Turning Around Chronically Low-Performing Schools

Recommendation 1
Signal the need for dramatic change with strong leadership.

Recommendation 2
Maintain a consistent focus on improving instruction.

Recommendation 3
Make visible improvements early in the school turnaround
process (quick wins).

Recommendation 4
Build a committed staff.

This recommendation is one of four described in the WWC Turning Around Chronically Low-Performing Schools Practice
Guide (Herman et al., 2008). Although each recommendation can be implemented independently, the
recommendations will be most effective when implemented together as part of a cohesive approach.
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Recommendation 1

Signal the need for dramatic change with strong leadership.

Turning around a chronically low-performing school requires bold, decisive leadership that signals
urgency and a break from the status quo. Schools in this position often do not have the luxury of
slow, incremental reform; instead, leaders must commit to significant, rapid changes that can
quickly demonstrate progress and build momentum for sustained improvement. Leadership is the
foundation of any successful turnaround effort, but it must be anchored in clear, strategic actions
that produce quick wins and set the stage for long-term transformation.

Research on school and business turnarounds highlights the importance of leadership that is
willing to challenge existing norms and focus relentlessly on results. Effective turnaround leaders
do not simply manage existing systems; they analyze performance data, identify the most
immediate areas for improvement, and implement high-impact strategies that lead to rapid,
measurable gains. These early successes serve as catalysts for deeper change, shifting mindsets
and creating a culture of continuous improvement.

However, strong turnaround leadership often faces resistance. Drastic changes can be met with
skepticism from staff, families, and the community, sometimes leading to calls for leadership
changes. Successful turnaround leaders understand that resistance is a natural part of the
process. They remain committed to their vision while also fostering collaboration among teachers
and staff, striking a balance between pushing for change and building collective ownership of the
school’s improvement efforts. Over time, as student outcomes improve and the school culture
shifts, initial resistance often gives way to a shared commitment to success.

Since the publication of this guidance in 2008, research on school turnarounds has continued
to emphasize the importance of transformational leadership, but with a growing focus on
distributed leadership models, equity-driven approaches, and sustainable change. Modern
turnaround efforts recognize that no single leader can drive change alone—effective leaders
build leadership capacity among staff, engage families and communities as partners,

and prioritize culturally responsive practices to ensure that all students benefit from school
improvement efforts. By combining urgency with inclusivity and a focus on long-term
sustainability, today’s turnaround leaders can create lasting, positive change in schools

that have struggled to serve their students effectively.

Strategy 1
Consider a change in leadership.

SC Principal Standards: PADEPP Standard 1 (Vision), Standard 2 (Instructional leadership),
Standard 3 (Effective Management), Standard 4 (Climate), Standard 5 (School/Community
Relations), Standard 6 (Ethical Behavior), Standard 7 (Interpersonal Skills), Standard 8 (Staff
Development), Standard 9 (Principal’s Professional Development)
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Although not possible or necessary in all cases, one of the most visible and effective ways to
signal the need for dramatic change in a struggling school is to install new leadership. A principal
who has been deeply involved in past practices may find it difficult to break from ineffective
strategies, making a leadership change a powerful catalyst for transformation. Case studies of
successful school turnarounds consistently highlight the role of a new principal in setting

a fresh course. In many cases, schools that successfully improved student outcomes began their
turnaround efforts with new leadership, and all underwent significant shifts in leadership
practices. Teachers frequently pointed to the arrival of a new principal as the moment when

real change began.

Successful turnaround principals do not simply take on an administrative role; they enter the
school with a clear vision and a strong sense of purpose. From the very start, they set high
expectations for both students and staff, making it clear that complacency and low standards will
no longer be tolerated. Their leadership establishes a culture of urgency and accountability,
ensuring that everyone in the school—teachers, students, and administrators—understands that
change is both necessary and non-negotiable. This shift is not just about enforcing new rules; it is
about transforming the school’s daily routines, instructional practices, and overall mindset.

However, while new leaders bring energy and determination, they do not act impulsively.
Instead, they take the time to deeply understand the school’s challenges, studying performance
data and listening to teachers, students, and families. But they do not wait for perfection

before taking action. Effective turnaround principals balance thoughtful analysis with decisive
leadership, making immediate changes where necessary while laying the groundwork for
deeper, systemic reform.

Since this recommendation was first published, research has increasingly emphasized that
sustainable leadership change goes beyond replacing individuals—it requires creating
leadership structures that distribute responsibility and build long-term capacity. Today’s
successful turnaround efforts recognize the importance of leadership teams, teacher
leaders, and collaborative decision making to ensure that improvements do not rely solely
on a single individual. While strong leadership remains central to school transformation,
the most effective approaches focus on building a lasting culture of shared accountability
and continuous improvement.

