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Abstract 
 
Boston Public Schools (BPS) is the academic home of over 54,000 students spread across 
125 schools. In its perennial attempt to improve the lowest performing of these schools, 
BPS participated in the University of Virginia’s Partnership for Leaders in Education (UVA 
PLE). This capstone examines the decision of whether or not to expand this partnership 
within BPS. I describe UVA PLE’s approach to school and district improvement and review 
the research on turnarounds from the education and business sectors that supports this 
approach. The first cohort of participating BPS schools showed early positive signs of 
improvement and support from district leaders even while facing leadership turnover, 
competing for attention with many other district initiatives, and navigating a highly complex 
system of school autonomy. I describe the decision to expand BPS’s partnership with UVA 
PLE to a second cohort of schools and the elements that contributed to this decision. I 
reflect on my own leadership and ways in which I could have better highlighted potential 
challenges to expanding the partnership. Finally, I conclude with recommendations for BPS 
and the sector as a whole, including the need for districts to narrow their focus on a set of 
achievable goals, assess the feasibility of new partnerships or initiatives by assessing the 
required time commitments, and align new initiatives with the decision-makers at the 
appropriate level.  
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Introduction 

Those wishing to improve the quality of public schools across the United States have 

tried and continue trying to do so by a breathtaking variety of means. Persistently low-

achieving schools receive special scrutiny, as these schools tend to educate historically under-

served low-income students of color. Districts, states, and the federal government have all 

tried to “turn around” these schools. Meanwhile, researchers attempt to capture trends 

across these efforts and develop models for how schools can be improved reliably, 

sustainably, and at scale. Successful efforts, both to turn schools around and to find a 

roadmap for how to do so, have been rare. 

The focus of this Capstone is my strategic project: to guide the decision of whether 

to expand a partnership between Boston Public Schools (BPS) and the University of 

Virginia’s Partnership for Leaders in Education (UVA PLE) in a way that can have a positive 

impact on the entire BPS system. This partnership attempts to improve both a small group 

of schools and the district supports provided to them. If successful, it has the chance of 

becoming the turnaround roadmap for the entire BPS system. 

In this introduction I describe the relevant history of school governance and 

improvement within BPS. I then describe the launch of the initial partnership with UVA 

PLE. In the next section, Review of Knowledge for Action, I describe the research 

underpinnings of the elements of successful turnaround, both in the for-profit business 

sector and in the education sector itself. I then give a brief overview of UVA PLE’s 

approach to school turnaround and review the research supporting this approach, followed 

by a theory of action for my strategic project. In the following section, Description, 

Evidence, and Analysis of the Strategic Project, I describe the turnaround project underway 

within BPS, including successes and failures to achieve the desired goal of improving 
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outcomes for students. The final three sections explore the implications of this project for 

BPS, myself, and the education sector broadly. 

 

Boston Public Schools History and Project Context 

Boston Public Schools (BPS) is Massachusetts’s largest school district, comprising 

over 54,000 students in 125 schools. It represents a massive public investment with an 

annual budget of over $1.1 billion, over $20,000 per student per year. BPS spends more per 

pupil than any district with more than 2,500 students in the Commonwealth except 

Cambridge. Much of the budget goes to pay the 4,000+ teachers working in BPS, who earn, 

on average, around $90,000 per year (Boston District Profile, n.d.). 

BPS students are a diverse group. Roughly 31% identify as African American, 42% 

as Hispanic, 15% as White, and 9% as Asian. Forty-eight percent of students speak a 

language other than English at home, and 32% are English Learners. Twenty percent are 

students with disabilities, 57% are economically disadvantaged (Boston District Profile, n.d.). 

The governance structure within BPS is complex and ever shifting. At the top, 

BPS is overseen by a 7-member school committee appointed by the mayor. The school 

committee oversees a newly appointed (as of July 2019) Superintendent, Dr. Brenda 

Cassellius. This comes after a 1-year interim, Laura Perille, ran the district after Dr. Tommy 

Chang’s departure in the summer of 2018. 

Academic performance in Boston is often touted as one of the best of any urban 

system in the country. In 2006, the district won the prestigious Broad Prize for its academic 

achievement ($1 Million Broad Prize for Urban Education awarded to Boston Public Schools, Four 

Finalist Districts, 2016). On the 2019 NAEP exam, BPS students scored on-par with the 

national average. Many core metrics have been improving as well. The 2019 graduation rate 
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(near 75%) has improved by 17 percentage points since 2007. The number of AP exams 

taken has doubled since 2008. And the pass rate on the 2019 10th grade MCAS (required for 

graduation), is 58%, up from 39% in 2007.  

Despite many of these positive indicators, BPS contains two thematic challenges to 

many previous turnaround attempts. First, it has a history of systemic inequities. 

Academically, roughly one third of 3rd – 8th grade BPS students pass the annual state reading 

and math tests (MCAS). When broken down by race, these data reveal large achievement 

gaps: “only 24 percent of Boston’s black students and 26 percent of Hispanic students 

scored above grade-level proficiency in reading, compared to 63 percent of white and 62 

percent of Asian students” (An Uneven Path_Bellwether.pdf, n.d., p. 16). Black and Hispanic 

students graduate at lower rates than White and Asian students by roughly ten and twenty 

points, respectively. And Black and Hispanic student benefit from Boston’s top high schools 

at substantially lower rates (An Uneven Path_Bellwether.pdf, n.d.). 

Boston’s second thematic challenge is a complex, ever-changing school autonomy 

landscape. Beginning in the 1990s, Boston introduced Pilot schools as an attempt to grant 

autonomy to district schools. Since then, a host of autonomy-granting programs and policies 

have been added. Today, there are “traditional district schools, exam schools, pilot schools, 

Horace Mann charter schools (also called in-district charter schools), Turnaround schools, 

and Innovation schools” (School Listings / School Types, n.d.). These disparate governance 

structures, which contribute to the complexity of managing the district, will become central 

to the successes and challenges of BPS’s partnership with the University of Virginia’s 

Partnership for Leaders in Education. 
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Background of Boston Public Schools and University of Virginia’s Partnership 

University of Virginia’s Partnership for Leaders in Education (UVA PLE) is a joint 

venture of UVA’s Darden School of Business and Curry School of Education that works 

with school districts to improve the quality of their lowest-performing schools. UVA PLE’s 

stated goals in their partnership with BPS are to (a) transform the way BPS selects, coaches, 

and supports school leaders, including differentiating the work of and supports for leaders in 

low-performing schools; and (b) transform the way the BPS central office supports schools 

(William Robinson, personal communication, October 29, 2019). To achieve these goals, 

UVA’s program prescribes a 3-year intervention process – a planning year, a launch year 

with a cohort of schools, and a second year of implementation with that same cohort.  

BPS approached UVA in 2017 to explore whether BPS could participate in the UVA 

PLE. After gathering support and funding, BPS launched their planning year for a first 

cohort of BPS schools during the 2017-18 school year. This launch included assessing the 

district central office and identifying six schools and leaders to serve as the first cohort to 

participate in this turnaround effort. SY2018-19 was the first year of implementing the 

program. SY2019-20 has been the second year of continued implementation with the same 

six schools. 

As the 2019 school year began, leaders in the central office faced the question of 

what to do at the end of the 2020 school year. The first cohort of schools was scheduled to 

conclude its transformation partnership at the end of the 2020 school year. Would BPS 

leaders seek to continue their work with UVA PLE? Would a new group of schools 

participate in a second cohort? My strategic project sought to frame and guide this 

discussion for senior district leaders within the broader context of the district and its first 
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UVA PLE cohort so as to arrive at a decision that would drive positive change both for 

participating schools and within the central office itself.  
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Review of Knowledge for Action 

Introduction 

The challenge of turning around any organization, school district or otherwise, is 

fraught with difficulty and complexity. Outside of the education sector, the lifespan of a 

business is measured in years, not decades. Even the largest and most established firms rarely 

survive for very long – the average lifespan of companies in the S&P 500 is under 25 years 

and forecasted to shrink (Anthony et al., 2018). 

The dearth of long-lasting companies is not for lack of trying. A review of research 

of corporate turnarounds finds them to be both ubiquitous and, unsurprisingly given the 

average company’s lifespan, usually a failure. The “incidence of turnaround situations is 

significant; and secondly, of those firms suffering significant and/or sustained declining 

performance, a greater number proceed to fail rather than recover” (Pandit, 2000). 

Boston Public Schools (BPS) is ground zero for institutions that have endured, for 

better or worse, the test of time. BPS includes the oldest public schools in the country: 

Mather Elementary school, founded in 1639; and English High School, founded in 1821. 

BPS, like most urban districts, is constantly undertaking efforts to improve its schools. This 

has proved to be as or more difficult than the oft-doomed efforts of corporate turnaround. 

But not every school turnaround attempt has been a failure. Just as some (if not most) 

turnaround efforts in the corporate world fail, a few do succeed. Much can be learned by 

examining those successes. 
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School Turnaround: School Improvement Grants 

The largest systematic effort to improve persistently low-performing schools at scale 

was initiated by the U.S. Department of Education in 2009. It was done by establishing a 

program of grants to state education agencies aimed at funding “the most rigorous 

interventions that hold the promise of producing rapid improvements in student 

achievement and school culture.” (U.S. Department of Education, 2009). The grants, called 

“School Improvement Grants” (SIGs), were the Department of Education’s way to invest 

roughly $3.5 billion in the effort. They aimed to turn around the lowest-performing 5,000 

schools across the country within a 5-year span by requiring district grantees (via State 

Education Agencies) to choose one of four interventions for schools in their bottom tier of 

academic performance. These options are summarized in the U.S. Department of 

Education’s announcement regarding the grants: 

1) Turnaround Model1 – This would include among other actions, replacing the 

principal and at least 50 percent of the school's staff, adopting a new governance 

structure and implementing a new or revised instructional program. 

2) Restart Model – School districts would close failing schools and reopen them 

under the management of a charter school operator, a charter management 

organization or an educational management organization selected through a 

rigorous review process. A restart school would be required to admit, within the 

grades it serves, any former student who wishes to attend. 

3) School Closure – The district would close a failing school and enroll the students 

who attended that school in other high-achieving schools in the district. 

