they take with their students. 

Rather than living within typical resource allocation limits, for
example, MATCH School has moved to an atypical “resource-
raising” approach — expanding adult support and raising
additional financial resources through both working and fund-
ing partnerships with the public and private sectors. They
expanded adult support resources by developing their MATCH
Corps of recent college graduates to fulfill the need for inten-
sive tutoring that they could neither fund the teaching staff for,
nor leave to volunteers. They entered into partnerships with
local universities and nearby high schools. They also looked to
a range of public financing options (such as leveraging Federal
Tax Credits to secure funding for a new construction) as well
as to drawing additional funds from private sector companies
and private philanthropies. 

UPCS has been able to leverage its partnership with Clark
University to increase its resource pool. Codman also collabo-
rates with a wide variety of organizations and individuals to
bring inquiry-based learning to life for its students. From small-
scale partnerships (the Boston Globe delivers free newspapers to
each freshman’s home every weekday), to larger, multi-year col-
laborations (the Huntington Theater hosts ninth and tenth
Codman students every Friday from October to June), the
school puts untiring effort into identifying the resources neces-
sary to make the school experience active, engaging, and rele-
vant to students’ lives.

Several of our Vanguard
HPHP schools have been
particularly resourceful
in finding additional
funding or other in-kind
resources to enable the
intensive approaches
they take with their 
students.
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Schools in the bottom five percent of achievement – the focus
of The Turnaround Challenge report – predominantly serve

high-poverty student enrollments. While the research linking
poverty to low achievement could not be clearer, it also offers
insight into potential counter-measures. If we can identify the
specific challenges that poverty tends to throw against the pur-
suit of higher achievement, we can (as high-performing, high-
poverty schools are demonstrating) create strategies specifically
designed to meet those challenges. 

That is the focus of this section of the Supplemental Report. Its
resources are organized in several parts:
1. An expanded description of the many poverty impacts that

comprise the “perfect storm” introduced in Part 2.3 of the
main report; 

2. A roster of several key studies and reports on poverty and low
achievement (see box); and

3. Snapshots of alarming demographic trends of poverty in the
United States and their growing impact on schools (throughout).

Poverty’s “Perfect Storm” Impact on Learning:
An Expanded Analysis
The effects of poverty on student performance are deep, wide-
ranging, and complex. Poverty-related risks are direct and
indirect, occur at the individual, family, neighborhood and
community levels, and affect cognitive development and aca-
demic performance. They jeopardize both intellectual readiness
to learn and social readiness to participate in classroom life.
Moreover, one effect of poverty can compound others, increas-
ing the likelihood that high-poverty students in high-poverty

schools in high-poverty neighborhoods will find it difficult to
perform to the standards of their better-off counterparts. And
the fact that poverty-related risks start from before birth means
that even if school systems can find ways to help high-poverty
students develop at the same rate as their more privileged
counterparts, these students will remain behind their peers due
to a disadvantaged starting point. 

Poverty is not an excuse for acceptance of low student achieve-
ment. The point of this dimension of The Turnaround
Challenge is that learning more about poverty’s serious and
complex influences helps us understand how to address them.
Indeed, recent studies in fields ranging from brain-based learn-
ing to sociology and psychology confirm that enhanced under-
standing of the workings of poverty’s perfect storm can be used
to design well-informed and carefully constructed interven-
tions that improve the chances of closing the gaps created by
poverty. Early studies show encouraging instances of appropri-
ate interventions resulting in cognitive catch-up, and detail
how changes in economics and environment can make up for
early environmental deprivation – sometimes within the space
of a few short years. 

While the results of a few interventions are mentioned within
this section, we concentrate here on understanding poverty’s
perfect storm, leaving analysis of various reform strategies to
other sections of this report. However: this analysis will help
explain why existing mild interventions in chronically under-
performing high-poverty schools have not produced much
improvement in student performance. Addressing the needs of 

Poverty’s “Perfect Storm” Impact on Learning 
and the Implications for School Design
Three colliding factors = a hurricane of challenge

“It was ‘the perfect
storm’ – a tempest 
that may happen only
once in a century – a
nor’easter created by
so rare a combination
of factors that it could
not possibly have
been worse.”

– from The Perfect Storm: 
A True Story of Men 

Against the Sea, 
by Sebastian Junger (1999)

STUDENTS‘ CHALLENGES
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high-poverty students in high-poverty settings is bound to be a
very demanding task, one that is very different from increasing
performance within other types of schools and communities.
Again: what this section doesn’t provide is an excuse not to
tackle the task at all, or to continue to pursue the same types of
reforms that have failed to substantially improve chronically

under-performing high-poverty schools. Instead, it provides a
set of parameters that buttress the points made in the main
Turnaround Challenge report and earlier in this Supplemental
Report: that failing, high-poverty schools need much more than
incremental change. They need a fundamental rethinking of all
of the ways they serve their high-need students.

The current decade has seen an explosion of research on
poverty’s role in our schools and the lives of young people.
On the one hand, No Child Left Behind has generated a
mountain of valuable statistical data on the patterns of
poverty and low achievement. Concurrently, cognitive and
social scientists are constructing a deeper and more profound
understanding of poverty’s devastating effect on childhood
and personal development, and in some cases, what can be
done about it.

Several resources are particularly useful in providing a cogent
overview of current factors and suggesting research and
resources for further study. More complete reference informa-
tion can be found in the reference section of the main report,
or the resources section at the end of this Supplement.

Paul Tough: What it Takes to Make a Student (New York
Times Sunday Magazine. (November 26, 2006)
This article looks at the political history and research on
efforts to close the achievement gap between poor/minority
students and wealthier/white students. The author concludes
that we have the means and strategies to close the gap, but
questions whether we have the collective public will to do so.

Karen Pellino: The Effects of Poverty on Teaching 
and Learning (2001)
A reading specialist in a high-poverty New York school, Pellino
captures the effects of poverty in real classrooms, with real
teachers struggling to assist real children. An outstanding
introduction for practitioners and policymakers alike.

Martha Farah et al: Poverty, Privilege, and Brain
Development: Empirical Findings and Ethical
Implications (2006)
This team of neuroscientists summarizes recent research on
the relation between poverty and children’s cognitive devel-
opment. Their reference list is a valuable conduit to other
research in this field.

David Berliner: Our Impoverished View 
of Education Reform (2006)
This highly-respected education researcher connects the dots
from many fields of research to provide a stunning and
sobering profile of poverty in our schools. While we greatly
admire his analysis, we depart from one of his conclusions
that “poverty places severe limits on what can be accom-
plished through school reform efforts;” instead, we believe
that school reform must be expanded to encompass mitiga-
tions of poverty’s effects – hence the HPHP Readiness Model
presented in the main report.

Jean Anyon: What “Counts” as Educational Policy?
Notes towards a New Paradigm (2005)
Anyon argues that the problems of urban education are nest-
ed in underlying social policies and inequities, and that our
success in solving the achievement gap lies in redefining edu-
cation policy by making schools the hub of a new, broad
“policy alignment” that recognizes and attacks poverty and
poor schooling as two facets of the same problem.

Richard Rothstein: Class and Schools: Using Social,
Economic, and Educational Reform to Close 
the Black-White Achievement Gap (2004)
Rothstein seeks to explain how social class differences are
likely to affect the academic performance of children. Of par-
ticular interest is his unvarnished assessment of some of the
better publicized reform initiatives.

Abigail and Stephan Thernstrom: No Excuses: 
Closing the Racial Gap in Learning (2003)
A close, data-driven look at cultural impacts on achievement,
with a focus on schools that are successfully mitigating 
those impacts.

