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Organization Governance & Structure

The Rensselaerville Institute (TRI) is a 501c(3) non-profit organization chartered by The State of New York Board of
Regents and headquartered in upstate New York. School Turnaround is a subsidiary organization within The
Rensselaerville Institute. The Rensselaerville Institute is governed by a Board of Trustees.

TRI applies outcome thinking and practice to a wide set of distressed community challenges. Our mission is self-help for
human gain. We achieve clear and quantifiable outcomes that improve peoples’ lives by helping the innovators who
spark change use a result framework. We do this by partnering with philanthropy, nonprofits, K-12 education,
communities, universities, corporations, and government. Our work with small towns and the notions around self-
reliance led to the moniker “The think tank with muddy boots” which was conferred on The Rensselaerville Institute by
The Wall Street Journal. We keep our boots muddy by achieving outcomes in the most challenged places and situations
in the ways that matter the most.

The Rensselaerville Institute is committed to diversity in all staff, volunteers, clients, and partners, including full
participation in programs, policy formulation, and decision-making. Our organizational culture values people of all racial
and ethnic backgrounds, based on our core values of respect, integrity, and honesty.

Core Values & Mission

School Turnaround is a professional development initiative unlike any other. It serves as a catalyst for change in low-
performing schools by directly addressing the issue of leadership. School Turnaround is an initiative that helps school
leaders immediately improve academic achievement at persistently low-performing schools. Our program is designed
specifically for leaders in schools and districts who understand that current failure requires urgent intervention. While
most educational initiatives geared toward demonstrating student achievement take place over a long time period,
School Turnaround is designed to bring about urgency and time-compressed change.

It is with this commitment that School Turnaround has partnered with over 200 public schools in over 50 school districts
since 2000. Our commitment is two years to each school to dramatically increase student results. One exception is
Hawaii. Since 2007, School Turnaround has worked with Hawaii Department of Education and has undertaken
turnaround work with 56 schools. Our long-term relationship has resulted in a second tier of leadership — developing
specialist capacity for 21 turnaround specialist coaches to work locally. In each partnership district, schools and
principals have shown tremendous paradigm shifts in the way that they function and the results are clear in the
increased student achievement.

Our approach aligns directly with the needs of the principals and schools with whom we partner. Our Turnaround
Framework built on six strategies — Diagnosis, Target-Setting, Data Use, Message and Brand, Resource Alignment and
Successful Classrooms — allows us the flexibility to differentiate our approach and intensity depending on the needs of
the principal, his/her school, teachers, students and community. We have significant experience working in large urban
districts (we are currently working with 13 schools in Birmingham, Alabama) and painstakingly study our partnership
principals, their schools, and their communities before we begin helping them implement Turnaround strategies.

Qualifications & Capacity

School Turnaround was the first initiative expressly created to address the concept of turnaround in schools. We are
grounded in initial research that looked at successful principals and superintendents who dramatically raised student
achievement in a time-compressed way. This research served to lay the groundwork for what is now a much richer body
of work nationally in the field of education. Our initial lead researcher, Monica Byrne-Jimenez, went on to be closely
involved with Mass Insight’s research on turnaround theory. In looking at the development of human capital for
turnaround leadership, Public Impact’s key report names School Turnaround as one of the leaders in the field (see



“Expanding the Pipeline of Teachers and Principals”
http://www.publicimpact.com/publications/Human_Capital_Report.pdf).

Research conducted by Dr. Monica Byrne-Jimenez, of the University of Massachusetts at Boston, shows that through
working directly with principals of under-achieving schools, School Turnaround has made an impact on schools across
the country. More importantly, School Turnaround is working to improve the academic performance of children and
communities in under-served areas. By developing formal and informal leaders within schools, School Turnaround is
creating long-term and sustainable improvement that will shape the lives of children for years to come.

School Turnaround has created a highly-developed theory of change which drives program systems, structures, and
beliefs about the role of leadership. It begins in a typology of roles played by people who support building leaders — from
support person and mentor on one end to expert and compliance officer on the other. We have used research to
position ourselves in the middle ground as an intervention agent. We are not in place to cheerlead and sympathize, nor
are we there to represent absolute knowledge and system requirements. We are there to help a principal change his or
her behavior such that results for children change. The program operates on the belief that the best way to do this is
through a strong diagnostic system to identify and solve problems supported by education experts (as measured by their
own success in turning around low-performing schools) within a highly-applied and empirical knowledge base or
framework.

The following is a sampling of results from a variety of schools that have participated in School Turnaround. These
results, along with the research conducted on our program in: “Washington Heights Case Study”
http://schoolturnaround.org/Case%20Study%20-

%20Washington%20Heights%20Elementary.pdf and “Increasing the Pipeline for Teachers and Leaders”
http://www.publicimpact.com/publications/Human_Capital_Report.pdf, demonstrate our ability to turnaround the
most struggling schools in our country — particularly those in extreme urban and rural settings.