 
1 The term “turnaround” is often used differently depending on whether an author is referring to efforts to 
turn low-performing schools around more generally (i.e. any means used to improve a low-performing school) 
or to this SIG definition more specifically. In this Capstone, I use “turnaround” in the general sense. 
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4) Transformational Model – Districts would address four specific areas: 1) 

developing teacher and school leader effectiveness, which includes replacing the 

principal who led the school prior to commencement of the transformational 

model, 2) implementing comprehensive instructional reform strategies, 3) 

extending learning and teacher planning time and creating community-oriented 

schools, and 4) providing operating flexibility and sustained support. (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2009) 

74% of awarded schools implemented the fourth option – transformation (Hurlburt, 

S., Le Floch, K.C., Therriault, S.B. & Cole, S., 2011). This is undoubtedly because it provides 

the most flexibility and is, from an administrative and political perspective, the least likely to 

create existential challenges to schools, districts, and states receiving grant money. And while 

many have defended, with good reason, the decision to pursue less dramatic interventions, 

others have criticized states and districts for failing to take advantage of the most dramatic 

interventions, which they argue are the most effective steps to change the academic 

outcomes of students currently stuck in failing schools (The Turnaround Fallacy—Education 

Next: Education Next, n.d.). 

For all of the money and thought applied to the SIGs, some research suggests that 

the overall impact on student achievement was, on the whole, negligible. According to an 

internal study done by the Department of Education, “The findings presented in this report 

do not lend much support for the SIG program having achieved this goal [of improving 

student outcomes], as the program did not appear to have had an impact on the practices 

used by schools or on student outcomes, at least for schools near the SIG eligibility cutoff” 

(Dragoset et al., 2017). This study was done only on a subset of schools near the eligibility 

cutoff, and therefore it is possible that this finding is unique to this group of schools. But 
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this is a far less likely reality than that the SIGs generally had no overall impact on most of 

the schools they were designed to improve. In some places, North Carolina, for example, the 

grants even had a negative effect: “In sum, the turnaround program did not increase average 

achievement at either the school level or the student level. Instead it appears to have reduced 

overall passing rates at the school level” (Heissel & Ladd, 2018). In Washington State, 

researchers found similar outcomes and blamed the short timeline for implementation, 

amongst other things, for the failure of the grant to generate school improvement (Tinkering 

Toward Transformation: A Look at Federal School Improvement Grant Implementation | Center on 

Reinventing Public Education, n.d.). It is a disappointing result for a massive investment of 

public dollars, but perhaps a predictable one given the long history of failed turnaround 

efforts within (and outside) the sector. 

As unproductive as the SIGs seemed to be overall, failure was not ubiquitous. There 

are examples of schools, districts, and even states where the SIGs generated positive student 

gains. In Massachusetts:  

When considering prior achievement trends, students in the SRG schools [the 

Massachusetts program for distributing SIG dollars] performed better on the English 

language arts (ELA) and mathematics sections of the Massachusetts Comprehensive 

Assessment System (MCAS) compared with students in comparison schools. The 

effects were statistically significant after the first, second, and third years of SRG 

implementation on both the ELA and mathematics sections. (LiCalsi et al., 2015) 

Critics will emphasize that a deeper dive into the results from this report reveals that, 

while statistically significant, the improvement of students in the treatment group (those 

receiving SIGs) was not enough to close the gap between failing schools and average district 

schools. Further, “patterns are less clear among high schools receiving SRGs, with slight 
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declines in test scores among all schools” (LiCalsi et al., 2015). Despite these limitations, the 

overall improvement in student achievement is heartening, especially given the challenging 

nature of turnaround and the negative results from many other states. The differences 

between Massachusetts and the other improved districts and the large majority of states and 

districts that saw no or negative changes in student achievement show that there are some 

strategies to turnaround that have a better outcome than others. 

 

Turnaround Practices Outside of Education 

The rare examples of successful corporate turnaround may provide lessons for 

turnaround best practices that can be applied to school turnaround. By finding 

commonalities between for-profit and non-profit turnaround successes, practitioners can 

begin to triangulate those practices most likely to yield positive results for students. Most 

research of turnarounds uses case studies and other non-experimental methods to study 

successful turnarounds and has yielded the following common elements. 

First, the timing of turnaround planning and implementation is key. Successful 

turnarounds occur within firms that tend to choose fewer restructuring strategies and to 

implement them early on (Sudarsanam & Lai, 2001). Leaders are given adequate time to 

develop robust plans, fully implement key strategies early on, and maintain focus on a 

handful of key strategies over a sustained period of time. Firms that fail to successfully turn 

around tend to rush too quickly without a clear strategy, implement so many changes that 

they end up doing so incompletely, or lose focus on key strategy levers too quickly (School 

Turnarounds: A Review of the Cross-Sector Evidence on Dramatic Organizational Improvement, 2007). 

“Early actions (and particularly early wins) may be important to creating a momentum for 

change and breaking down resistance. The timescale for renewal activities may be rather 
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longer— stretching to months or even years—but, again, the process of renewal often 

commences early in turnaround” (Walshe et al., 2004). 

The next key lever for successful turnarounds is adequate freedom from burdensome 

regulation or reporting structures, balanced by adequate support. Leaders of turnaround 

organizations need the ability to act quickly and decisively lest their ability to quickly 

establish new norms within the organization be hampered by excessive oversight (Paton & 

Mordaunt, 2004). 

But this does not mean that governing bodies, boards, or, in schools’ cases, 

Superintendents and central office leaders, can simply abdicate their roles as managers 

(Hoffman, 1989). This research suggests that they instead carefully select a small number of 

strategies through which they will push for coherence across their district, provide adequate 

resources to support those strategies, remain focused on holding school leaders accountable 

to implementing those strategies, and then allow the school leader true autonomy to make 

decisions and changes without meddling or burdensome reporting demands. 

Organizations that successfully turn around also carefully monitor key performance 

metrics. Usually, these metrics in for-profit organizations come in the form of market 

mechanisms (stock price, revenue, profit, access to capital), but they are equally important in 

non-profits, albeit often more difficult to capture (School Turnarounds: A Review of the Cross-

Sector Evidence on Dramatic Organizational Improvement, 2007). 

While intuitively, leaders and managers would seem to play a defining role in any 

organization’s success, that view was not always so widely held. Arguments have been made 

in the corporate world by a neoclassical economic perspective that views managers as 

“selfless inputs into the production process…executives might differ in their preferences, 

risk-aversion, or skill levels, none of this translates into actual corporate policies, if a single 
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person cannot easily effect these policies” (Bertrand & Schoar, 2003). Recent studies 

consistently debunk this thinking as severely undervaluing the role of leaders within any 

organization. Turnarounds especially seem to require exceptionally effective leadership. 

Successful turnaround leaders in the private sector embody a set of capabilities and engage in 

a consistent set of actions that push their organization back onto a path to success. These 

leaders: a) have the capacity to accurately diagnose the core challenges faced by their 

organizations and their own organization’s current competencies and weaknesses; b) select a 

small number of key strategies that will allow the organization to quickly see results; and c) 

create a sense of urgency for change amongst a guiding coalition (School Turnarounds: A Review 

of the Cross-Sector Evidence on Dramatic Organizational Improvement, 2007). 

While many of these practices are core both to the private and public sectors, there 

are some key differences between the two that must be kept in mind when attempting to 

translate lessons from the former to the latter. First, “more than in the private sector, it is 

possible for organizations to fail badly in some areas while still succeeding in others” (Paton 

& Mordaunt, 2004). This makes the creation of urgency all the more difficult in public sector 

organizations. Further, while turnaround leaders need increased autonomy in some areas, 

public sector leaders often face a significantly more complex political context, making 

achieving that autonomy a much taller task: 

Nevertheless, what [public sector turnaround leaders’] accounts seemed to 

emphasize, more than the theories of turnaround arising from the business literature, 

is the continuing, pervasive and extended nature of the ‘politics’ involved in their 

turnarounds. In each case, the organizations were embedded in community, 

professional and institutional networks that had the capacity to hinder and block 

their initiatives. (Paton & Mordaunt, 2004) 
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Public sector education is a prime example of a sector often overwhelmed by the sheer 

number and variety of people and organizations with a vested interest in and some modicum 

of political influence over its policy and implementation.  

 

Turnaround Practices Within Education 

 Just as the research on business turnaround relies heavily on patterns derived from 

case studies, research into school turnaround takes a similar approach. What Works 

Clearinghouse, a U.S. Department of Education initiative that reviews research on education 

programs, policies, practices and products, categorizes education research findings based on 

the rigor of their experimental methods. They characterized the research on school 

turnaround by saying: “Unfortunately, the research base on effective strategies for quickly 

turning around low-performing schools is sparse. The panel did not find any empirical 

studies that reached the rigor necessary to determine that specific turnaround practices 

produce significantly better academic outcomes” (Herman et al., 2008). 

 Some practitioners, too, bemoan the lack of rigorous research on school turnaround. 

Maryland’s veteran state superintendent of schools, Nancy Grasmick, said “very little 

research exists on how to bring about real sea change in schools…. Clearly, there’s no 

infallible strategy or even sequence of them…No one has the answer. It’s like finding the 

cure for cancer” (The Turnaround Fallacy, 2009). These complaints are simultaneously 

insightful and unhelpful. Pretending as though there is a single, clear roadmap for school 

turnaround is, as these warnings rightly point out, mere wishful thinking. There are not, as 

one might assume upon seeing the phrase “research-based,” examples of randomized 

control trials showing clear causation between a particular turnaround method and specific 

results. And for good reason – establishing true randomization in public, social organizations 
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like schools is both practically and ethically challenging. That said, there is plenty of research 

that can be used to inform good turnaround practice, even while leaders must be careful not 

to assume that positive change will necessarily follow without the appropriate consideration 

of context and politics.  

Superintendent Grasmick’s cancer simile was perhaps more apt than she intended. 

School turnaround, like cancer, is an overly broad term. Cancer is not a single thing. Thus, there 

is no single cure. When politicians talk of ‘finding the cure for cancer,’ they gloss over the 

fact that, since cancer is an umbrella term for a huge diversity of diseases that share a 

common element, there will never be a single cure. This describes the approach practitioners 

must also take to turning around failing schools. Any turnaround strategy must recognize 

that the causes of failure for an individual school will be unique to that school and the 

context within which it finds itself. Any treatment, therefore, must be designed with that 

context in mind to suit the particular school and community. 