Waxman et al: Review of Research 
on Educational Resilience (2003)
The authors discuss a crucial area of research: the 
resiliency demonstrated by students who succeed despite
very adverse conditions.

New Research Is Pinpointing Poverty’s Most Critical Impacts
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INDIVIDUAL AND FAMILY RISK FACTORS

Storm #1: How Poverty Undercuts
Children’s Readiness to Learn

One thing is clear: the academic achievement levels of poor
urban students are markedly lower than those of their

counterparts in suburban and rural schools. This is not at all to
suggest that poor urban students are inherently less intelligent.

Rather, a wide body of research
shows that persistent and extreme
poverty, and related social, envi-
ronmental, and psychological fac-
tors (some parallel and some sec-
ondary), affect both the cognitive
development and school achieve-
ment of individual children.
(Anyon, 2005) 

The picture is complex even at the
individual and family level, and it
is perhaps important to capture a
cross-section of the main risk fac-
tors to understand that the whole
is greater than the sum of its
parts. Children of poverty are not
nearly as prepared as the non-
poor to enter the classroom.
Before kindergarten, they already
test lower on assessments of cog-
nitive skills. They come from fam-
ilies that face grave economic sce-
narios, and endure both physical

and psychological factors that limit their ability to thrive. Health
and safety risks can often overshadow the need for higher order
thinking skills, and parent and familial modeling often fail to
encourage children to focus on school. In addition, high-poverty

students often suffer from poor self-image, or are influenced by
stereotypic behaviors that thwart goal-setting and their desire to
succeed. One factor compounds another; as students who are
not at risk continue to develop and progress on a higher trajec-
tory, poor students fall even further behind.

Taken together, these individual and family risk factors go a
long way to explain the persistence of current underperfor-
mance. But the more we discover about poverty’s perfect storm,
the more opportunity we have to design focused, effective inter-
ventions that can break longstanding trajectories of risk. Recent
research on a number of the risk factors confirms that some risk
can be mitigated. While recognizing that many of the factors are
interrelated, we will identify several of the most important
strands in the following sections. 

Developmental Readiness and School Readiness
The impacts of divisions between rich and the poor, urban and
suburban, at-risk or not, begin at birth and are reinforced daily
by a child’s surroundings. While both the causes and manifesta-
tions of these disadvantages are difficult to disentangle, many
researchers make a distinction between a child’s readiness to
learn, or “developmental readiness,” and his or her readiness to
enter the classroom, or “school readiness.” 

The more we discover about poverty’s perfect
storm, the more opportunity we have to design
focused, effective interventions that can break
longstanding trajectories of risk.

The term “at-risk” is widely used to describe children, families and
communities based on a variety of indicators, yet our survey of the
research indicates that there is no consistent definition used by
providers, funders, policy makers, or media.

Generally speaking, though, primary measures for risk include:

• For children: limited reading proficiency, abuse or trauma
experiences, disability or illness, or exhibition of behavioral
problems (Anderson).

• For families: poverty, low parental education level, increased
numbers of children per household, lack of home ownership,
single parent households, welfare dependence, substance abuse
and/or physical abuse, mental or physical illness, or other family
dysfunction.

• For communities: neighborhood poverty, crime rates, unem-
ployment rates, and the number of teen parents.

Whatever the specific metrics used for risk at each level, it is clear
that a large percentage of students in chronically under-performing
schools will be “at-risk” at two or at all three levels.

What Does “At-Risk” Really Mean?
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Developmental readiness indicates the cognitive development
level at which a child is ready to undertake learning specific
tasks. School readiness refers to readiness to enter the classroom
and access the instruction taking place. It incorporates the level
of physical, emotional, and social development necessary for a
child to succeed in the classroom. There is general acceptance of
the broad categories that contribute to “school readiness,” but to
date, there is little agreement among researchers and educators
as to precisely which characteristics constitute school readiness –
or how to measure them. Few tools exist to measure this type of
readiness for individual children. (Anderson, 2006) That pres-
ents a challenge to schools serving high-poverty schools with
high percentages of children who may not be school-ready when
their age implies they should be.

Health Risks and Brain Development
Inadequate nutrition and insufficient access to a proper diet are
among many of the health risks associated with children living
in poverty. Children who do not ingest either the volume of
food or the nutrients necessary each day are at risk for slowed
brain development and chronic stress on the body. (Given,
1998) Other health risks include lack of safety, inadequate med-
ical care, teen pregnancy, and increased infant mortality, to
name a few. Other health factors, such as low incidence of
breast-feeding and high rates of childhood disease, premature
births, and low birth weights, all affect the a child’s growth and
cognitive and physical development.

There are also health risks that cause additional problems
because they go undiagnosed from an early age. Recurring otitis
media, for example, is linked to hearing impairments, slowed
language development and reading problems in school. The dis-
ease is not a product of poverty, but the number of cases that go
undiagnosed and the number of children who do not receive
treatment is affected by poverty and the lack of access to health

care. (Berliner, 2006) Similarly, while lead poisoning is on the
decline, some 450,000 children between the ages of one and five,
mostly poor and mostly of color, still have enough lead in their
blood to cause cognitive damage. (CDC, 2004)

Family Economic Hardship
Over 30 percent of urban students live in poverty, with 42 per-
cent eligible for free and reduced lunch, compared with 18 per-
cent of suburban and 31 percent of rural students who are simi-
larly eligible. (Anyon, 2005) The figures for students in chroni-
cally failing schools targeted for turnaround are even higher. 

The implications of this type of economic hardship for students’
families are far-reaching. Parents often move from one location
to another in search of work, which contributes to a high level of
mobility among poor, urban students. Parents can rent weekly,
even daily in some places, while job hunting or dealing with
other personal, social, or family issues. Frequent moves have
strong academic and social consequences for students, who
transfer from one school to another, often unaccompanied by
records or concrete information that can be passed on to the
student’s next teacher. (Pellino, 2001)

Lack of resources also contributes to poor families’ inability to
access high quality day care and pre-school. Children from high-
poverty families enter school without the advantages of enriched
pre-K learning environments.

Research suggests, however, that even small increases in the
incomes of poor families can improve student performance.
(Anyon, 2005) These increases enhance cognitive development,
and may also improve the likelihood of future success in the
workforce. One study, for example, found that income supple-
ments as small as $4,000/year improved school achievement for
elementary students by 10 to 15 percent compared with stu-
dents in the control groups. 

Inadequate nutrition
and insufficient access
to a proper diet are
among many of the
health risks associated
with children living
in poverty.
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Another study by Dearing, McCartney, and Taylor (2001) fol-
lowed poor and non-poor families and tracked their income-to-
needs ratios. The study found that poor families who were able
to move up in socio-economic status had children whose test
scores and academic performance resembled that of non-poor

students. In other words, they were able to overcome their cog-
nitive deficiencies from earlier in life. (Berliner, 2006) The
researchers also found that psychiatric symptoms associated
with poor children were nearly eradicated by the fourth year
after moving out of poverty. The general conclusion is that
reducing poverty helps children succeed in school and beyond.

Other studies have also found that increases in family income
result in better school attendance and achievement (Salkind &
Haskins, 1982), and that additional income from work assistance
programs results in improved achievement and behavior
(Huston et al, 2001). All of this seems to indicate that changes in
income can have a positive impact on student achievement, cog-
nitive ability, and related at-risk factors. 

Parenting Style
Parenting and family atmosphere play a significant role in child
development. Children from more well-off homes usually have
families who encourage child development through activities such
as visiting museums and other cultural outings, taking music 
lessons, and participating in group athletics, to name a few.