Example

When Dr. Angela Ramirez stepped in as the new principal of Jefferson High School, she was met with
skepticism from teachers who had grown accustomed to years of leadership turnover and stagnant student
performance. The hallways were chaotic between classes, attendance was low, and many teachers admitted
privately that they had given up hope that things would change. Rather than making sweeping proclamations
on her first day, Dr. Ramirez spent her first few weeks walking the campus, sitting in classrooms, and listening
to teachers, students, and families. She wanted to understand what was truly happening at Jefferson before
making any major decisions. But she also knew that immediate action was necessary to send a strong
message that the status quo was no longer acceptable.
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Within her first month, Dr. Ramirez made a bold move—she restructured the school schedule to include
dedicated time for teacher collaboration and student intervention. She also set a clear expectation

that every student deserved high-quality instruction, requiring teachers to identify struggling students
early and implement targeted support. To reinforce her commitment to change, she personally led

a professional development session on engaging, data-driven instruction, signaling that she was not just
issuing mandates but was willing to do the work alongside her staff. Some teachers resisted at first,
unsure if this was just another short-lived initiative, but as they saw students responding to the new
structure, momentum started to build.

By the end of the first semester, Jefferson High School had a different energy. Teachers who once felt
isolated now met regularly to share strategies and track student progress. Dr. Ramirez continued to be
a visible presence, celebrating early successes while holding everyone—herself included—accountable
for improvement. While challenges remained, the school’s culture had shifted from one of resignation
to one of possibility. The message was clear: real change was happening, and Jefferson High School was
on a new path forward.

Strategy 2
Signal a change in leadership practices.

SC Principal Standards: PADEPP Standard 1 (Vision), Standard 2 (Instructional leadership),
Standard 3 (Effective Management), Standard 4 (Climate), Standard 5 (School/Community
Relations), Standard 6 (Ethical Behavior), Standard 7 (Interpersonal Skills), Standard 8 (Staff
Development), Standard 9 (Principal’s Professional Development)

If a change in leadership does not occur, a principal who remains in a low-performing school can
still signal the need for dramatic change by transforming their leadership practices and reshaping
the school’s culture. While this approach is challenging, it is possible for an established leader to
create a fresh start by demonstrating a clear commitment to school improvement and a
willingness to break from past routines. The key is for the principal to recognize the urgency of
change, actively study best practices in school turnaround, and take decisive action to improve
student outcomes.

To signal change effectively, principals must shift from traditional managerial roles to becoming
instructional leaders who are deeply engaged in the teaching and learning process. This means
spending more time in classrooms, closely monitoring teacher effectiveness and student progress,
and addressing barriers to learning head-on. In many successful turnaround schools, principals
who remained in place set a new direction by becoming more visible and accessible, directly
tackling discipline issues, and ensuring that every decision aligned with high expectations for
student success. By analyzing student achievement data, instructional practices, and school
operations, these leaders identified ineffective policies and worked with staff to eliminate them.

A major component of signaling change is fostering a collaborative and supportive school culture.
Principals who transform their leadership style often shift from a top-down approach to shared
leadership, empowering teachers to take on more responsibility in decision making and
instructional improvement.
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Establishing leadership teams, appointing lead teachers, and cultivating teacher voice in school
initiatives helps build collective ownership of the turnaround process. At the same time, strong
school leaders model the behaviors and commitment they expect from their staff—demonstrating
a personal investment in improvement efforts, eliminating distractions that take time away from
instruction, and ensuring that the well-being of students and staff remains a top priority.

Since the original guidance was published, research has increasingly emphasized the importance
of distributed leadership, staff buy-in, and sustaining long-term improvement efforts. Today’s
most effective school leaders recognize that transformation is not about one person dictating
change but about fostering a schoolwide commitment to excellence. By adopting new leadership
strategies, building trust with staff, and creating an environment where educators and students
can thrive, even long-standing principals can lead their schools in bold new directions.

Example

For years, Principal Mark Stevenson had managed Roosevelt High School much like his predecessors—
focusing on administrative tasks, handling discipline reactively, and relying on teachers to manage instruction
on their own. But after yet another year of stagnant test scores and declining staff morale, he realized that if
the school was going to improve, he needed to change first. Rather than waiting for directives from the
district or implementing another short-lived initiative, he took a deep dive into the school's data. He met with
teachers to discuss their biggest challenges, listened to student concerns about classroom engagement, and
observed instruction firsthand. What he saw was clear: the school lacked a shared vision, and both students
and teachers needed stronger instructional leadership.

Determined to send a message that things were going to be different, Principal Stevenson started spending
more time in classrooms—not to evaluate, but to support. He restructured staff meetings to focus on
teaching and learning rather than administrative updates, and he created a leadership team made up of
teachers who were eager to help guide the turnaround process. Instead of dictating policies, he empowered
teachers to identify and eliminate ineffective practices, from outdated instructional strategies to unnecessary
disruptions that ate into learning time. He also made himself more accessible, walking the halls between
classes, checking in with students, and ensuring that discipline was handled in a way that reinforced a positive
school culture rather than just enforcing rules.

By the end of the first semester, the atmosphere at Roosevelt High School had begun to shift. Teachers who
had once felt isolated now worked together to improve their practice, and students started to take notice of
the higher expectations. Principal Stevenson’s willingness to change his leadership approach—by becoming a
more visible, engaged, and collaborative leader—showed the entire school community that improvement
wasn’t just a directive from above, but a shared mission. While the work was far from finished, Roosevelt High
was no longer a school stuck in old habits. It was a school moving forward.