But just as the ultimate need for individualized medical treatments does not mean 

general medical research cannot help us make progress towards finding cures, we can derive 

helpful lessons from trends and insights from past turnaround efforts. The UVA PLE does 

precisely that – it uses insights from case studies and other school turnaround research to 

develop a set of tools that can allow for differentiated support to schools in need of 

turnaround. Indeed, there is even research to support the need for exactly this kind of 

differentiated approach (Anderson et al., 2012). By designing differentiation into the core of 

its turnaround model, UVA PLE embodies this insight. 

At the center of every turnaround is a group of district leaders who aspire to drive 

necessary change in the organization. The evidence of the importance of leadership in school 

turnaround is fairly robust. An examination of turnaround schools in Ontario over an eight 
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year period of reform suggested “that district leadership has quite significant effects on 

features of the organization which are known to improve student achievement” (Leithwood 

& Azah, 2017, p. 38). Effective district leadership, therefore, is a necessary but insufficient 

component to successful turnaround. It may be as noteworthy what district leadership does 

not do as the positive actions they take. Restraint from district leadership, along with 

genuine partnership with schools, is a key component of the UVA PLE model. 

School-level leadership is perhaps the most important lever to successful turnaround. 

A paper in the National Bureau of Economic Research studied the impact of principals on 

student achievement by examining variation of effectiveness ratings, student achievement 

data, and teacher exit data by school. The researchers found: 

Outcome-based estimates of principal value-added to student achievement reveal 

significant variation in principal quality that appears to be larger for high-poverty 

schools…Patterns of teacher exits by principal quality validate the notion that a 

primary channel for principal influence is the management of the teacher force. 

Finally, looking at principal transitions by quality reveals little systematic evidence 

that more effective leaders have a higher probability of exiting high poverty schools. 

(Branch et al., 2012) 

Not only is quality leadership a need that is more acute in high-poverty schools, this study 

suggests that focusing on teacher management is key to a school’s ultimate success. 

A recent RAND Corporation review of school leadership interventions found that 

districts that enhanced principal autonomy and provided professional learning for principals 

showed evidence of improved student achievement (Herman et al., 2017). Similarly, there 

was strong evidence that principals who spent more time coaching and evaluating teachers 

and developing the education program within their schools saw greater improvement in 
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student achievement. Finally, a RAND review found that instructional leadership and shared 

leadership were more effective than transformational leadership (focused on charismatic 

inspiration of staff) or sole decision-making by principals (Herman et al., 2017). 

The What Works Clearinghouse attempts to sum up its findings of the research on 

principals in a series of four overarching recommendations for school leaders. First, they 

recommend that leaders “signal the need for dramatic change with strong leadership,” by 

which they mean leaders need to demonstrate that changes will be significant and immediate 

and to “signal the magnitude and urgency of those changes” (Herman et al., 2008, p.10). 

Second, leaders must “maintain a consistent focus on improving instruction” by using data 

to set goals and changing instruction to meet those goals (p. 15). Third, leaders must 

“provide visible improvements early in the school turnaround process (quick wins)” in order 

to help rally staff around early success (p. 22). Finally, leaders must “build a committed 

staff,” a practice that may include “releasing, replacing, or redeploying those who are not 

fully committed to turning around school performance” (p. 27). As the previous study from 

Branch et al. in 2012 suggests, this final lever is one of the most important tools at a school 

leaders’ disposal. 

There is a strong connection between the research on successful school turnarounds 

and successful turnarounds in other sectors. Both evidence bases cite the need for strong 

leadership and warn against the risks of spreading leaders’ attention across too many 

initiatives or strategies. Any intervention, including the UVA PLE strategy, must have these 

lessons as a focus if it is to achieve sustainable results. 
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University of Virginia’s Partnership for Leaders in Education 

 The UVA PLE attempts to incorporate all of these findings into a program that, 

rather than mandating a particular set of reforms to drive school turnaround, establishes a 

format by which school and district leaders work together to identify site-specific challenges, 

goals, and processes, develop a specific plan to address those areas, and maintain sustained 

focus on them in order to codify positive changes within the school and district. 

 The UVA PLE is one of only two programs (along with KIPP) recognized by the 

RAND Corporation’s literature review as having strong evidence of contributing to 

sustained school improvement (Herman et al., 2017). UVA cites a handful of other studies 

that show consistent improvement results from UVA PLE participants (Meyers & 

VanGronigen, 2018; Player & Katz, 2016). While the field would benefit from continued 

research into school turnaround efforts, the evidence cited by UVA PLE suggests that their 

approach has data to support its effectiveness.  

UVA PLE focuses on four key levers to drive improvement within struggling 

schools: 

• The Leadership – Systems require the will and capacity to prioritize what is 

necessary to improve the lives of the children they serve and present a clear 

vision for the path ahead. 

• Instructional Infrastructure – Systems need data-driven instruction to create an 

evidence-based approach to better serve students, including creating and 

implementing a cohesive assessment strategy, responsive data systems and a 

high-quality curriculum. 

• Differentiated Support and Accountability – System leaders must provide 

schools with the capacity-building, support, accountability and flexibility needed 
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to achieve urgent change. This support must be tailored to each individual 

system and school. 

• Talent Management – Creating the environment for success requires having the 

right people in place to carry out the work. (Darden/Curry Partnership for Leaders in 

Education, n.d.) 

The previously explored research provides evidence that these areas of focus have a strong 

evidential backing for their inclusion in UVA PLE’s approach.  

Beyond individual school improvement, UVA PLE also focuses on the connection 

between the district central office and the individual schools. From the district central 

office’s perspective, alignment on instructional approaches with school leaders and teachers 

within turnaround schools is a key characteristic of successful turnarounds (Johnson & 

Chrispeels, 2010). The ability of the central office to appropriately balance school autonomy 

with common expectations is another core tenant of the UVA PLE approach. The research 

supports this mode of strategic differentiation and provides a roadmap for its development: 

The most fully developed systems of differentiated support for improvement 

encompassed three types of intervention strategies: (1) developing central office 

capacity to customize assistance to school specific circumstances and needs; (2) 

developing the capacity of school personnel to understand and solve their own 

problems (within the parameters of district policies and expectations); and (3) 

creating systems to facilitate networking and sharing about school improvement 

concerns and practices amongst schools (rather than depending on the central office 

for solutions). (Anderson et al., 2012) 

In order for these intervention strategies to successfully take hold, quality leaders 

must be in place to lead these efforts. UVA PLE partnership uses a Behavioral Event 
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Interview (BEI) tool to select leaders. The BEI identifies individuals who possess the key 

leadership competencies that research indicates are common elements of effective 

turnaround leaders. The BEI is an intensive interview process conducted by a trained team 

of interviewers that seeks to identify the presence or absence of key leadership 

competencies. According to Hitt et al. (2016), the 10% of principals who led successful 

turnarounds of hundreds of sampled schools demonstrated these key competencies. Beyond 

the research into the use of this particular tool, the emphasis on leader selection mirrors the 

research from outside the sector that leadership is a key element to successful organizational 

turnaround. 

The UVA PLE requires districts first conduct BEIs for all potential turnaround 

school leaders and match leaders who score above the minimum threshold to eligible 

turnaround schools. Next, a team from UVA conducts an on-site “District Readiness 

Assessment” to determine the core strengths and weaknesses of a district seeking to partner 

with UVA PLE. Once this is complete, a semester to year-long design phase ensues. This 

element of the process ensures that the formal launch of a turnaround effort is not rushed 

and the core levers of change can be effectively implemented. This design year is coupled 

with on-site support from UVA PLE team members and a multi-day retreat to the UVA 

campus for school and district leaders. 

At this retreat, BPS leaders designed the first of their interventions through the 

development of “common commitments” – a document that articulated specific actions 

school leaders would take in their schools and specific actions district leaders would take to 

support school leaders. This process is designed to accomplish multiple objectives. First, to 

ensure that a small number of clear, attainable goals are set and aligned across schools so 

that district leaders can realistically support those goals. For example, if schools within a 
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turnaround cohort each want to implement a separate math curriculum, the common 

commitments would surface this and principals and district administrators would discuss 

what supports would be needed to effectively implement all six curricula and whether it was 

plausible for the central office to provide that support. Second, to generate trust and 

goodwill between the central office and school leaders by demonstrating that they are all 

partners in determining the key actions that would be needed to turn the school around, 

rather than the more common, top-down approach of district leaders mandating certain 

changes to school leaders and school leaders implementing those mandates with mixed 

fidelity. This practice also mirrors Sudarsanam & Lai's (2001) research into organizational 

turnaround that highlights the importance of choosing fewer intervention strategies.  

Upon the establishment of the first set of common commitments, the UVA PLE 

model requires school leaders to each develop a 90-day strategic plan that lays out the core 

actions needed to address the identified challenges and implement the agreements between 

the schools and the district leaders. As the first school year begins, district leaders conduct 

weekly supervisory and coaching sessions. The focus of these sessions is to review the 90-

day plan, ensure that it is being implemented, and provide feedback and support to 

principals on its implementation. Along the way, UVA PLE conducts bi-annual visits to the 

district, hosts on-site professional development for district and school leaders, and works 

directly with district leaders to transform the way the central office supports turnaround 

schools. 

 

Research on Organizational Change 

 Beyond the strategies and levers that are key for successful turnaround inside and 

outside of the educational sector, my strategic project’s success also depended upon an 
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understanding of organizational change. There are two key theories – relational coordination 

theory and John Kotter’s change management process – that helped me in designing my 

strategic project’s theory of action and the interventions and actions embedded within it. 

Here, I introduce these theories and the overarching lessons that I drew on in my work. 

Later, in my analysis section, I will directly connect these theories to the decisions and 

actions I took and show how they impacted the outcome. 

 

Relational Coordination Theory 

 First, I relied on relational coordination theory, the work of Jody Hoffer Gittell. 

Relational coordination theory offers “a theory of coordination that makes visible the 

relational process underlying the technical process” (Gittell, 2011). This theory advances the 

field of positive organizational scholarship by building on its emphasis on improving 

outcomes within organizations by managing the interdependence between tasks themselves. 

Relational coordination theory adds to this a theory by focusing on “management of 

interdependence between the people [emphasis added] who perform those tasks” (Gittell, 

2011).  