That much is obvious. But the difference in the home environ-
ment is most noticeable at two points – in the years before
school starts and during the summer months for school-age stu-
dents. Berliner notes that “Children of the poor consistently

How Poverty Undercuts Readiness to Learn continued

Child poverty in US is the highest 
among 18 developed countries

Country Percent of children in poverty

United States

Australia

Canada

Japan

Ireland

Israel

UK

Italy

Austria

Germany

France

Netherlands

Norway

Belgium

Denmark

Switzerland

Sweden

Finland

22%

14%

14%

14%

12%

11%

10%

10%

10%

7%

7%

6%

5%

4%

3%

3%

3%

3%

Fact #1: We have more child poverty
than anywhere in the developed world

Nearly 13 million US children live in poverty
(NCCP 2006) – more than 1 in 5 overall, more
than 1 in 4 Hispanic Americans, and more than
1 in 3 African Americans. Extreme poverty and
long-term poverty are both substantially higher
than in other developed countries (Berliner)

Our lack of educational competitiveness in the
world is the direct product of how poorly we
educate poor and minority students: the scores
of white students would rank 2nd in reading,
4th in science, and 7th in math, while minority
students would rank last in all three categories.

The number of children living in poverty
increased by more than 11% between 2000
and 2005 (NCCP 2006).

Poverty Facts Shaping Education Today

Frequent moves have strong academic and social
consequences for students, who transfer from
one school to another, often unaccompanied by
records or concrete information that can be
passed on to the student’s next teacher.
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show greater learning losses over summer than do children of
the middle class (Cooper, Nye, Charlton, Lindsay & Greathouse,
1996). Middle-class children apparently get a much more nutri-
tious cultural and academic diet during the summer than the
poor. This results in middle-class children gaining in reading
achievement over the summer, while lower-class children lose
ground.” (Berliner, 2006) 

Participation in these activities is less common among lower
income families, partly due to economic and logistical con-
straints, but also possibly due to different expectations formed
by the parents’ own educational experiences. Sixty-two percent
of children from low income families have parents who have
never attended college, and some 82 percent of children whose
parents have less than a high school diploma live in low-income
families. Yet when parents have at least some college, the figures
decrease significantly – only 24 percent of children with parents
who have attained some college education live in low-income
families. (NCCP, 2006)

Living in poverty, and the emotional and psychological strain
that go along with it, have also been shown to affect parenting
style in ways that can directly impact cognitive growth and stu-
dent achievement. (Pellino, 2001) In particular, processes of lan-
guage development and use, and parental attitudes toward life
and success – both strongly related to student performance –
have been shown to vary significantly by economic status. 

Recent research indicates a strong correlation between economic
status and language use and acquisition, which appear to con-
tribute to disparities in cognitive development. One longitudinal
study tracked 42 families with newborns and researched each
child’s language development along with each parent’s commu-
nication style. Results indicated that children with parents who
were professionals were exposed to greater vocabulary and knew

over 1,100 words. The other end of the spectrum included chil-
dren whose parents were on welfare. These children retained an
average of 525 words. The IQ scores between the professional
group and the welfare group were also strikingly disparate: the
average IQ for the children of professionals was 117; for the wel-
fare group, it was only 79. (Tough, 2006) In explaining the cause

of these differences, researchers noted that the parents from the
professional group spoke about three times more words or utter-
ances per hour than those from the welfare group.

In addition, the same study also concluded that a far higher
percentage of the parental utterances heard by children of pro-
fessionals were words of encouragement, while the welfare par-
ent group relied heavily on discouragements and prohibitions.
In general, parents in more affluent homes appear to have been
more sensitive to children’s viewpoints, more encouraging, less
intrusive, and less detached. These parenting behaviors help
increase both IQ and school readiness. (Tough, 2006) Parents
of working class and poor families generally appear to apply
parenting strategies that are less structured, and reinforce more
of a leader and follower mentality, in comparison to the more
collaborative home environments in the middle class families.
While there are apparent strengths in both approaches (the
working class and poor children were allowed more free time,
and seemed to be more autonomous and less bored or
stressed), research shows that the middle-class children

One assessment determined that the cognitive
scores of children entering kindergarten from the
highest socio-economic group are 60 percent
greater than those from the lowest.
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acquired and retained more of the life skills that were likely to
help propel them toward success in school and the workplace.
(Lareau, 2003)

Studies focusing on children as they first enter school confirm
that by the time children are of school age, there is a strong cor-
relation between cognitive ability and socio-economic status.
One national assessment, conducted in 2002 by the U.S.
Department of Education, determined that the cognitive scores 

of children entering kindergarten from the highest socio-eco-
nomic group are 60 percent greater than those from the lowest.
(Anyon, 2005) Such research has helped to fuel substantial inter-
est and investment in early childhood education and an emerg-
ing focus on the critical “zero-to-three” years of brain develop-
ment. It has not, however, produced strong consensus regarding
the best ways for schools to work with students arriving, com-
pletely unprepared for formal schooling at age five or six. 

Student Motivation
There are a number of ways in which both poverty itself and its
resultant parenting styles can help undermine student motiva-
tion to learn. These range from the reality of job scarcity that
awaits poor urban youth, to the corrective and discouraging
tones more often employed by their parents. Research has
shown that in many cases, poor students come to the classroom
already programmed with a poor self-image. (Ciaccio, 2000) 

Problems with self-image can of course be aggravated by stereo-
typing. Anyon (2005) reports that many students of color are
influenced by stereotypes of African American and Latino stu-
dents as incapable of academic excellence, disinterested in
school, and responsible for their own lack of achievement. This
stereotyped expectation thwarts motivation and prevents stu-
dents from fully engaging in school for fear of both failure and
fulfilling the stereotype.

Additionally, according to Caine (2000), many poor children
suffer from a phenomenon called “downshifting.” This occurs
when one’s biological response is to focus on survival needs.
According to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, if individuals’ safety
and security needs – such as food and a safe place to live – are
not met, then they cannot focus on anything other than attain-

How Poverty Undercuts Readiness to Learn continued

Fact #2: The extreme stratification of
school populations by poverty and
race/ethnicity is becoming more so

Today, over 60 percent of Hispanic and African
American students attend high-poverty
schools (>50% poor), compared to 30 percent
of Asians and 18 percent of whites (Table 7,
Orfield & Lee, 2005)

Despite four decades of research about the
relationship between concentrated school
poverty and low achievement, there has been
a pattern of deepening segregation for the
poor and minority since the 1980s (Orfield &
Lee, 2005).

Although half of all poor people and nearly as
many minorities now live in the suburbs, their
children, like those in the inner cities, are
growing up largely in high-poverty neighbor-
hoods and attending high-poverty schools.
(Orfield & Lee, 2005)

Poverty Facts Shaping Education Today

Distribution of all K-12 students
by level of school-wide poverty

% Poor 
at school

91-100%

81-90%

71-80%

61-70%

51-60%

41-50%

31-40%

21-30%

11-20%

1-10%

High-poverty schools:

35% of all students

59% of all minority students

31% white; 69% minority

n White    n Black    n Hispanic    n Asian
Each line = 100,000 students
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ing what is necessary for survival. For a child of poverty, when
their brains downshift (because, for example, the path they trav-
el to school is dangerous), they are literally only able to focus on
survival. Downshifting can contribute to a sense of helplessness,
low self-esteem, fatigue, unresolved emotional issues, volatility,
and defiance.