Track Record

Over the last 15 years, School Turnaround has worked in some of the country’s most beleaguered schools that all have
one thing in common — a desire to raise student achievement. Our organization has typically responded to this need in
districts with poverty levels of 90 percent and greater as measured by students receiving free and reduced lunch, a
significant percentage of English Language Learners, students of color, and students with special needs. Because our
framework is not one-size-fits-all, we can respectfully respond to each school’s unique circumstances, culture and
community and help move all students toward success in academics. Our ability to adapt the framework is
demonstrated in the results that we have achieved in schools across the country.

A few examples:

In Northampton County School District in rural North Carolina (90 percent African American, 10 percent Caucasian, 93
percent FRPL), at Garysburg Elementary School, fourth grade math scores increased by 19 percentage points during this
two year period, sixth grade math scores at Gaston Middle School improved by 31 percentage points, and eighth grade
reading scores at Conway Middle School improved by 19 percentage points as compared to 2007-08.

In Fort Worth Independent School District and North Forest ISD, student’s fourth grade reading scores at TA Sims
Elementary School increased by 22 percentage points, seventh grade reading scores at Kriby Middle School improved by
22 percentage points, and students in third grade math improved 35 percentage points. Lastly, in St. Louis City Schools,
math scores at Busch Middle School increased by 56 percentage points in 8th grade math and 55 points in reading, and
fifth grade reading scores in Hickey Elementary increased 34 percentage points.

Each of these examples illustrates grade-level improvements that roll into school wide gains and are by no means
exhaustive. Though, they clearly demonstrate the dramatic impact that School Turnaround has had on students’
academic achievement in schools.
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Ensuring Staff Effectiveness

The School Turnaround staff comes from a diverse set of backgrounds, cultures, and experiences. The common thread

linking these people is their expertise and experience in leading turnarounds as well as their passion for helping others

do the same. We do not accept anyone on staff who has not turned around at least one school. Far too many people in
education give advice from theory rather than successful practice.

The School Turnaround model capitalizes on the strengths of the people it hires by incorporating a seamless blend of
training and consulting that is tailored to each individual school and person with whom we work. Each partnership is
customized to the specific demographics, academic needs, and personalities of the participating school and school
leader. Turnaround staff are recruited and assigned based on the best fit. Thus, schools with populations that express
specific issues such as language, special education, or cultural differences, are assured that they will work with a
specialist who is credible.

A key component to our model are the Turnaround Specialists who will provide direct training and support to the
leadership and teachers at the school. Too often mentors and coaches are sent

to beleaguered schools without any experience in turning one around. Why is it that we keep equating years of
experience with wealth of experience? All Turnaround Specialists on our staff have turned around at least one school
and/or district. They also understand what it means to be able to be helpful within the idiosyncratic context of someone
else’s school — and to feel passionate about the success of that principal and their students.

Implementation

When school leaders begin to focus exclusively on issues of performance and set outcomes against which to measure it,
they move beyond simple accountability and begin to build the positive energy and commitment that ensures long-term
gains for all children. Once targets are committed, it is important to work on setting milestones for interim goals as well
as the activities needed to achieve them. While this is not unusual in the comprehensive planning process, School
Turnaround works with schools to turn plans into designs that are connected to daily practice and expectations and
which are measured at regular intervals. This doesn’t simply mean monitoring, but rather providing the information
necessary for course correcting so that targets are hit.

In addition to reviewing school data at the grade, classroom and student level, we will work closely with school-based
teams to look closely each quarter at how the school is performing with regard to the implementation of its turnaround
design and trajectory toward hitting student academic targets. School Turnaround uses a clear implementation protocol
and a rubric for assessing the quality of the work and predictions for impact on student success. This builds strong,
sustainable habits for school teams and assures that course correcting for continuous improvement occurs at regular
intervals.

Program Services:

e Comprehensive Needs Assessment
e Training in School Leadership
e Ongoing Support
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Working With the School Community, Parents and Students

The School Turnaround strategies support schools in the development of a positive school culture and a caring,
nurturing, teaching and learning environment for all students and staff. School Turnaround helps leaders and teachers to
communicate a clear message that states a positive future and justifies intervention to reach it. Even the strongest
message does no good when left to gather dust on the shelf. Experience is clear that sharing targets widely increases the
probability they will be hit. The message, and the vision of success for the school, must be communicated to all parties
who are expected to help achieve that success: teachers, students, administration, parents, and the community. Nothing
is more critical for leaders than understanding the power of the message they deliver — not just by what they say but
also in every aspect of their behavior.

School Turnaround also works with schools to align school functions so parents and community meet the needs
associated with hitting targets. This includes the focus for each PTA meeting as well as special functions. Leaders are
assisted in getting the message out for change prior to the school year both on their campuses as well as to key locations
in their school communities (such as churches, youth centers, etc.). In addition, School Turnaround often assists school
leaders in instituting a Parents’ Academy to provide an overview of the process of turnaround as well as build an
advocacy group for change at the school level.