 The theory posits that, in settings where work is highly interdependent, effective 

networks of workers must embody three dimensions for productive relationships: shared 

goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect (Gittell, 2011). In order for effective 

interdependent work to occur, front line workers who depend on each other to provide 

effective services cannot be siloed into functional units with weak ties to other departments. 

Instead, “relational coordination is carried out via direct contact among workers at the front 

line, through networks that cut across functional silos at the point of contact with the 

customer” (Gittell, 2011). For these networks to function effectively, proper attention needs 
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to be paid to develop the shared goals of all workers that “transcend participants’ specific 

functional goals” (Gittell, 2011). Participants also need to have a clear understanding of how 

each individual function or role relies upon every other function to see “how their specific 

tasks interrelate with the whole process” (Gittell, 2011). Finally, workers need to have a level 

of mutual respect that allows them to “overcome the status barriers that prevent them from 

seeing and taking into account the work of others” (Gittell, 2011). 

 The theory provides guidance for organizations attempting to improve the 

coordination of these networks by suggesting they go about “redesigning [formal] structures 

to reinforce relational processes across functional boundaries” (Gittell, 2011). Gittell (2011) 

offers a handful of methods to achieve this, summarized as: “selecting participants for cross-

functional teamwork...developing work protocols that span functional boundaries…[and] 

designing boundary spanner roles to support the development of networks across functional 

boundaries.” Relational coordination theory helps frame the importance of attending not 

only to the quality and function of individuals performing specific tasks but to the necessity 

of the improved quality of the relationship between roles.  

Applying this framework to my strategic project was a key lever in analyzing the 

degree to which the assembled leadership team sufficiently represented a cross-functional 

team. It also pushed me to facilitate a process that attempted to consider mutual trust and 

enhance the relationship between not only individuals but key roles within various district 

departments. 

 

Change Management  

 John Kotter’s work on leading organizational change is another guiding theory of my 

strategic project. Kotter outlines eight steps to leading change: 
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1. Establish a sense of urgency 

2. Creating the guiding coalition 

3. Developing a vision and strategy 

4. Communicating the change vision 

5. Empowering broad-based action 

6. Generating short-term wins 

7. Consolidating gains and producing more change 

8. Anchoring new approaches in the culture (Kotter, 2012, p. 23) 

 Kotter argues that these steps must be taken in order, and that failing to complete 

one step before advancing to the next is a recipe for a failed change initiative. He emphasizes 

repeatedly the need to spend the time to fully accomplish the first steps before advancing to 

later ones: “People often try to transform organizations by undertaking only steps 5, 6, and 

7, especially if it appears that a single decision…will produce most of the needed change” 

(Kotter, 2012, p. 24). Many of Kotter’s examples connect clearly to many initiatives within 

large organizations and warn of pitfalls and common traps typical in organizations. “Even 

when the CEO throws out an idea for change, the suggestion tends to sink into the 

quicksand of complacency” (Kotter, 2012, p. 40). “I’ve seen people start by building the 

change coalition, by creating the change vision, or by simply making changes…But the 

problem of inertia and complacency always seems to catch up to them” (Kotter, 2012, p. 51).  

I used Kotter’s steps and descriptions of common organizational pitfalls as a 

framework for building an approach to decision-making. In particular, the building of a 

coalition and the development of a vision and strategy were key steps tackled by my strategic 

project. Further, Kotter’s warnings not to advance too quickly through the steps serves as a 

highly relevant warning for near term as the outcomes of my project continue to unfold.  
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Theory of Action 

 BPS is now working with their first cohort of six schools in partnership with UVA 

PLE. While much work remains to continue effective support for and implementation of the 

common commitments developed by this first cohort, my strategic project focused on the 

continuation and expansion of these turnaround efforts within BPS. I examine my role in 

helping senior leadership determine whether and how to expand their partnership with UVA 

PLE. 

My ultimate goal was to guide this decision-making process so that it occurs in a way 

that begins to transform the central office not just for schools participating in the UVA PLE 

turnaround process but for all low-performing schools receiving intensive support from the 

district. 

If I: 

• Understand the context of the launch of the first cohort of UVA PLE schools 

within BPS and the research underpinnings of UVA’s method; and 

• Gather evidence of success and challenges of cohort one; and 

• Ensure that the right group is assembled; and 

• Present this evidence to senior leaders in a way that demonstrates how the goals 

of the UVA PLE partnership align with those of the district while clarifying areas 

of challenge; 

then senior leaders within BPS will have a deeper understanding of the partnership and will 

only decide to pursue a second UVA PLE cohort if they do so in a way that is likely to 

improve the participating schools and better align the central office supports.  

And, then, if BPS does pursue a second cohort in this way, the resulting changes 

within the central office will have a positive impact on all schools across the system.  
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Strategic Project 

Description 

In this section I describe my strategic project – how it began and developed, the 

implementation of my theory of action, and the outcomes as of the end February 2020. I 

begin by describing the immediate context of BPS upon the launch of my project, then 

outline my work on the elements of my theory of action: understanding the launch of the 

first cohort and gathering evidence of its successes and challenges; and assembling and 

guiding a team of senior leaders to consider the future of BPS’s partnership with UVA PLE. 

 

Immediate Context 
 

The arrival of a new Superintendent in Boston in the summer of 2019 brought many 

changes across the district central office. Anticipating those changes, principals from the first 

cohort of the UVA PLE partnership, entering their second year of turnaround with the 

model, met with Superintendent Cassellius to articulate their support for the program and 

describe its benefits. They said they worried that they would lose the kind of positive 

leadership from the central office that they had experienced the previous year and had felt 

like a radically different approach to school management and improvement than they had 

ever previously experienced as BPS principals. 

 With new leadership at almost every level within BPS, fall of 2019 was both a 

promising and complicated time for new or expanded initiatives. The already-underway work 

of a first cohort of UVA PLE schools was further complicated by shifting leadership. The 

first step was to launch the first cohort into their second year of turnaround implementation. 

Christine Landry was the outgoing Academic Superintendent for the six schools in the first 
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cohort. The cohort had been combined with another group of eleven schools and put under 

the supervision of Elementary School Superintendent Mary Driscoll, a strong supporter of 

the UVA PLE turnaround model. Superintendent Landry retained a coaching role of the six 

principals and worked with Superintendent Driscoll to coordinate their supervision and 

support of the “UVA principals.” Further adding to the leadership complexity, two of the six 

UVA schools’ principals resigned and were replaced with new leaders. These leaders, along 

with the remaining four, had, earlier in the summer of 2019, developed a new set of 

common commitments and 90-day action plans and were beginning the work of 

implementing these strategies within their individual schools. 

 Two major efforts occurred in late summer, early fall of 2019. First, ownership of the 

UVA partnership shifted from the Office of Human Capital (whose leader, Dr. Emily 

Qazilbash, was departing) to the supervision of the Chief Accountability Officer, Corey 

Harris. Mr. Harris is an experienced district leader and former colleague of Dr. Cassellius but 

was new to BPS and Massachusetts. Second, direct leadership of these six schools and their 

newly developed common commitments needed to be transferred from Superintendent 

Landry to Superintendent Driscoll. They also needed to develop a leadership approach that 

would allow Superintendent Landry to effectively coach the six UVA principals without 

inadvertently undermining or duplicating the work of Superintendent Driscoll, the principals’ 

formal supervisor. All of this was underway as a decision needed to be made regarding the 

future of the partnership. 

 

Understanding the Context of Cohort One 

Upon my arrival in the district in the summer of 2019, I undertook an effort to 

understand the initial decision to launch the first cohort of UVA schools. I hoped to develop 
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an understanding of both the areas that were highly functioning and furthering the cause of 

school transformation and areas of challenge that prevented the district from achieving 

progress to its full potential. I began by reviewing materials that described the launch of 

cohort one and the initial partnership with UVA PLE. I also interviewed the departing Dr. 

Qazilbash, Superintendents Landry and Driscoll, and Mr. Harris, along with many other 

informal discussions and conversations with participating principals, teachers, coaches, and 

other members of the district central office who were supporting the first UVA cohort.  

My initial conversation with Dr. Qazilbash helped frame the positive aspects of the 

program. She had been the initial champion of the partnership and highlighted the following 

characteristics of the program as having a tangible impact on the quality of schools and on 

the central office itself: 

• the increased accountability for school leaders to follow through on their 

commitments; 

• the camaraderie associated with being with other principals who were also 

committed to the same things; 

• the participation of teachers in the UVA-led professional development, making 

them advocates for the approach and solidifying their own commitment to the 

areas of focus; 

• the ability of central office departments to directly support schools on clearly 

defined areas of focus;  

• and the support of Superintendent Landry and the positive relationships between 

her and principals (Personal Communication, October 4, 2019). 

Dr. Qazilbash’s diagnosis of the program’s impact proved to be one shared by every 

participant in the program that I spoke with. 
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My initial conversations with Chief Accountability Officer Corey Harris had a 

different focus. He was new to the district and not yet deeply familiar with the UVA PLE 

approach or its impact thus far. My goal was to understand his approach to school 

transformation, where he saw these efforts working in the district currently, and where he 

perceived opportunities for change. I also hoped to get a sense of the district’s overall 

strategic goals, ones that were, at the time, under development, with significant input from 

Mr. Harris as a member of the executive cabinet. My hope was that, by understanding his 

perspective on these issues, I would be better positioned to gather more relevant evidence 

from the first cohort of UVA schools that would help him make a strategic decision about 

the future of the partnership. 

Mr. Harris highlighted four major areas of focus. First, he wanted instructional 

leaders to use a more objective standard for instructional quality. Rather than looking at 

peers and concluding that one’s work was adequate because it outpaced others within the 

district, Mr. Harris wanted an “absolute standard” for instructional quality that allowed for 

better, more differentiated support for those leaders and a higher overall bar for instructional 

quality. Second, he highlighted the current principal supervisory structure (meeting roughly 

once every other week for one to two hours) as being insufficient to truly coach school 

leaders around their work to improve instruction within their schools. Most of the time he 

found principal supervisors needing to problem-solve around pressing staffing and 

operational challenges and lacking the time to delve deeply into instructional challenges. 

Third, Mr. Harris wanted better use of measurement, both of student learning and of 

instructional practices. And fourth, he highlighted the need for the central office to better 

coordinate its support of schools, particularly the lowest-performing ones.  
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Mr. Harris also highlighted his early positive impression of the UVA work thus far. 