A related issue involves difficulties with the teacher as an
authority figure. Raised in home environments more likely to
reinforce direct and punitive authority, students from low-
income families are more likely to maintain resistance toward
teaches and their authority. This can lead to an inability to han-
dle even benign, constructive criticism or to view the classroom
as welcoming and engaging in any way. (Pellino, 2001)

As a result, as documented by Mather (2002), poor children
demonstrate more frequently than affluent children the follow-
ing characteristics in school: dislike of authority, disorganiza-
tion, physical aggression, open displays of emotion, and the view
that discipline is more about penance and forgiveness than
change, to name a few. Other academic and behavioral problems
include delays in language development, violence, social with-
drawal, substance abuse, and depression. (Pellino, 2001). 

Our examination of high-performing, high-poverty schools
highlights these schools’ relentless focus on students’ readiness
to learn. In some ways, that phrase (and that analysis, found in
Part 2 of the main report) can serve as a summary of poverty’s
impact on individual children and, consequently, on the strate-
gies successful schools use to educate these students effectively.
Though there are always exceptions, in general poverty dramati-
cally undercuts students’ readiness to learn. High standards,
demanding curricula, and appropriate performance tracking are
all important elements in serving children of poverty, but they
are not sufficient. As the HPHP schools demonstrate, what’s
required is a reorienting of the education model that takes
squarely into account the learning and behavioral deficits that
poverty inflicts on so many of students they serve.

What’s required is a reorienting of the education
model that takes squarely into account the 
learning and behavioral deficits that poverty
inflicts on so many of students they serve.
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COMMUNITY AND ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECTS

Storm #2: How High-Poverty Environments 
Complicate Schools’ Mission

As if the challenges of individual and family effects weren’t
enough, children of poverty face additional layers of risk.

“Compositional” effects, such as the community into which one
is born, or the neighborhood in which one dwells, also have a
deeply significant impact on a child’s educational experience
and performance in the classroom. Being born into a wealthy
suburban community or inner-city ghetto correlates strongly

with whether a student is likely to graduate from high school
and attend and graduate from college. This is the second of
poverty’s perfect-storm triad of impacts: the neighborhood and
school environment in which children of poverty grow up. 

The Influence of the Neighborhood
There is much research to indicate that living in poor neighbor-
hoods increases the odds of gang involvement, behavioral prob-
lems, dropping out of school, and teenage pregnancy. (Lipp, 1996)
While students spend an average of 1,000 hours per year in school,
they spend nearly 5,000 hours per year out and about in their com-
munities and with their family. This suggests that children are gain-
ing the bulk of their influential experiences in their surrounding
neighborhoods. (Berliner, 2006) Neighborhoods help establish the
standards and norms under which children operate with regard to
achievement and expectations, as well as basic behavioral norms.

Researchers have investigated school achievement levels for chil-
dren with similar academic and familial backgrounds, but who
live in neighborhoods with different levels of deprivation. The
outcomes confirm that educational attainment does differ based
on zip code. In fact, one’s zip code or neighborhood is just as like-
ly, current figures show, to determine student success as familial
influence. (Berliner, 2006) The achievement records of the high-
performing, high-poverty schools demonstrate that zip code need
not sync with student success – but right now, that is the norm. 

The importance of community and school context is underlined in
a number of studies focusing on the performance of poor, inner
city students who attend schools in middle class suburbs. Studies
in Boston, St. Louis, and Chicago, for example, all found that the
students had higher achievement levels, greater college attendance
rates, and generally had more success than their counterparts who
remained in poor, inner city schools. All this is suggestive of the
power of both neighborhood and school to influence the direction
and success of students’ lives, even when they carry with them the
cognitive lags and ingrained disadvantages of having grown up in
poverty. (Berliner, year) And it parallels the experience of the high-
poverty-high performance schools cited in the next section of this
report that achieve significant success by providing “suburban”

Fact #3: The powerful impact of immigration on public education is only beginning 

• The most severe dropout problems are in segregated high-poverty (>50%) schools; one-third of such schools
graduated less than half of their class of 2002 (Orfield & Lee, 2005)

• 74% of the children of high school dropouts are low-income today, compared to 64% in 1985. Conversely,
low-income status occurs for only 16% of the children of parents with some college experience.

Poverty Facts Shaping Education Today

Immigrant and minority enrollments are growing rapidly
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school conditions and expectations, and extend time and services
that enrich their students’ out-of-school-day environment. 

There is additional evidence to suggest that a move from high-
poverty to low-poverty neighborhoods not only increases the like-
lihood of success in school, but decreases teens’ chances of being
arrested and committing violent crimes. The numbers indicate
that teens moving out of high-poverty communities are arrested
less and commit 50 percent fewer violent crimes. (Anyon, 2005)

The Influence of the School
Alongside all of the overlapping factors (largely originating out-
side of school) that determine students’ at-risk status, the pover-
ty context of the schools that children attend has a significant
impact as well. In fact, some studies have indicated that school
poverty level is more strongly related to student achievement
than individual family poverty level. In other words, students in
a high-poverty school are likely to be less engaged, put forth less
effort, and have lower aspirations than students from high-
poverty families who attend a more affluent school.

To understand the context and impact high-poverty schools
generally seem to have on the students they serve, it is important
to understand where these schools are located – and what chal-
lenges they present to students and the adults working in them
alike. Urban students are more likely than rural or suburban stu-
dents to be enrolled in schools that have poverty concentrations
greater than 40 percent. While 10 percent of suburban and 25
percent of rural students attend high-poverty schools, 40 percent
of urban students receive their classroom instruction in these
high-poverty schools. 

Hidden in these statistics is the fact that segregation is still the rule
in inner city classrooms. Twelve percent of white students attend
schools where the majority is non-white, and only 1 percent attend
schools that are over 90 percent minority. It is clear that students

are segregated not only by poverty level, but by race and ethnicity
as well. (Berliner, 2006) Furthermore, the highest poverty schools
have the highest percentage of black and Hispanic students, the
highest percentage of children who speak a language other than
English at home, the highest percentage of fourth grade classroom
teachers that have less than five years experience, and the lowest
number of white students per classroom. (NCES, 2006)

The high-poverty concentration in these schools generates or
coexists with a host of compounding factors that also tend to
undermine students’ readiness for learning. High-poverty urban
students are more likely to change schools more frequently, less
likely to participate in school-sponsored extracurricular activities
and athletics, less likely to come from a two-parent home, and less
likely to have a parent who is employed full time. (Lipp, 1996)

Urban students are also likely to undertake their schooling within
a large school-bureaucracy setting (though the small-schools
movement is increasingly serving them in schools with smaller
enrollments). Larger school systems have unwieldy administrative
structures that can impede collegiality, affect resource distribution,
and create school environments that tend towards impersonality.
(Lipp, 1996) The numbers indicate, on average, that urban school
systems educate more students than suburban or rural schools. For
example, the average urban high school has 1,313 students. In
rural areas, the average high school has a student body of 577,
while suburban schools enroll and average of 1,197 students.

Thus zip code and school demographics, despite clear evidence
that their challenges can be overcome, do continue to play an
enormous role in affecting a child’s experience of education. We
must understand the importance of these compositional factors
and how they compound and negatively reinforce each other in
high-poverty schools before we can design and implement
reforms that address achievement gaps.

The achievement 
records of the high-
performing, high-poverty
schools demonstrate 
that zip code need not
sync with student success
– but right now, 
that is the norm.

High-poverty urban students are more likely to change schools more frequently, less likely
to participate in school-sponsored extracurricular activities and athletics, less likely to
come from a two-parent home, and less likely to have a parent who is employed full time.
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RESOURCE INEQUALITY

Storm #3: How the System Fails to Support 
Schools with the Greatest Needs

The first two storms in the triad that makes up this perfect-
storm analogy – persistent family poverty, and the environ-

mental impacts of living in high-poverty neighborhoods and
attending high-poverty schools – represent a failure of social sys-
tems and public policy. The third represents a persistent failure of
resource allocation by the nation’s public education system. 

