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Abstract: Using data from Rhode Island, and deploying a fuzzy regression discontinuity design,
this study capitalizes on a natural experiment in which schools, in accordance with the No Child
Left Behind (NCLB) waivers, were sorted into performance categories based on a continuous
performance measure. The lowest performing schools were then mandated to implement
interventions, with more interventions required in the lowest performing schools. We find that
schools required to implement few interventions performed no differently relative to schools that
had no interventions required. Among lower-performing schools, those required to adopt more
interventions did worse than schools mandated to implement fewer, including higher student
mobility. This suggests larger negative effects for schools receiving the most negative labels, and
the potential need to better understand what leads to these worsening outcomes in response to
accountability requirements.
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The Rhode to Turnaround: The Impact of Waivers to No Child Left Behind on School
Performance

Introduction
In December, 2015 the US government passed the long awaited reauthorization to the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA). Titled the Every Student Succeeds Act
(ESSA), one of its frequently touted aspects is its orientation towards shifting a large portion of
school oversight and control back to the states (Smarick, 2015). In so doing, the law is seen by
many as creating opportunities for states to modify, reinvent or reinforce interventions for
underperforming schools in ways that will better serve their needs. However, and despite the
general enthusiasm for this approach, questions remain regarding exactly how states and/or
districts should work with their schools to improve them (Honig et al., 2010; Lee, Louis &
Anderson, 2012; McGuinn, 2012). One reason for such questions is that it is still unclear whether
and to what degree earlier federally driven intervention models from policies like Race to the Top
and the ESEA waivers should be replicated (e.g., Dee, 2012; Stuit, 2012; etc.).
On one hand, there is a substantial body of work that concludes that K-12 accountability
systems can have positive effects on high-stakes state test scores, even among schools that are
labeled lowest performing and subject to accountability pressure (Carnoy & Loeb, 2002;
Chakrabarti 2010; Chiang 2009; Dee & Jacob, 2011; Hanushek and Raymond 2004; Rockoff &
Turner, 2010; Rouse et al., 2013; Winters & Cowen, 2012). More recent research by Papay (2015)
and others (Dee, 2012; De la Torre et al., 2013; Player & Katz, 2013; Strunk, Marsh, Hashim,
Mecenas-Bush, Weinstein, forthcoming; Zimmer, Henry, & Kho, 2016) suggests that even more
recent turnaround policies spurred by RTTT may also serve to enhance student performance.
While these studies appear to build a positive case for such an approach, they do not necessarily
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provide insight into why or how these effects are achieved. For example, it could be that a welldeveloped state and district accountability or reform models were instrumental in these schools
success (e.g., in Massachusetts). Alternatively, it may be that interventions selected to improve
outcomes were implemented with greater fidelity or in more fruitful combinations. In any case,
the potential for variability in the supports chosen and their implementation suggest a need for
further research to assess generalizability.
Reinforcing this need for additional research is work by Stuit (2012) and others who
suggest that turnaround efforts have been lackluster at best. Some have theorized that one reason
for these more mixed results is the poor construction of the interventions themselves (Duke, 2012;
McQuillan & Salomon -Fernandez, 2008), their tendency to take a one-size fits all approach (Finn
& Winkler, 2010) and that they focus solely on educator’s behaviors rather than systemic issues
like intergenerational poverty or racism (Peck & Reitzug, 2012). Others have pointed to a lack of
coherence regarding reform interventions at the state or district level (Hemmer, Madsen & Torres,
2012) and a need for greater capacity among these entities to support these interventions
adequately at the school level (Bottoms & Schmidt-Davis, 2010; Mendels & Mitgang, 2013). If
such observations are correct then returning to ESSA (or a similarly decentralized system), a move
from greater federal to state oversight, may serve to exacerbate rather than mitigate these issues.
Such considerations again point to the need for additional work assessing the impact of federal
intervention policies before generating new localized policies and is the focus of the current study.
In this paper we focus on Rhode Island, which, as part of its ESEA waiver application,
identified not only which schools were lower performing, but also how many and which
interventions an underperforming school or district would implement. This approach to reform,
combined with the fact that Rhode Island was one of few states to maintain its state testing regime
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after waiver approval, provides a novel opportunity to further enhance our understanding of the
impact of accountability policy when schools, identified as underperforming, must participate in a
set of mandated interventions.
Using student- and school-level data from Rhode Island, we compare the subsequent
performance of students in schools just below and above the thresholds used to mandate differing
amounts of prescriptive interventions to estimate the causal impact of these mandates on student
learning and mobility. Deploying a fuzzy regression-discontinuity design, we model the effects of
a school being just subject to the requirements associated with falling into a performance tier that
required intervention, relative to schools in the tier just above it. Importantly, we are able to
differentiate the potentially different effects of being in the lowest two tiers of schools identified
as underperforming. Using this method, we assess the impact of being required to implement
different amounts of prescriptive school-improvement requirements on the subsequent educational
outcomes of students in schools on the margin of these requirements. We also add descriptive data
on the type of interventions elected by schools in different performance levels to try and gain some
insight into the potential mechanisms of our results.
We find that, in the first two years of the policy, schools with the fewest mandated
interventions (i.e., the highest performing of the low performers) do no differently in math or
reading than their peer schools that just avoided being required to implement these mandates.
Additionally, we find no evidence that being identified as needing intervention causes greater
student mobility out of these schools. Conversely, we find suggestive evidence that schools in the
lower two performance tiers – those schools that face more and the most restrictive interventions
– see lower subsequent performance relative to schools with fewer mandated interventions, and
likely face higher rates of student mobility than similar schools with slightly stronger performance.
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These results suggests that more interventions might not always be better and may have unintended
consequences that impact a school’s long term ability to improve.
Background
Background on ESEA Waivers and their Impact
In 2009, President Obama and the Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan, announced a new
federal initiative called Race to the Top (RTTT). Meant to “spur systemic reform to improve
teaching and learning in America’s schools,” (U.S. Department of Education) the initiative
provides states and, more recently, districts the opportunity to submit comprehensive reform plans
to compete for funding. The initiative has been far-reaching and as of 2013, 19 states had received
over $4 billion to implement their plans, including the State of Rhode Island.
One of the key features of RTTT has been a focus on chronically low performing schools
and initiatives aimed at reforming them. Specifically, to be awarded RTTT funds, Local Education
Agencies needed to engage their lowest performing schools in implementing one of four
intervention models:
•