He said he liked the focus on using common commitments between schools and the central 

office to help drive better coordinated and aligned supports to schools. And he spoke highly 

of the need for low-performing schools to simplify the areas in which they exercised 

autonomy – a current layer of complexity he saw as impeding the progress toward improving 

instruction by making it difficult for the central office team to provide aligned support to 

multiple schools.  

My conversations with those already at the center of UVA focused on gathering 

information that might help me understand where the partnership was working well and 

where it was struggling so that a future potential partnership could be best set up to succeed 

in its dual mission of improving the individual schools and better coordinating and aligning 

the supports provided by the central office. 

 I spoke with Superintendents Landry and Driscoll about the challenges of 

transferring supervision and oversight of schools. During the 2018-19 school year, the 

principals of UVA cohort one had been supervised by Superintendent Landry, whose role 

was dedicated entirely to this task and the task of helping coordinate central office supports 

for these schools. A major challenge emerging for the 2019-20 school year was the 

reorganization of the central office roles and, often, leaders filling those roles. 

Superintendent Driscoll took over formal supervision of the UVA cohort one schools, 

adding them to a portfolio with eleven other schools (ones not participating in the UVA 

PLE). Superintendent Landry took a new role in the district as the Assistant Superintendent 

for Academics and Professional Learning, though she retained a coaching role with the six 

UVA principals and planned to continue meeting with them weekly as she had the previous 

year, albeit for shorter sessions (1-2 hours instead of 3-4).  
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One major challenge was the volume of schools Superintendent Driscoll was 

overseeing (17) compared with the previous portfolio of Superintendent Landry (6). The 

sheer amount of time Superintendent Driscoll could spend in any given school was much 

less than the six UVA schools had received the prior year. As a result, the level of detail 

within UVA schools’ 90-day plans were vague or unrealistic, a shortcoming that required 

time and attention to correct and was only able to be addressed piecemeal over many 

months. The previous year, Superintendent Landry was able to work through these 

challenges must faster and to a much greater extent. Consequently, there remained 

misalignment between how schools approached their common commitment and “big rocks” 

(shared areas of focus for the school year). More importantly, the quality of implementation 

was weaker than the previous year because of this reduced support. 

Early interim assessment data from the fall provided evidence of this slowdown. 

UVA schools, on the whole, had mixed results compared with other BPS schools. While 

some UVA schools showed improvements greater than the district as a whole, these 

improvements were not consistent across the schools or across subjects and no better, on 

average, than the district. It is certainly possible that these early data do not hold as the year 

progresses and Superintendent Driscoll has more time to transition and lead this cohort of 

schools.  

On the bright side, I attended numerous principal supervisory meetings with both 

Superintendents Landry and Driscoll and observed strong alignment between them. They 

approached the work strongly philosophically and stylistically aligned. Consequently, I 

observed few, if any, instances of mixed messages or conflicting directives given by either 

leader to school principals. Eventually they were able to push school leaders to become 

more specific in their plans and articulate a clearer vision for implementation. This 
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highlighted for me the need to have strong relational trust and coordination amongst future 

senior leaders who would work with participating UVA schools.  

 

Considering a Second Cohort 

 In order to generate understanding of and interest in expanding the UVA 

partnership, I worked with Superintendent Landry to develop an agenda for a team meeting 

of central office leaders with a vested interest in the UVA work. This had been a recurring 

group, assembled during the launch of the first cohort and now changing in composition as 

the makeup of the senior leadership team across the district changed following the arrival of 

the new Superintendent, Dr. Cassellius.   

Knowing that Mr. Harris and others at the meeting valued quantitative data as one 

piece of evidence, I first gathered some of the preliminary MCAS data to compare the first 

cohort’s academic achievement data with the rest of the district (examples of these tables are 

found in the Appendix, Figures 1-3). We found a small but relatively consistent 

improvement across almost every grade in all six schools. While the gains were not the 

largest ever seen by the district, they were larger than those any other group of low-

performing schools had achieved with any consistency. A few schools had small bright spots 

in one subject area or a handful of grades, but no group of school showed the consistency of 

positive growth that the schools in the initial UVA cohort showed. It was a very small 

indicator that the changes made had had a positive impact. 

In thinking about how to synthesize and show this data, I focused on two key goals 

that I knew aligned with Mr. Harris and the rest of the transformation office. First, these 

schools had to be amongst the highest-need schools in the district. Mr. Harris’s department 

was tasked specifically with supporting these lowest-performing schools. Second, the UVA 
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intervention needed to show not simply growth but growth in relation to the growth of the 

rest of the district. If we simply showed that the schools were “doing well” or had “grown,” 

we missed the opportunity to examine whether the UVA intervention had added more value 

to schools who most needed the support. Additionally, the data needed to be quickly 

digestible (the meeting’s time constraints did not allow for an extended detour into a lengthy 

data analysis) and simple to see.  

Superintendent Landry and I presented the data to the team just before the launch of 

the 2019-2020 school year. We began the meeting with an overview of the supports for the 

UVA schools planned for that school year. This allowed for a conversation to unfold about 

the kinds of alignment that already existed as well as the alignment that still needed to be 

developed within the central office. Next, I presented the data to the group, asking the team 

to first look individually at the charts, then to ask clarifying questions, and only then to 

discuss the implications of the data as a group. Following this reflection on the data, we 

asked the group to plan for the upcoming site visit from the UVA team. Specifically, we 

focused the conversation on areas where the UVA team could help with alignment of district 

supports. Ultimately, if the district was going to extend this partnership, the participating 

leaders needed to see the value of the partnership’s focus on reshaping the district supports.   

The meeting successfully explored the details of the current support measures for 

UVA cohort one, allowing Mr. Harris and other members of the Transformation Office to 

continue to align their work and highlight previous successes. The review of the academic 

achievement data allowed participants to see the positive outcomes for themselves. Asking 

those present to analyze the data themselves first before diving into a discussion also seemed 

to help the information stick with individuals. In future conversations about the partnership, 
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this data was referenced as an early indication that schools were showing signs of more rapid 

improvement than others across the district.  

 Importantly, Mr. Harris continued to show a willingness to learn about the program 

and began to see UVA as a way to potentially bring about greater coherence to the central 

office’s approach to school management and improvement. In late October, the team from 

UVA PLE came for a regularly scheduled site visit to tour participating schools and meet 

with the team from the central office. This visit also included participation of Superintendent 

Cassellius and was seen by the team as a chance to shape her view of the program and its 

potential to help achieve some of her shared goals for the organization. In particular, in she 

stated a desire to bring about greater coherence to the management of schools (a desire 

echoed by Mr. Harris). UVA PLE’s model of requiring district leaders and school leaders to 

come together and develop common commitments that schools would adhere to and, 

importantly, central office would agree to, fit nicely into Superintendent Cassellius’s goal of 

reducing unproductive autonomies at the school level. It also aligned with the objective of 

simplifying the offerings and supports provided by the central office. The team from UVA 

communicated this point during their meeting with the Superintendent. 

 In developing the agenda for the team meeting following the site visit, I included a 

discussion of the possibility of a second cohort. I started the discussion by attaching an 

overview of the recommendations provided by our UVA partners based on their site visit 

and asked the team to reflect on (a) how to prioritize these recommendations and (b) what 

the next action steps would be to advance those priorities. After this conversation, I first 

presented the question of what to do with the first cohort in the next school year: Do we 

end or extend the existing partnership with the first cohort of schools? Only after a 

discussion of what to do about the first cohort did we broach the subject of whether or not 
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to add a second cohort, along with a question about the funding source and potential 

partnership models and timeframes. 

 Mr. Harris kicked off the conversation about a second cohort by asking “So, should 

I put in a budget request to fund another cohort?” With support from the other senior 

leadership in the room (Superintendents Driscoll and Landry, as well as team members from 

the Transformation Office and the Office of Human Capital), the conversation shifted to 

other funding sources that could potentially help defray the cost of the partnership and the 

beginnings of the supervisory structure that would need to be in place for the second cohort 

to succeed. It was an unceremonious beginning to a multi-year extension of the current 

partnership and the commitment to add an additional second cohort of UVA PLE 

transformation schools. 

 

Evidence to Date 

 The evidence of success of my project is on one hand straight-forward – leaders 

decided to add a second cohort and work is now underway to launch that cohort. But more 

importantly, did the launch of this project happen, as my theory of action states, in a way 

that is likely to achieve success for the improvement of the participating schools and the 

improved alignment of central office supports? Three key pieces of evidence illuminate a 

partial answer to this question, though it will be months or years until it is clear whether this 

initiative truly achieves its desired outcome. 

 First, the district is continuing to develop its use of the Behavioral Event Interview 

(BEI), a key element of the UVA PLE launch and one that prescribes a method of 

interviewing principal candidates that aims to distill their relative skill on a set of 

competencies that correlate with successful transformational school leadership. The Office 
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of Human Capital, responsible for all principal interviews across the system, has adopted 

many of these interviewing practices and incorporated them into all of their interviewing 

processes. Further, there is interest in having leaders responsible for interviewing principal 

applicants participate in an upcoming BEI training, the direct result of their inclusion in the 

team meetings that led up to the decision to launch the second cohort. This is an early sign 

that elements of the UVA PLE improvement process are beginning to take hold beyond the 

small cohorts of participating schools. However, there remains some risk that the district 

may implement only some of the BEI elements. The research underpinning the efficacy of 

the BEI assesses the impact of evaluating leaders across seven leadership competencies to 

inform staffing and development decisions. There remains the possibility that BPS may only 

implement elements of the BEI in their hiring practices, which may not result in the 

improvement of leader selection and may even provide a false sense of efficacy. 