The distribution of resources between poor and non-poor, and
urban, suburban and rural schools, has been a source of contro-
versy at both the local and national level for years. Despite sub-
stantial progress in many states, research continues to confirm
that high-poverty urban (and rural) students bear the brunt of
inadequate financial resources and teaching staff nationally. 

Financial Inequality
Predictably, states with the largest populations of poor children
generally spend less per pupil. (High poverty rates mean a lower 

tax base.) For example, a wealthy state like Connecticut averages
$9,588 per pupil, while Mississippi spends only $5,391. Because
Title I funds are allocated based upon state formulas, states that
spend less per pupil also receive less federal money per student.
Massachusetts, for example, receives $2,048 per poor child from the
federal government, while Arkansas receives only $964 in addition-
al funds to help educate poor children in that state. (Tough, 2006)

Teacher Inequality
Teacher inequality arises from a number of factors. Two have
particular impact on high-poverty, mostly urban students:
teacher experience and quality, and teacher turnover.

• Teacher quality: A large percentage of teachers in poorer
school systems have neither majored nor minored in the sub-
ject they teach. (Whitmore, 1997) Education Trust research
conducted in Chicago, Wisconsin, and Ohio also suggests
disparity between qualified teachers and the districts in which
they teach. In Chicago, twice as many teachers in high-pover-
ty versus low-poverty schools have failed the basic skills test;
in Wisconsin there are two times as many novice teachers in
low-performing schools as in other schools; and one in eight
Ohio teachers in high-minority elementary schools is not
highly qualified, compared with one in fifty in low-minority
schools. (Education Trust, 2006)

Studies also indicate that teacher quality is subject to racial
inequities. In Illinois, for example, only 11 percent of teachers
in majority white schools rank in the lowest quartile on teacher
quality assessments. Yet where minorities make up the bulk of
the student population, 88 percent of teachers rank in the low-
est quartile. (Tough, 2006) For further discussion of teacher
inequality for poor and minority students, and proposals to
bring the best teachers to underserved districts and schools, see
The Education Trust’s complete report. (Education Trust, 2006)

Fact #4: Low achievement generates future
poverty, and the cycle is intensifying

The rate of change is mind-boggling: the number of 
foreign-born people in the US has mushroomed from 10
million in 1974 to over 31 million in 2000. As a percentage
of the population, it is rapidly approaching the historic
peak of 14.8% in the late 1880s. (Fix & Passel, 2003)

The percentage of all students who were children of immi-
grants has rocketed from 6% in 1970, to 20% in 2000 and
is expected to rise to 30% by 2015. (Hannaway)

In just 25 years, the US will have more minority children
than non-minority (MBDA, 1999). Minorities of all ages will
comprise nearly 90% of the total population growth from
1995 to 2050. (MBDA, 1999)

Poverty Facts Shaping Education Today
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• Teacher turnover: The teacher turnover issue or, as Ingersoll
terms it, the “revolving door,” contributes greatly to teacher
staffing difficulties throughout the United States. Annual teacher
turnover rates fluctuate from 13 to 16 percent. However, this fig-
ure jumps to 22 percent for high-poverty schools. (Ingersoll,
2004) Since teachers comprise over 4 percent of the civilian
workforce in the U.S., that means large numbers of people are
moving in and out of the teaching profession. During the course
of a year, in fact, over one million people transition in and out of
the classroom. These findings – higher mobility rates and larger
numbers than other professions – suggest that teacher turnover
is largely attributable to the structure and organization of the
profession itself. Teachers cite numerous non-financial reasons
for leaving their schools, including lack of administrative sup-
port, inability to impact the system, disciplinary issues, and
intrusions on teaching time. (Ingersoll, 2004)

Whatever the cause, teacher turnover disrupts school function-
ing and curricular sequencing and can impact student perform-
ance. While the loss of learning to teacher turnover has not been
widely studied, a 2000 Texas Center for Educational Research
study concluded the annual financial costs are in the hundreds
of millions of dollars. (TCER, 2000)

In high-poverty schools, turnover and teacher quality challenges
converge, as schools with mostly poor students retain only 1 percent
of the most qualified and highest ranking teachers. (Tough, 2006)
Disadvantaged schools likewise experience barriers to the hiring
of new teachers, particularly high-quality new teachers. All of this
suggests that the schools that most need the best teachers tend to
employ the worst, and that teacher turnover and retention rates
are particularly serious concerns for high-poverty schools.

Addressing the Perfect Storm
This survey of recent research on poverty’s perfect storm of nega-
tive influences on students’ school experience and academic per-
formance provides just a taste of what we are beginning to know.
The cumulative effect of these influences is significant. It cannot
be solved with higher-expectations rhetoric – students will reach
higher standards if we just expect it of them. Nor can it be
addressed with well-intentioned, but incomplete, reform strate-
gies focused solely on the “readiness to teach” dimension of the
Readiness Model we developed for this report: standards-linked
curricula, staff development, data analysis. That much we know
from the minimal impacts of these school improvement strate-
gies on the most dysfunctional schools, and from the characteris-
tics of high-performing, high-poverty schools. The HPHP
schools are not using the impacts of high poverty on their stu-
dent enrollments as an excuse; they are using these impacts as
design parameters to understand how best to serve their students. 

We have included this analysis to help explain why existing, incre-
mental efforts to close poverty’s achievement gap have been large-
ly unsuccessful – and to underline the importance of learning
from new approaches and systems that are more successfully
addressing the needs of high-poverty students. In order to address
both the failing-schools gap and the poverty achievement gap,
educators will have to create systems, services, incentives, partner-
ships, and environments that go beyond what is offered in tradi-
tional American public school models. Educators will likely have
to work closely with a range of partners, including school service
providers, neighborhood and community partners, and other
social service providers, to be successful. All of this is happening,
already, in isolated cases scattered across the country. The chal-
lenge for all of us will be to extend that success to every school
and to all children, no matter what disadvantages they face. 

One in eight Ohio 
teachers in high-minority 
elementary schools is
not highly qualified, 
compared with 
one in fifty in low-
minority schools.

            





R E S O U R C E  D I R E C T O R Y

 



©2007 MASS INSIGHT88

Note: The turnaround resources listed and annotated here are
a sampling of the many available to researchers, practitioners,
and policymakers. Many that we have included here are not
exclusively focused on turnaround, but touch on related top-
ics we believe would be helpful to designers of turnaround
strategy. Many more useful resources can be found in the ref-
erence section of The Turnaround Challenge main report.
This resource listing will be continually updated and expand-
ed with live links at www.massinsight.org. 

Basics of Accountability and School Reform Efforts

California Center for Effective Schools. Connections for Success:
Effective School Correlates. Santa Barbara, CA: Author. Retrieved
from http://effectiveschools.education.ucsb.edu/correlates.html

The Correlates provide a framework for reform based on
seven guiding principles. These principles, derived from
empirical investigations and case studies of school success-
es in California, describe the culture and learning climate
of schools where students are achieving.

Comprehensive School Quality Center. (2006). 
CSRQ Center Report on Education Service Providers. 
Washington DC: Author. Retrieved from
www.air.org/news/documents/CSRQ_Center_ESP_report_Final
_Report.pdf

This report provides a systematic method to evaluate edu-
cation service providers. Organizations are judged on five
main categories: 1) positive effects on student achieve-
ment; 2) positive effects on additional outcomes; 3) posi-
tive effects on parent, family, and community involve-
ment; 4) a link between research and the models design;
5) services and support to schools to enable successful
implementation.