Strategy 3
Communicate the need for change.

SC Principal Standards: PADEPP Standard 1 (Vision), Standard 5 (School/Community Relations),
Standard 6 (Ethical Behavior), Standard 7 (Interpersonal Skills), Standard 9 (Principal’s
Professional Development)
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Effectively turning around a struggling school requires not only internal change but also a clear,
public commitment to transformation. By actively communicating the need for change and
engaging the broader community, school leaders can reshape perceptions, build support, and
create momentum for improvement. Just as businesses use marketing strategies to rebrand and
attract customers, schools can launch outreach efforts to “sell” their vision of change to families,
students, and community partners. These efforts not only help shift public perception but also
reinforce the message that improvement is already underway.

In successful school turnaround efforts, leaders take proactive steps to engage families, local
organizations, and even higher education institutions to secure resources and strengthen
partnerships. Some schools have used community events, such as celebratory anniversaries, to
reignite pride and commitment. Others have hosted informational sessions, coffee meetings, and
one-on-one conversations with families to demonstrate that the school is moving in a new
direction. These strategies help create a sense of shared ownership and reinforce the idea that the
school is not just making small adjustments—it is undergoing a fundamental transformation.

Public campaigns can also play a crucial role in securing long-term support for turnaround efforts,
particularly when a school’s future is uncertain. In some cases, community mobilization has been
essential in preventing school closures, rallying support for new initiatives, and ensuring that
positive changes continue. By clearly articulating a vision for improvement, celebrating early
successes, and engaging key stakeholders in the process, school leaders can build the trust and
enthusiasm necessary to sustain change. In today’s educational landscape, where transparency
and community engagement are more important than ever, strong communication strategies
remain a vital component of successful school turnaround efforts.

Example

When Principal Dr. Angela Ramirez took over at Jefferson High School, she knew that the school’s reputation
in the community was one of persistent failure. Families were enrolling their children elsewhere, businesses
were hesitant to invest in school partnerships, and even longtime staff members spoke about Jefferson’s
struggles as if they were inevitable. Principal Ramirez understood that turning the school around required not
just improving instruction and student outcomes but also changing the way people perceived Jefferson High.
If the school was going to succeed, the community needed to believe in its future.

She started small, hosting informal coffee meetings where families could ask questions, voice concerns, and
hear directly about the school’s new vision. She reached out to local businesses and universities, securing
tutoring partnerships, internship opportunities, and guest speakers to show students that Jefferson was
becoming a place of possibilities. To rally support and renew school pride, she led an effort to celebrate the
school’s 50th anniversary with a community-wide event that showcased student performances, academic
achievements, and alumni success stories. What had once been a school viewed as struggling was now
positioning itself as a place of transformation and potential.

As word spread, so did engagement. More families attended school events, local organizations began
investing in student programs, and teachers felt a renewed sense of purpose. Principal Ramirez’s
commitment to sharing Jefferson’s new direction had turned the school into more than just a campus—it had
become a movement. By making the turnaround effort visible and inclusive, she ensured that the entire
community played a role in Jefferson High’s success.
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Potential Roadblock 1

“Our staff is skeptical that change is possible and are tired of repeated
improvement efforts that fail.”

Suggested Approach. Staff may be convinced that the school does not have the potential to
change or will never change. Some staff believe that reforms “come and go,” so they can
patiently wait out this set of reforms. When leaders in the school can couple signaling change with
quick wins (see Recommendation 3), they may be able to dispel the entrenched mindset that the
school will never change.

Potential Roadblock 2
“We do not have the ability and/or desire to change school leadership.”

Suggested Approach. If leadership does not change, the leaders may find it much harder to signal
change immediately. They may not be able to separate themselves from the policies and practices
that prevented changes in the past. In such situations, the district may want to consider providing
specialized training for its principals through established programs that focus on intensive
training in turnaround leadership skills, develop a school turnaround plan with a district team, and
collaborate with a school support team on such content areas as data analysis, target setting, and
action plans.

Principals can do other things to build stronger leadership for the turnaround:
e Visiting and learning from other schools that face similar challenges.

e Immersing themselves in student benchmark and achievement data and
nonachievement data such as disciplinary referrals, class size, and use of instructional
time to make informed decisions for the school.

e Engaging in additional instructional support activities.
e Drawing on district resources for help in responding to problems constructively.

e Seeking professional development focused on leadership.

Potential Roadblock 3
“Our community does not believe that the school can improve.”

Suggested Approach. Signaling change may be difficult when the prevailing community
perception of the school is negative. School leaders may need to initiate a public
campaign in the community to develop immediate support. In one case study, families
had little confidence in the school, feeling that many students did not receive a quality
education. To bolster the community’s trust, the principal initiated early morning
meetings with families when they dropped off their children at school, videotaped
classroom and special activities for families, and invited families to observe classes.
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