 Second, the Transformation Office is seeking to narrow the kinds of interventions 

they ask schools to focus on. One of the common commitments of the first cohort of 

schools – implementing data-driven instruction – has been adopted piecemeal by other 

‘transformation schools’ (those in the bottom tier of performance within the district). Now 

this office is attempting to codify this practice and encourage or possibly require this 

intervention across all of its schools. This is yet another sign of some of the strategies of 

UVA PLE spreading to other parts of the system and influencing the organization of the 

central office support mechanisms. However, there is a significant risk that this approach 

actually cuts against another core strategy of the UVA PLE transformation process – that 

schools and district leaders should work together to develop “common commitments” 

rather than have interventions dictated from the top down. It remains to be seen exactly 

how this intervention is implemented. 
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 Finally, senior leaders have yet to decide how to organize the supervision of the next 

UVA PLE six-school cohort. One key lesson learned from the first cohort was the necessity 

of a senior leader with adequate capacity to manage the partnership and the schools. I 

highlighted the challenges experienced during the previous cohort by shifting supervision 

from one superintendent exclusively overseeing the previous cohort in its launch year to a 

superintendent splitting her time across a much larger group of schools (in the current case, 

17). Discussions are now underway about how to supervise the next cohort of UVA PLE 

schools. There have been some early discussions of strategically involving other school 

superintendents who have not previously been part of the UVA PLE process to further the 

spread of these best practices. This is a promising sign that the group is considering this 

larger goal as it develops its plans. However, it is still unclear how many schools will be 

competing for the leader’s attention and whether this will ultimately undermine any efforts 

to solidify these practices. 

 

Analysis 

 From one perspective, this strategic project was a success. I implemented the steps 

of my theory of action; they progressed roughly as expected; and the decision to pursue a 

second cohort of UVA schools was made with broad support and with some early signs that 

it will positively shape the district’s support of schools. This analysis section will examine 

why this theory of action worked, particularly the ways in which relational coordination 

theory and Kotter’s change management steps help explain the progress that was made. I 

will also use Mark Moore’s strategic triangle as another lens through which to better 

understand other reasons, beyond my particular set of actions and relevant to the wider 

context of the organization, that this project advanced as it did. Finally, I will examine areas 
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where the project did or might soon fall short. Despite the decision to invest in a new 

cohort, Kotter and Moore’s works highlight potential risks that make me question whether 

this initiative will have the ultimate impact on the schools and central office that my theory 

of action aspires to and that the leaders themselves hope for. 

 

To recap my theory of action – If I: 

• Understand the context of the launch of the first cohort of UVA PLE schools 

within BPS and the research underpinnings of UVA’s method; and 

• Gather evidence of success and challenges of cohort one; and 

• Ensure that the right group is assembled; and 

• Present this evidence to senior leaders in a way that demonstrates how the goals 

of the UVA PLE partnership align with those of the district while clarifying areas 

of challenge; 

then senior leaders within BPS will have a deeper understanding of the partnership 

and will only decide to pursue a second UVA PLE cohort if they do so in a way that is likely 

to improve the participating schools and better align the central office supports.  

And, then, if BPS does pursue a second cohort in this way, the resulting changes 

within the central office will have a positive impact on all schools across the system. 

 

Applying Relational Coordination Theory 

Relational coordination theory is most directly applied to education in examining the 

roles of “front line” workers and the interdependence between them as they provide direct 

services to the “customer.” In the field of education, the students (and their families) are the 

customers, while teachers, social workers, aides, specialists, and other staff who work directly 
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with students are front line workers. But in the context of this strategic project, the central 

office itself has layers of hierarchy and networks that relational coordination theory can be 

applied to. The senior leadership manages central office staff, who themselves provide direct 

services to the central office “customers” – the school-based staff and school leaders. 

By applying relational coordination to the central office itself, the assembly of the 

senior leadership team that spanned multiple departments aided tremendously the very 

coordination work that relational coordination emphasizes. It was particularly helpful that 

Superintendent Landry had both an intimate knowledge of the first cohort of schools and 

had assumed a new role as head of the Academics and Professional Learning department. In 

this role she oversaw curriculum adoption and implementation across the district, a vital 

element of a successful launch of a new cohort and one of the handful of departments often 

historically siloed within the organization. Her preexisting relationships across other 

departments (the Transformation Office, the Office of Data and Accountability, and the 

Office of Human Capital) and her positive relationship with Superintendent Driscoll was a 

central node in the interconnected leadership team we assembled to drive the decision about 

the next cohort. But, while this was a key preexisting element of one of the three dimensions 

outlined by relational coordination (mutual respect), it was the crafting of the agenda that 

allowed the group to achieve the remaining two: shared knowledge and shared goals. 

The agenda allowed for two things. First, it brought Mr. Harris and other team 

members to a shared understanding of the methods of UVA PLE. While many of the central 

office participants had some background, few fully understood all of the elements of the 

intervention prescribed by UVA PLE. This is also why I believed it was vital that I 

thoroughly understand not only the elements of the partnership, but the research 

underpinnings behind why UVA designed the intervention in the way it did. I believed this 
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would be an important lever in the ‘shared knowledge’ aspect of relational coordination. 

However, while it was true that my understanding of the elements of the partnership helped 

facilitate some furthering of shared knowledge, it is not clear to me that my learning the 

underlying research had the impact I anticipated. I believed people would be more skeptical 

of the intervention than they were and that I would be able to use knowledge of the research 

basis as a way to help convince skeptics that the approach was worthwhile and thoughtfully 

assembled. Ultimately, the degree of shared knowledge (or, at least, shared knowledge about 

the evidence supporting UVA PLE’s approach) was less a factor in the decision to expand 

than the impact of shared goals. 

 

Applying Kotter’s Change Management Steps 

 At the outset of this project I believed that Kotter’s first step, establish a sense of 

urgency, had already been adequately achieved. My conversations and interviews with central 

office and school leaders made it clear that they knew the depth of the problems and that 

they had sought out UVA to help address them. Since the end of the first cohort was rapidly 

approaching, there was some forced urgency – a decision about a second cohort needed to 

be made. But it was difficult to judge whether urgency was felt to the degree that Kotter’s 

first step suggests is necessary. 

 I believe the leadership team that was assembled to move through the decision was 

indeed the right guiding coalition, and that this was a key reason why it progressed with 

relative ease. The one missing element was Superintendent Cassellius. Other senior leaders in 

the room (Mr. Harris and Superintendent Driscoll) were members of the executive cabinet 

and therefore were able to determine the ways in which this initiative could and should fit 

into the future direction of the district’s priorities. However, Superintendent Cassellius’s 
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presence could have hastened and solidified the alignment of the second UVA cohort with 

other major initiatives she was launching. As we approach the next phases of the work – 

developing a vision and strategy and communicating the change vision – I am hopeful that 

the participation of so many leaders from disparate departments (all needing to better 

coordinate their work) will be a positive driver towards better alignment and support from 

the central office. 

 

Applying the Strategic Triangle 

Next I use Mark Moore’s strategic triangle as a lens through which to analyze my 

strategic project. Moore provides a guide for public managers to determine how to think and 

act in a given situation in order to provide public value (Moore, 1995). Moore emphasizes 

“three key questions managers must answer in testing the adequacy of their vision of 

organizational purpose: whether the purpose is publicly valuable, whether it will be politically 

and legally supported, and whether it is administratively and operationally feasible” (Moore, 

1995, p. 22). These three questions summarize the three components of the triangle: the 

public value proposition, the authorizing environment, and the operational capacity.  

 How does the public value proposition of the UVA PLE influence the outcome of 

this project? In fact, the UVA PLE’s focus on aligning central office supports so as to better 

and more coherently serve schools was already a main priority of Mr. Harris, the incoming 

Chief Accountability Officer. His main task was to improve the lowest tier of schools within 

the district. Further, at the same time that we were considering whether to extend our 

partnership with UVA, Superintendent Cassellius made a large investment in these lowest-

performing schools in the form of funding new instructional and student support positions. 

This accelerated the need to better align and coordinate management of the central office 
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support teams, especially those under Mr. Harris that directly served priority schools. 

Additionally, pressure from the state to improve the lowest-performing schools within the 

district added yet another layer of public value aligned to the goals of the UVA PLE. 

 These factors also clearly aligned the authorizing environment. With the support of 

Superintendent Cassellius (via Mr. Harris and Superintendent Driscoll) and with an 

expanded budget, the leadership team assembled had all of the decision-making authority it 

needed to extend the UVA partnership. In fact, the straightforwardness of the alignment of 

these two elements of the strategic triangle often seemed to serve as a strong tailwind, 

pushing this decision forward and often leaving me with a sense of inevitability. Moore 

describes the situation well: 

“Often, so many factors contribute to an organization’s performance that we cannot 

attribute any observed success to specific managerial interventions. Indeed, many of 

the ideas suggested in this book focus managerial attention on orchestrating the 

forces and pressures that already exist to help them achieve their purposes. Insofar as 

this advice is taken and actually works, the distinction between the influence of 

managerial action on the one hand and external forces on the other become blurred. 

Those who are inclined to think that managerial action matters a great deal will 

impute great acumen to the managers to stimulate, align themselves with, or use 

outside pressures. Those who are more skeptical of the importance of management 

will see the manager riding a wave of outside pressure, succeeding without really 

having to do anything.” (1995, p. 11). 

I find myself erring very often on the side of skepticism, but this perhaps 

undervalues the importance of following the crux of Moore’s advice to pick changes that 

have alignment on the three areas of the triangle or fight against the tides of these forces and 
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fail to achieve your goal. The skill of the manager may be as much in properly selecting a 

goal as in deftly executing on it. 

 

Risks and Shortcomings 

Moore’s third corner of the strategic triangle – operational capacity – is the shakiest 

of the three with regard to this project. While there was clear public value and authorizing 

power, the ability of the central office and school leaders to implement the UVA PLE 

interventions with fidelity across months and years is unclear. One major risk is the tendency 

of other competing priorities to undermine the ability of the central office to remain focused 

on this project for enough time to achieve and codify the intended changes. These 

competing priorities come in two varieties.  

First, other ideas or interventions that are designed to improve schools but are done 

outside of the framework of the UVA PLE might compete for attention. For example, the 

investment in new positions in all of the transformation schools is itself a major strategic 

initiative that might derail the implementation of and follow-through on the common 

commitments developed through the UVA partnership. Or the state may require that 

additional plans or interventions happen in the middle of the cohort’s pursuit of clarity and 

coherence within the UVA frameworks. Either of these could easily overwhelm the central 

office staff, distract the principals and other school-level leaders, and undermine the 

partnership’s end goals.  

Beyond the risk of external priorities competing for attention, a second threat to the 

operational capacity of the central office is the potential for leadership change. This could 

come in the form of changing personnel or in the form of restructuring the organization 

itself, both common occurrences since the launch of this strategic project. The 
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aforementioned leadership shifts that occurred during the previous cohort’s implementation 

serve as a warning for the very churn that I fear.  