Edmonds, Ronald. (1979, October). Effective Schools for the
Urban Poor. Educational Leadership, 37(1), 15-24.

This landmark early article reviews research that had
been done to date on how urban schools can teach poor
children successfully. 

Elmore, R. F. (1996). Getting to Scale with Good Educational
Practice. Harvard Educational Review 66(1), 1-26. Retrieved
from www.ku-crl.org/htmlfiles/SE2005/getting_to_scale.doc

Elmore attempts to answer why good ideas about teaching
and learning have so little impact on educational practice.
He argues that incentives fundamental to the school envi-
ronment for teachers and administrators are key to both
the problem and a potential solution. Many of his later
works build on the concepts presented here.

Elmore, R. F. (2003). Knowing the Right Thing to Do: School
Improvement and Performance-based Accountability.
Washington DC: NGA Center for Best Practices. Retrieved 
from www.nga.org/cda/files/0803KNOWING.PDF

This widely-read paper focuses on “improving schools”
that have hit a plateau and need assistance to become truly
high performance institutions. Elmore argues the basic
problem is not getting people to do the right thing but get-
ting people to know the right thing to do. This informa-
tion, he argues, can set the foundation of any instructional
improvement plan. 

Elmore, R. F. (2004). School Reform from the Inside Out: 
Policy, Practice, and Performance. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
Education Press.

This collection of previously published articles 
(reviewed individually) provides an in-depth analysis 
of standards-based reform, accountability, and 
instructional improvement.

Resource Directory 
for Turnaround Planning and Implementation
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Jerald, C. D. (2006). Measured Progress: A Report 
on the High School Reform Movement.
Washington DC: Education Sector. Retrieved from www.educa-
tionsector.org/research/research_show.htm?doc_id=362537

This report examines efforts to improve high schools
through the redesign of high schools into small learning
communities. It finds that redesigned high schools made
less progress than new schools designed from scratch and
notes that a larger districtwide set of conditions must be in
place to help low-performing high schools improve. 

Marzano, R. J. (2000). A New Era of School Reform: Going Where
the Research Takes us. Aurora, CO: McREL. Retrieved from
www.mcrel.org/PDF/SchoolImprovementReform/5002RR_New
EraSchoolReform.pdf

This technical monograph provides a thorough review of
the major literature of school reform. It also addresses
whether or not the school or teachers can make up for the
differences children bring to school as a result of the
unequal distribution of wealth and social capital. The
report includes an excellent bibliography. 

National Education Association. (2002). Making Low-performing
Schools a Priority: An Association Resource Guide. Washington
DC: Author. Retrieved from www.nea.org/priorityschools/

While critics and some reformers point to unions as
impediments to reform, this report presents the largest
teachers’ union’s approach to improving low-performing
schools. It provides practical advice, plus tools to help
operationalize improvement efforts.

Turnaround Definitions and the Impact 
of No Child Left Behind

Arkin, M. D. & Kowal, J.M. (2005). School Restructuring Options
Under No Child Left Behind: What Works When? Reopening 
as a Charter School. Naperville, IL: Learning Point Associates.
Retrieved from http://www.ncrel.org/csri/resources/ncrel/knowl-
edgeissues/Reopening.htm

This part of the What Works When series for school
restructuring provides a balanced and carefully supported
view of the charter school option under NCLB provisions.
The report distinguishes between start-up charters and the
two types of conversion charters (voluntary and “starting
fresh,” when a school is converted by the state or district
involuntarily due to low performance).

DiBiase, R. W. (2005). State Involvement in School Restructuring
Under No Child Left Behind. Denver, CO: Education
Commission of the States. Retrieved from
www.ecs.org/html/Document.asp?chouseid=6428

This brief report provides a concise summary of NCLB’s
restructuring requirements. The report reviews the experi-
ence of 13 states in implementing restructuring and illus-
trates the considerable leeway NCLB provides states
regarding restructuring plans. 

Hatch, T. (2000). What Does it Take to “Go to Scale”?
Reflections on the Promise and Perils of Comprehensive 
School Reform. Journal of Education for Students 
Placed At Risk 5(4), 339-354. Retrieved from
www.leaonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1207/S15327671ESPR0504

This article directly questions whether or not the condi-
tions necessary for scaling up will ever exist if education
does not change. It is not a manifesto, but a balanced
review of a decade worth of CSR data, highlighting impor-
tant lessons learned from the experience. The bibliography
is full of good citations on CSR studies. 
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Kowal, J. M. & Arkin, M. D. (2005). School Restructuring
Options under No Child Left Behind: What Works When?
Contracting with External Education Management Providers.
Naperville, IL: Learning Point Associates. Retrieved from
www.ncrel.org/csri/resources/ncrel/knowledgeissues/Contractin
g.htm

This part of the What Works When series for school
restructuring provides a strong foundation to understand
this often-discussed but minimally-studied educational
strategy. The report provides a survey of the research on
educational management providers, and notes the success-
es and challenges these efforts have shown. 

Kowal, J. M. & Hassel, E. A. (2005). School Restructuring 
Options under No Child Left Behind: What Works When?
Turnarounds with New Leaders and Staff. Naperville, IL:
Learning Point Associates. Retrieved from
www.ncrel.org/csri/resources/ncrel/knowledgeissues/Turnaroun
ds.htm

This part of the What Works When series for school
restructuring discusses options for replacing school leaders
and staff and addresses the qualities of an effective turn-
around leader.

Steiner, L. M. (2005). School Restructuring Options under No
Child Left Behind: What Works When? State Takeovers of
Individual Schools. Naperville, IL: Learning Point Associates.
Retrieved from www.ncrel.org/csri/resources/ncrel/knowledgeis-
sues/Takeovers.pdf

This part of the What Works When series for school
restructuring provides an overview of the options available
for state takeover of individual schools. The report reviews
past takeovers and suggests success factors and potential
challenges. It notes that very few states have taken over
individual schools despite having the legislative authority
to do so. 

Tough, Paul. (2006, November 26). What it Takes to Make a
Student. New York Times Sunday Magazine.

This article looks at the political history and research on
efforts to close the achievement gap between poor/minori-
ty students and wealthier/white students. The author con-
cludes that we have the means to close the gap, but that
will require new strategies and public will.

Leadership for Turnaround

Davis, S., Darling-Hammond, L., et al. (2005). School Leadership
Study: Developing Successful Principals. Palo Alto, CA: Stanford
Educational Leadership Institute. Retrieved from http://seli.stan-
ford.edu/research/documents/SELI_sls_research_review.pdf

This study makes a compelling case that school leadership
is second only to classroom instruction in influencing stu-
dent learning. The report describes the elements of good
leadership; presents research on characteristics of pro-
grams that will develop these leadership skills; and sug-
gests numerous pathways to leadership development. 

Fullan, M. (2005). Turnaround Leadership. 
The Educational Forum, 69(2), 174-181. Retrieved from
www.kdp.org/archives/files/edforum/FV69N2P174-181.pdf

Fullan cautions that turnaround leadership can easily sac-
rifice long-term gain for short-term superficial gain. Fullan
believes capacity building must be at the key to any long-
term effort of turnaround or improvement.

Orr, M. T., Byrne-Jimenez, M., McFarlane, P., & Brown, B.
(2005, January). Leading out from Low-performing Schools: 
The Urban Principal Experience. Leadership and Policy in
Schools, 4(1), 23-54. Retrieved from
www.ingentaconnect.com/.../lpos/2005/00000004/

This report examines the role urban principals play in turn-
ing around low-performing schools. It addresses key issues
of urban principalship, including the lack of clear evidence
on how to effectively turn around low-performing schools;

Resources continued
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the size and inexperience of urban districts’ leadership
teams; and differences between principals’ and districts’
expectations for principal leadership and school change.

Waters, T., Marzano, R. J., et al. (2003). Balanced Leadership:
What 30 Years of Research Tells us about the Effect of Leadership
on Student Achievement. Aurora, CO: McREL. Retrieved from
www.mcrel.org/PDF/LeadershipOrganizationDevelopment/5031
RR_BalancedLeadership.pdf

This meta-analysis of research over the past 30 years
addressing the effects of leadership on student achievement
concludes there is a relationship between leadership and
student achievement with an average effect size of .25. The
study also finds 21 specific leadership responsibilities sig-
nificantly correlated with student achievement.

Turnaround Policymaking: What’s Required to Produce
Fundamental Change

(2004). Partners in Progress: A Framework for Raising Student
Achievement in Under-performing School Districts. Boston, MA:
Governor’s Task Force on State Intervention in Under-perform-
ing Districts. Retrieved from
www.doe.mass.edu/infoservices/news04/Partners_in_Progress_0
4_4.pdf

This report provides compelling arguments for a district
role in improving low-performing schools. The report
defines characteristics of effective school districts, presents
five major barriers to success, and makes recommenda-
tions for statewide initiatives and targeted initiatives for
under performing districts.

(2005). Holding High Hopes: How High Schools Respond to State
Accountability Policies. Philadelphia, PA: Consortium for Policy
Research in Education (CPRE). Retrieved from
www.cpre.org/Publications/rr56.pdf

Focused on high schools, this report outlines 1) high
school responses to external accountability; 2) How

accountability influences high school decision making; 3)
Efforts designed to improve instruction; 4) District
responses to accountability.

(2006, September 13). Leading for Learning. Supplement to
Education Week, S1-S19. Retrieved from
http://www.ecs.org/html/offsite.asp?document=http%3A%2F%2
Fwww%2Eedweek%2Eorg%2Fmedia%2F03wallace%2Epdf

This series of articles and data reports provide a strong
overview of state efforts to help districts and schools
improve learning. The articles describe different types and
levels of support provided, and highlight effective practices
in Kentucky, New Mexico, and Pennsylvania.

Bowels, S. A., Churchill, A. M., et al. (2002). School and District
Intervention: A Decision-making Framework for Policymakers.
Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Center for Education
Policy. Retrieved from
www.umass.edu/education/cep/research/intervention.htm

This report provides a step-by-step framework for policy-
makers to understand district and school interventions.
The report includes an easy-to-follow set of questions for
policy makers covering: 1) performance criteria; 2) strate-
gic criteria; 3) diagnostic intervention; 4) corrective inter-
vention; 5) target; and 6) exit criteria. 

Colby, S., K. Smith, et al. (2005). Expanding the Supply of High-
quality Public Schools. Boston, MA: The Bridgespan Group.
Retrieved from
http://www.bridgespangroup.org/kno_articles.html

This report cites two major levers associated with creating
and replicating successful schools: 1) The degree of mana-
gerial responsibility, support and control the organization
chooses to exercise; and 2) the specificity of school design.
The report provides an effective graphic placing the vari-
ous school developers on a matrix of design specificity and
management responsibility, support, and control.
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Kirst, M. W. (2002). Mayoral Influence, New Regimes, and Public
School Governance. Philadelphia, PA: Consortium for Policy
Research in Education (CPRE). Retrieved from
www.cpre.org/Publications/rr49.pdf

This report provides a solid background to understanding
the growing trend of mayoral control over the public
school system. This report presents a range from low
involvement to high involvement and provides analysis of
cities across the country that fall along this range. 

Mazzeo, C. & Berman, I. (2003). Reaching New Heights: Turning
Around Low-performing Schools. Washington DC: National
Governors Association Center for Best Practices. Retrieved from
www.nga.org/cda/files/0803REACHING.PDF

This guide for governors lists five guiding principles: 1)
Not all low-performing schools are the same; 2) Capacity-
building must be part of the solution; 3) Districts are
essential collaborators; 4) Be prepared for the long haul;
and, 5) Assistance to low-performing schools should be
part of a larger strategy.

McRobbie, J. (1998). Can State Intervention Spur Academic
Turnaround? San Francisco, CA: WestEd. Retrieved from
www.wested.org/cs/we/view/rs/470

This paper examines issues states confront when devis-
ing programs of academic intervention for low-perform-
ing schools. It emphasizes the need for clarity, fairness,
coherence, understandability, capacity building, and
legal defensibility.

Mintrop, H. & Trujillo, T. (2005). Corrective Action in Low-per-
forming Schools: Lessons for NCLB Implementation from State
and District Strategies in First-generation Accountability Systems.
Los Angeles, CA: National Center for Research on Evaluation,
Standards, and Student Testing. Retrieved from
www.cse.ucla.edu/reports/R657.pdf

This report carefully reviews the results of first-genera-
tion accountability systems and draws important lessons
and conclusions from these states’ experiences. Viable

solutions are offered along with the clear message that
turning around low performing schools requires large-
scale commitment and investment by state Departments
of Education.

Scaling Up Turnaround: An Analysis of Current State and
District Efforts

Note: see Reference Section in the Main Report for many more
resources in this category. The following is just a sampling:

Views into 38 school districts
Center on Education Policy. (2006). From the Capital to the
Classroom: Year 4 of the No Child Left Behind Act. Washington
DC: Author. Retreived from the Center on Education Policy:
http://www.cep-
dc.org/index.cfm?fuseaction=feature.showFeature&FeatureID=2
9&C:\CFusionMX7\verity\Data\dummy.txt

This comprehensive national study of the impact of NCLB
includes extensive research and analysis, a survey of educa-
tion officials in 50 states, a nationally representative survey
of 299 school districts, and in-depth case studies in 38 geo-
graphically diverse districts and 42 individual schools.
Read the full report, as well as 38 separate case studies.

Baltimore
Rhim, L. M. (2004). Restructuring Schools in Baltimore: An
Analysis of State and District Efforts. Denver, CO: Education
Commission of the States. Retrieved from
www.ecs.org/html/Document.asp?chouseid=5326

This report examines restructuring initiatives by the
Maryland Department of Education and the Baltimore
City Public Schools. It provides a thorough description
and analysis of how education management contracting
was used as a turnaround strategy. 

Resources continued
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California
O’Day, J. & Bitter, C. (2003). Evaluation Study of the Immediate
Intervention/Under-performing Schools Program and High
Achieving/Improving Schools Program of the Public Schools
Accountability Act of 1999. Palo Alto, CA: AIR. Retrieved from
www.air.org/publications/pubs_ehd_school_reform.aspx

This evaluation of California’s accountability system
(Public Schools Accountability Act or PSSA) paints a fair-
ly stark picture. Overall, PSAA focused attention on
improving student achievement in low performing
schools. However, both the lower-achieving and the high-
er-achieving schools received negligible benefits from
these programs. 

Philadelphia
Rhim, L. M. (2005). School Restructuring in Philadelphia:
Management Lessons from 2002 to 2005. Denver, CO: Education
Commission of the States. Retrieved from www.ecs.org/clearing-
house/64/01/6401.pdf

This concise policy brief examines the Philadelphia experi-
ment in a mixed provider model of restructuring.
Philadelphia can serve as a harbinger of NCLB restructur-
ing, and this report summarizes the efforts and provides
preliminary analysis and conclusions.