It is unclear to me whether my strategic project fully took these risks into account. In 

fact, the tailwinds of such tight alignment of Moore’s public value and authorizing 

environment may have pushed the project to advance more quickly than was wise. I wonder 

if I didn’t undervalue a piece of the final element of my theory of action – clarifying areas of 

challenge. It was only after we had already decided to move ahead with a second cohort that 

we began seriously discussing the supervisory structure of these six schools. Had we waited 

until we had had better clarity on this question, might we have been able to organize these 

schools in a way that would have increased the chance of stable, consistent leadership? The 

answer is not yet clear. It is also possible that moving forward on the partnership will 

increase the felt need of providing stable leadership, as the lessons from the first cohort 

could, hopefully, serve to underline the importance of this stability. Though, more broadly, it 

is unclear that enough has changed within the central office that the lessons of the previous 

cohort have been heeded and protected against in setting up this cohort. 

Finally, I return to the sequence of change management described by Kotter. 

Establishing a sense of urgency is the first step, one that that may not have been taken as 

fully as I had initially thought. Kotter describes going to an embattled pharmaceuticals 

company, one with a plummeting stock price and recent negative press, and expecting to 

find “scenes at headquarters that are right of a WWII vintage film, with war rooms, generals 

barking orders every two minutes” (Kotter, 2012, pp. 38–39). Instead, he finds relative 

peace, calm, and a slow pace, even though “in one-on-one conversations with employees, 

everyone readily admits there are problems.” He continues, “…the pace is often 

leisurely…discussions become heated only when one manager tries to grab resources from 
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another or to point the finger of blame elsewhere. And most incredibly, every once in a 

while you hear someone sincerely make a speech about how good things are” (Kotter, 2012, 

p. 39). These descriptions capture with eerie accuracy the way I felt walking into the schools 

from the first UVA cohort. I observed numerous meetings of teachers discussing the results 

of a recently completed interim assessment, designed to show which standards students had 

mastered and to signal, roughly and imperfectly, the degree to which they were on track to 

pass the end-of-year state standardized exam. I could not reconcile the results of the 

assessments (showing that the vast majority of students were not reading or doing math on 

grade level) with the calm, unhurried air with which the teachers looked through the data. 

More than simply calm, many teachers did not seem to be attempting to use their students’ 

data to strategize about what had worked in previous lessons and what needed to be 

changed. This was not universal; I met and witnessed extremely skilled and effortful teachers 

across the district dig into students’ data. However, the more time I spent in schools, the 

more surprised I was at how calm they felt. I had expected one of two kinds of chaos, either 

chaotic classrooms where very little learning was happening, or chaotic teacher meetings, 

where the pressure to shift the outcomes was palpable and driving teachers to work hard to 

change their practices. I saw neither. Then I would return to the central office where there 

was a constant flurry of activity, endless, time-crunched meetings, and an abundance of 

skilled, experienced people working hard to try and shift outcomes in the district. Again, 

these are generalizations, there were plenty of urgent staff at the school level and plenty of 

slow-moving, less urgent staff at the district office. But the trend generally seemed to me as 

described. 

Upon reflection, this is the source of what I now believe was my misdiagnosis of 

how far in the first step in Kotter’s change management theory, establishing a sense of 
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urgency, the district had come. I had extrapolated too quickly from my initial impressions of 

the central office team to schools and teachers. I now worry that the average teacher lacks 

enough of a sense of urgency about the state of their respective schools that another UVA 

cohort will not be able to fully address this mindset and cause a shift in the daily practices of 

teachers accordingly. I also worry about a reaction I sometimes heard in the central office 

about some of the low-performing schools, one echoed by Kotter: 

 “show twenty-five-year-old MBA students a company that is in trouble yet where 

complacency is high, they often talk as if the firm were being run by a group of 

people with an average IQ of forty. Their implicit diagnosis: If the place is in trouble 

yet urgency is low, then the management must be a bunch of dopes…I’ve seen 

inappropriately low senses of urgency among highly intelligent, well-intentioned 

people…[the focus is often] rather abstract discussion of ‘strategy’ [that] avoided 

confronting any of the firm’s key problems” (2012, p. 41).   

This reflects a trap I have often witnessed within the central office (and been guilty of 

myself).  

How well did my theory of action attempt to shift these views, or is BPS poised to 

pursue a second cohort despite the presence of central office staff unsure whether school-

level leaders are capable of enacting the changes the partnership hopes to bring about and 

teachers in schools lacking the adequate levels of urgency required for change to take hold? I 

may have focused too much on the relational coordination amongst the district leaders and 

not enough on whether relational coordination existed between teachers and leadership. 

 Were I to rewrite my theory of action, I would make the following changes:  
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If I 

• Understand the context of the launch of the first cohort of UVA PLE schools 

within BPS and the research underpinnings of UVA’s method; and 

• Gather evidence of success and challenges of cohort one from both the central 

office perspective and the teacher perspective; and 

• Ensure that the right group is assembled including principals and teachers in 

current UVA cohort one schools; and 

• Have current UVA participants present this evidence to senior leaders in a 

way that demonstrates how the goals of the UVA PLE partnership align with 

those of the district while clarifying areas of challenge; 

then senior leaders within BPS will have a deeper understanding of the partnership and will 

only decide to pursue a second UVA PLE cohort if they do so in a way that is likely to 

improve the participating schools and better align the central office supports.  

And, then, if BPS does pursue a second cohort in this way, the resulting changes 

within the central office will have a positive impact on all schools across the system. 

 

I believe these changes would have increased the likelihood that the decision to 

launch cohort two would have taken into account the risks I described. By involving more of 

the school-level teachers and leaders it might also have helped those schools continue to 

build their connection with the central office.  
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Implications for Self 

 In reflecting on what I can personally learn from this experience, my first major 

takeaway is that I focused too much on “authorizing environment” corner of Mark Moore’s 

strategic triangle. I find I tend to focus on the formal decision-making structures first, and 

while I know and understand the shortcomings of this simplistic approach, I sometimes do 

not do enough to correct this default. In this project, it led to some complacency once it 

became clear that senior leaders were already supportive of and very likely to pursue a 

second cohort. While it turned out to be true that this would lead fairly seamlessly to 

continuing the partnership, I missed opportunities to use the meetings and discussions as a 

chance to facilitate the unearthing of disagreements or potential shortcomings in the current 

approach. Further, as my analysis section explains, I missed the chance to push the district to 

think more about the reasons why the previous cohort had achieved only mild improvement. 

I was focused on winning the ‘formal authority’ game (convincing decision makers to do x, 

y, or z), one in which I selected data and gathered evidence, aligned to the potential public 

value of the partnership, in order to make a strong case. Going forward, I will need to take a 

more proactive approach in focusing more on the ‘front line’ staff and less on senior 

leadership. That’s not to say that the authorizing environment can be ignored, but I must 

balance this by doing the groundwork it takes to understand true operational capacity of a 

team to effectively implement a particular strategy. That groundwork involves spending 

much more time at the ‘front lines’ of an organization in order to understand this capacity 

fully. 

My supervisor, Superintendent Landry, once wrote in an email that both her 

“optimism and [my] healthy pessimism are playing out to some degree” (Personal 

Communication, February 2, 2020).  This “healthy pessimism” can sometimes lead to a 
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misunderstanding of the job of senior leaders and public managers. As Moore writes “those 

who are more skeptical of the importance of management will see the manager riding a wave 

of outside pressure, succeeding without really having to do anything” (Moore, 1995, p. 11). 

On one hand, I do believe that an unskilled manager can wreak much havoc on an 

organization’s ability to achieve its goals. On the other hand, I found myself often 

interpreting managerial success within the central office as “riding a wave of outside 

pressure” and undervaluing this as not just a necessary strategy and skill, but as a sign of 

quality leadership.  

Effective leadership, I have come to believe, is as much about picking the right thing 

for the moment at hand as it is about picking an efficient strategy regardless of the degree to 

which it fits the particulars of the people and the context. This means that effective leaders 

must have a robust understand of the current culture and norms of an organization or team 

first before developing a strategy to shift it. This is perhaps the opposite order that I have 

typically approached problems of strategy and leadership. It highlights the fundamental 

limits of a plan carefully thought-out in isolation and a strategy too focused on being 

logically sound without taking context and people deeply into account. 

 

Implications for Site 

BPS has a strong set of assets at its disposal to help drive the positive change it seeks. 

On the whole, leadership within the central office is dedicated, savvy, and aligned at the 

most fundamental level in its desire to improve outcomes for students. Further, the 

organization is seemingly very adept at developing and expanding programs that contribute a 

public value and have authorizing authority (formal and informal). The UVA project is an 
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excellent example of this kind of program and there are many other examples that fill 

documents, budgets, offices, and websites. 

However, there is a downside to all of this activity. Too often, leadership and staff 

within the central office seem to shift their attention in rapid fashion from program to 

program, priority to priority, school to school. Many people seem overstretched, tasked with 

executing on dozens of priorities. While many of these priorities cannot be ignored (for 

practical, legal, or political reasons), many are overlapping or in contradiction with each 

other. The UVA project currently teeters on the edge of two possible futures. One, where 

UVA becomes yet another separate program, pursuing its own agenda without regard to the 

rest of the district strategies. The risk here is two-fold: that it generates a lot of work with 

very little payoff; and that it gets half-implemented, losing attention amid other similar, but 

competing, interventions. The other possible future is one in which it achieves its stated goal 

– to positively impact participating schools and help the central office improve its capacity 

for all schools. This will require the second cohort to truly serve as a testing ground for 

other interventions and for the strategies that work with this second cohort to have a 

mechanism through which they can embed themselves broadly across the district. A few 

examples already exist of this happening in small ways (like the use of the BEI). But for 

more proven practices to expand beyond the confines of the second UVA cohort, there 

must be focused attention from senior leaders and the “shepherd” of the second cohort, in 

the terminology of UVA, that has both the political clout and the time/capacity to influence 

multiple departments within the central office. For this to happen, the next shepherd needs 

to spend a significant portion of their time developing a plan for how to reshape various 

support services currently provided to schools. The UVA method of developing common 

commitments will, ideally, force this leader to create a model of school support not from 
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their own view of what schools need, however well-informed that view may be, but from a 

genuine conversation and negotiation between school leaders and the district, iterated upon 

over time. The first cohort of schools made significant progress developing examples of 

these commitments. A second cohort seems necessary because the larger work of capturing 

these best practices and, importantly, using them to make system-wide changes, remains 

incomplete.  

Another implication for BPS is the power of central office leaders spending more 

quality time in schools. Too often, a central office leader visits a school but only talks with 

the school leader or takes a brief tour in a ceremonial capacity. It is rare for central office 

leaders, especially those not specifically tasked with supervising schools, to spend meaningful 

time observing classrooms and the work of teachers. Consequently, it is easy for these 

leaders to misunderstand the degree to which various mandates are influencing teaching 

practice. Many high-level strategies fail not in their initial conception but in the execution of 

the details of a plan. A new curriculum is strong in theory, but there isn’t enough time to 

adequately train teachers, so few teachers are actually using the “approved” materials. Or, 

teachers meet to “analyze data” as the district recommends, but the analysis that happens in 

the meeting is superficial or misguided and does not result in improved instruction. Or, 

principals or other instructional leaders do not spend enough time effectively coaching 

teachers. Or, principals do not utilize the annual teacher evaluations to push low-performing 

teachers to improve or leave.  

All of these realities are impossible to see from the central office and are often not 

obvious even when talking with principals. It is only when leaders are able to spend real time 

observing the daily practice of teachers that these realities can become understood. Instead, 

central office leaders are often miffed when principals or teachers disregard central office 
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“support” and leverage relationships of trusted leaders to circumvent carefully laid processes 

to get urgent things done. The lessons of relational coordination can be helpful here. Gittell 

emphasizes task-based relationships based on work roles “rather than personal ties between 

discrete individuals who inhabit those work roles” (Gittell, 2011, p. 4). In other words, build 

systems that clearly define the relationship between roles instead of relying on personal 

connections to ‘get things done.’ The senior leaders who are connected with the next UVA 

cohort will need to prioritize building these systems and modeling these behaviors if the 

district as a whole is going to positively shift their approach to supporting schools. 

Next, in considering strategies and approaches, district leaders should think more 

realistically about the role that school-level autonomy plays in the district. Often there is a 

disconnect between how the central office is trying to organize itself and its true ability to 

influence a school to respond to that organization. The UVA partnership is a good example 

of leading with this reality and explicitly asking schools to forgo some autonomy in order to 

participate in a partnership process as outlined by UVA PLE. But this has not yet translated 

to other initiatives. Often entire departments are organized to provide “support” but lack 

any authority at the school level to follow up on this support. Teachers and principals are, by 

virtue of built-in school autonomies, free to refuse many of the supports provided by the 

central office. New initiatives will need to start by negotiating or re-negotiating which 

autonomies should exist at the school level and which ones should exist at the district level. 

This will counter the risk of designing a misaligned or unrealistic intervention that assumes a 

greater level of central office authority than truly exists. 

Finally, while significant time and attention is paid to strategy in district planning 

meetings, there is often fairly little discussion of the logistics and tactics required to 

implement large initiatives. Because of the intelligence and high capacity of district leaders, 
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large strategic initiatives are often directionally productive and even feasible. But often the 

details are left undiscussed. Consequently, various departments end up making crucial 

decisions that impact the ability of an initiative to take hold because they are not aligned and 

coordinated with other departments, which may themselves have made slightly differing 

tactical implementation decisions. The lack of clarity, either about who has decision-making 

rights related to a particular category of tactics or what the tactics should be in the first place, 

often results in muddled and incoherent implementation. Another consequence of this lack 

of clarity is that it often feels easier to start new initiatives from scratch to address a felt need 

instead of mapping the current approach and attempting to change it. As a result, there exist 

multiple ways that schools can engage with central office supports around, for example, 

teacher coaching, data use, curriculum, teacher recruiting, or extracurriculars. As the next 

supervisor of the second UVA cohort begins developing a new set of common 

commitments, they may find it easier and faster to simply create new systems and procedures 

from scratch to support those commitments. This is likely to undermine the future ability to 

enact system-wide change that is the aim of this partnership. 

The promise of new leadership, significant new investment in the system, and a 

strong, capable team in the central office all point to potential for positive change. District 

leaders can realize this potential by narrowing the scope of their focus, spending time 

understanding the challenges of teachers on the ground, and building interventions that 

address the granular details of those challenges in a coordinated, sustained way. 
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Implications for Sector 

I derive three major takeaways for the sector from my strategic project. The first 

comes from the partnership with UVA PLE and their approach to school improvement and 

district management. The second focuses on lessons learned in the adoption process itself. 

And the third provides guidance from the strategic triangle and its application in district 

central offices. 

The methods of school turnaround employed by the UVA PLE have generally 

attempted to focus BPS and participating schools on a small number of implementable 

strategies. This approach offers a lesson for the sector in the necessity of focusing on a 

smaller number of strategies within individual schools. Too often schools are inundated with 

disparate district mandates, new interventions, curricular programs, teacher preparation 

programs, school culture projects, consultants, and any number of other strategies aimed at 

improvement. The UVA PLE approach takes an agnostic view of which of these 

interventions make an impact. Instead, they focus on the school and the district central 

office selecting a small number of interventions, developing a set of common commitments 

that are necessary for the successful implementation of these interventions, and following up 

on their progress consistently for a full school year. Many schools or districts bemoan 

previous efforts’ failure to change outcomes and respond by searching for yet another 

intervention that will “finally” improve student outcomes. UVA PLE recognizes the flaw in 

this approach and pushes schools and districts to focus on implementation and consistency 

rather than on the search for and selection of the ‘right’ intervention. 

Relatedly, this narrowing approach helps solve another problem. Many districts are 

under immense political pressure to continually do more. School boards, teachers’ unions, 

parents, and everyone working within the district often push schools and districts to adopt 
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new initiatives. These well-intentioned advocates are rarely forced to consider the feasibility 

of adding yet another commitment to a school leader, teacher, or district administrator’s 

plate. Ideally, the UVA PLE process can help push the district to focus its efforts, but it 

does not entirely address the political challenge of resisting the constant calls for new, more, 

and better programming. This is an area for further research within the field – how can 

district leaders signal the seriousness of their desire to improve their schools while 

simultaneously saying ‘no’ to the many new ideas pushed by their constituents? 

Relatedly, schools, in their good-faith efforts to respond to well-intentioned calls for 

new initiatives, significantly underestimate their own administrative capacity to implement 

any new strategy well. For example, BPS’s willingness to extend their partnership with UVA 

and adopt a second cohort is a paradoxical lesson in this area. On one hand, the UVA PLE 

is designed to push the district and participating schools to undertake the very narrowing I 

am calling for here. On the other hand, it is yet another initiative within the district that must 

be managed if it is to have the intended positive impact. 

Currently one major limiting constraint on districts is their budget. I have seen the 

way in which the hard lines of a budget force district and school leaders to make tradeoffs 

and choices that they are usually able to avoid confronting once their budgets have been set. 

Districts should similarly adopt time constraints for central office departments – a budget of 

the number of person-hours each department has the capacity to dedicate every given year 

(or semester or month). Just as new initiatives need to find funding before they can be 

adopted, they should also be forced to compete for time. This would force districts to 

consider far more carefully the operational capacity corner of the strategic triangle. It would 

force leaders, who often do not bear the brunt of implementation time challenges, to “live 

within their means” and have a more realistic sense of their organization’s capacity to fully 
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implement a proposed new initiative. And it might prevent the ill-considered rampant 

adoption tendency of many school districts. 

Living within a time budget is one approach to any district’s need to more carefully 

consider adopting new programs, initiatives, staff, and partnerships. Another is to map the 

location of key decision-making authorities across the district and to analyze whether a new 

partnership fits within these pre-existing structures (formal or informal). The UVA PLE 

approach puts a process at the center of the district-school relationship, one that attempts to 

make more explicit the location of a handful of high-leverage authorities and responsibilities. 

This strategy is a key to developing partnerships that can fit within the current authority 

structure of a district. Instead, leaders often adopt strategies that attempt to fix a particular 

problem (e.g. curriculum quality, teacher training, mental health support) they see within the 

system. Leaders need to defer the decision to adopt a particular solution (partnership or 

otherwise) to the leader with enough context to understand their administrative capacity to 

implement and manage the solution.  
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Conclusion 

Whether or not BPS’s extension of their partnership with UVA PLE is ultimately a 

success will hinge directly on its ability to provide the partnership the leadership and time it 

requires to have its intended effect. I am optimistic that this is possible given the strong 

leadership within the district central office. It will be a test case for whether this partnership 

ultimately becomes yet another example of the long list of interventions the district has 

adopted, then abandoned, over the years. 

The extent of research on school turnaround efforts and on turnaround efforts 

outside of the education sector supports the approach of UVA PLE. First, a leader capable 

of transformational change must be selected. Then, they must select a defined set of 

interventions, articulate a clear plan, developed in partnership with district leaders, that 

articulates the respective responsibilities of district and school leaders. And finally, both 

groups must maintain their focus on these interventions for a sustained period of time. This 

recipe for turnaround success is far more challenging to achieve than it seems on paper. 

The lessons from my strategic project highlight other key elements in effective 

school leadership and management. A process of considering whether to adopt or extend a 

particular initiative must take three key factors into account. First, it must consider the 

degree to which front line staff, whether at the school or district central office level, have 

shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect. Leaders must design their organizations 

to develop these attributes so as to improve their ability to coordinate interdependent tasks. 

Second, managing change must happen in sequence, with attention paid to fully 

implementing each step. Attempting to accelerate the change process risks the desired 

changes failing to take hold. And third, for any change to successfully endure, it must 
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provide public value, be enacted with sufficient support, and consider the operational 

feasibility of the change. 

These lessons are easy to discuss in theory. The true challenge remains in the day-to-

day struggle to stay focused on the core elements of a small set of strategies that can 

positively impact instruction at the classroom level. This task is difficult under any 

circumstances; add the political pressures of an incredibly wide array of constituents, each 

wielding some level of power and control over the system, and the task becomes herculean. 

Yet, dedicated leaders can persevere through these challenges and, hopefully, shape school 

districts toward a brighter future.  
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Appendix 

Figure 1 

Average MCAS Math Scaled Scores by School, Cohort, and District (2016-2019) 

 

 

Figure 2 

Change in MCAS Math Scaled Scores by School, Cohort, and District (2016-2019) 
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Figure 3 

MCAS Math Performance Levels by School, Cohort, and District (2019) 

 

 