Useem, E. (2005). Learning from Philadelphia’s School Reform:
What do the Research Findings Show so Far? Philadelphia, PA:
Research for Action. Retrieved from
www.researchforaction.org/PSR/PublishedWorks.htm

This report is the definitive study of the beginnings of
Philadelphia’s experiment with a diverse provider
model. It is too early to tell whether or not the experi-
ment will be successful, but this report offers important
insights for those who may wish to learn from the
Philadelphia experience.

Kansas City
Connell, J. (2003). Getting Off the Dime Toward Meaningful
Reform in Secondary Schools: Lessons on How Model
Developers and School Districts can Facilitate the Success of
School Reform. Benchmarks 4(3), 1-11. Retrieved from
www.irre.org/publications/pdfs/benchmarks_summer_2003.pdf

This report presents lessons learned from the First Things
First (FTF) model, focusing largely on the Kansas City,
Kansas, school reform effort. Although Kansas City is not
necessarily typical of a large, urban, academically-chal-
lenged district, the results for secondary schools are fairly
impressive.

Massachusetts
Mass Insight, 2001-05, Building Blocks Initiative. Available:
http://www.buildingblocks.org

The Building Blocks Initiative Educators’ Blueprints are a
searchable library of effective organizational strategies to
improve schools. These strategies have been pursued with
success by schools and districts in Massachusetts that are
producing student achievement levels exceeding those of
schools and districts serving similar student populations.
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The Turnaround Challenge, including this supplement to that report, is
part of a larger initiative aimed at helping states, districts, schools, and

partners to successfully address the issue of chronically under-performing
schools – and to use failing-school turnaround as the entry point for funda-
mental change more broadly in public education.

The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation awarded the Mass Insight Education &
Research Institute a grant late in 2005 to produce a framework for states and
districts seeking a flexible, systemic approach for swift, significant improve-
ment in schools (particularly high schools) that have clearly failed their mis-
sion, producing track records of under-achievement that are indefensibly
poor. The Turnaround Challenge and corollary resources that can be found at
www.massinsight.org are the result of that grant.
A follow-up grant from the Gates Foundation is supporting a Mass Insight-led
effort to inform national and state leader discussions and actions around the
issue of school turnaround, and to carry out a research and development
process, in conjunction with national collaborators, that will help states, dis-
tricts, and others implement the report's turnaround framework at three levels:
• State and District Strategies for Turnaround at Scale: Developing work-

plans and templates for the strategic approaches, organizational structures,
and policy language states and districts need to undertake effective turn-
around in the bottom five percent of under-performing schools – and to
invite schools not yet in NCLB's Restructuring category to perform “pre-
emptive turnaround,” using similar strategies.

• School Cluster/Partner Network: Defining a new model for integrated
school network partnerships – school clusters that amount to “mini-dis-
tricts” supported by lead external partners and special district turnaround
offices – and building a new generation of lead turnaround partners as
key implementers.

• School: Producing detailed strategy choices, work-plans, and practical
tools for school leaders and their partners in implementing turnaround.

This research-and-development effort will also lay initial groundwork for
three potential national initiatives to build out these strategies:
• Pilot Cohort of Turnaround States and Districts: Working closely with

three to five states and as many large urban districts (along with other
partners) to implement a full range of turnaround strategies, adapted for
each site, emerging from this work.

• Turnaround Partner Capacity-Building: Creating intermediary organiza-
tions or other national resources that would provide investment and tech-
nical assistance to build a viable marketplace of lead turnaround partners.
(Mass Insight does not intend to serve a lead turnaround role, but to act as
a catalyst for the development of this resource base.)

• National Center: Develop a national center to conduct related research,
advocate for comprehensive turnaround, produce additional tools and
templates, and continue the work of defining and refining school turn-
around as discipline.

All of the elements of this follow-up initiative will involve national collabora-
tors, including individuals and organizations with particular expertise in
urban education (including practitioners and external providers), turnaround
(in education and other sectors as well), state policy, mission-driven invest-
ment, communications and advocacy, and research. The initiative builds on
and directly supports related work that Mass Insight has performed for the
Washington and Illinois state boards of education, the latter in partnership
with Holland & Knight and with contractual support from the Gates
Foundation. For more information, please visit us on the web at
www.massinsight.org.

Meeting the Turnaround Challenge
Implementation Strategies and Tools for States, Districts, Schools, and Partners

PROFILE OF THE INITIATIVE

                    



Mass Insight Education 
& Research Institute Funders

Leadership Sponsors
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation
Barr Foundation
The Boston Foundation
National Math & Science Initiative
• Exxon Mobil Corporation
• Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation
• Michael & Susan Dell Foundation
Nellie Mae Education Foundation
NewSchools Venture Fund

Major and Contributing Sponsors
Analog Devices
Bank of America
Irene E. and George A. Davis Foundation
EMC Corporation
Genzyme Corporation
Goodwin Procter
IBM
Intel Corporation
Liberty Mutual
Mass High Tech Council
Mass Mutual Insurance
Microsoft Corporation
The Noyce Foundation
State Street Corporation
Teradyne
Verizon Communications

Public Sources of Funds
Federal/State
• Massachusetts Department of Education
• Title IIA and IIB Math and Science Partnership
• Comprehensive School Reform
• Massachusetts Board of Higher Education
Districts/Schools: Membership fees 
and earned revenue for field services

Mass Insight Education & Research Institute, founded in 1997, is an independent
non-profit that organizes public schools, higher education, business, and state 
government to significantly improve student achievement, with a focus on closing
achievement gaps. 

Mass Insight's education reform strategies are defined by two convictions: that
change at scale depends on the practical integration of research, policy, and practice;
and that only dramatic and comprehensive change in high-poverty schools will 
produce significant achievement gains. The strategies that Boston-based Mass Insight
implemented to help make Massachusetts a reform model now inform the organiza-
tion's national work on two high-impact goals: 
• using Advanced Placement® as a lever to attain excellence in math and science

achievement and to transform school culture, and 
• the successful turnaround of consistently under-performing public schools.

We are:
Synthesizers and providers of research. Mass Insight is a national resource for
practical information on how to effectively implement standards-based education.

The Turnaround Challenge represents a new form of educational policy research:
highly graphical, presented in varying user-formats (print, presentation, web), and
expressly designed to spur action on both the policy and practice fronts. Our Building
Blocks Initiative (www.buildingblocks.org) has been cited as a model for effective-
practice research by the U.S. Department of Education. The landmark Keep the
Promise Initiative studied urban, at-risk high school students in the first three classes
subject to Massachusetts' MCAS graduation requirement and district strategies for
serving them. 

Policy facilitators. We are a leading statewide convener and catalyst for thoughtful,
informed state education policymaking. Mass Insight's Great Schools Campaign and its
predecessor, the Campaign for Higher Standards, have played a highly visible role in
shaping the priorities of Massachusetts' second decade of school reform. Mass Insight
consults on education policy formation outside Massachusetts as well - most recently
helping to design school turnaround programs in Illinois and Washington State.

Leaders in standards-based services to schools. We provide practical, research-
based technical services, staff and leadership development programs, and consulting
services to schools and school districts - particularly to members of the Great Schools
Coalition, a 10-year-old partnership of nearly 30 change-oriented Massachusetts 
districts. Our field services have focused on math and science, and over the next five-
to-ten years will revolve principally around using increased access to AP® courses and
improved performance on AP tests to catalyze dramatic cultural and instructional
change in schools across grades 6-12. The effort will be funded in part through the
National Math & Science Initiative, which recently awarded Mass Insight $13 million
as the Massachusetts lead on a competitive national RFP.

See www.massinsight.org for more details.
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School Turnaround: a dramatic and 

comprehensive intervention in a low-performing

school that produces significant gains in student

achievement within two academic years.
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