Turnaround: the school is completely redesigned, including replacing the principal and at
least half the staff or the school is replaced with a new school or schools.

•

Restart Model: The school is either converted to a charter school or replaced with a charter
that serves the same students.

•

Transformation: The school engages in a number of redesign features including a rigorous
new teacher evaluation system though can retain all staff other than principal, who must be
replaced.

•

School closure: Close the school and enroll the students who attended the school in higher
achieving schools.

6
Running Head: Rhode to Turnaround

As Rhode Island and other states and districts that received RTTT funds began grappling
with implementation, the deadlock regarding reauthorizing No Child Left Behind persisted. This
left a void in terms of federal accountability policy; a void that the DOE filled by encouraging
state education agencies to apply for waivers to some of the specific requirements of the law.
Unlike former waivers associated with NCLB, these new waivers would be part of a competitive
process contingent on states adopting a variety of reform-oriented policies. Among these were
instituting college and career ready standards as well as creating a system of interventions for the
state’s lowest performing schools. Thirty-nine states, including Rhode Island, applied and received
such waivers in 2012.
Research on the impact of the interventions associated with RTTT and now ESEA waivers
is decidedly mixed. A number of researchers have found little if any impact of current turnaround
efforts (Ladd & Heissel, 2016; Stuit 2010; 2012, etc.), and have gone as far as to argue that such
efforts may even serve to exacerbate current inequities (Trujillo, 2012). Alternatively, a set of other
studies finds evidence of positive impacts of intervention efforts when the interventions or
requirements are more severe. For instance, research by Schueler (2015) suggests that turnaround
interventions can be successful. Their study of district-wide turnaround via state takeover in
Lawrence, Massachusetts found that, in the first two years, these efforts produced large gains in
math achievement and modest positive gains in ELA, particularly for ESL students. Yet, the
authors questioned whether such gains will be sustainable over time and the degree to which the
mechanism of state takeover combined with the tightly constructed and coherent portfolio model
may have contributed to these positive effects. Similarly, work by Ruble (2015) in New Orleans
where external contractors took over traditional public schools, showed that such efforts produced
positive student achievement. Stunk and colleagues (forthcoming) also found positive effects on
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reading test scores (but not math) in Los Angeles in response to reconstitution of the teaching force
in the lowest-performing schools in the district. And Zimmer, Henry, and Kho (2016) generated
evidence that turnaround efforts in Tennessee produced positive effects on student test scores in
settings that allowed for flexibility in governance and innovative approaches to school
improvement. However, in each of these cases of improved outcomes in the face of mandated
interventions, and consistent with prior work from the Chicago Public Schools (De la Torre,
Allensworth, Jagesic, Sebastian, Salmonowicz, Meyers, & Gerdeman, 2013), the success of the
interventions occurred concurrently with a substantial overhaul to how the schools in the study
were structured and operated, creating some questions regarding the generalizability of the results.
Shifting now to the impact of these policy reform efforts in more traditional public school
settings, such as those found in Rhode Island, recent work by Papay (2015), also in Massachusetts,
found that, over a period four years, schools across the state that had participated in turnaround
practices (i.e., what the state deemed level 4 schools) dramatically improve student achievement
across the board, closed achievement gaps and, positively changed their overall performance
trajectories. However, the author points out that these findings far exceed the results from other
state’s efforts and thus there may be something about the Massachusetts context in particular (e.g.,
its long reform history and strong infrastructure), that contributed to these findings.
Additionally, Dee (2012) also found more modest positive impacts of school improvement
grants (SIG) for schools in California that were among the lowest performance, but not those at
the just higher threshold of performance. Taken together, and highlighted by Papay (2015), this
research suggests a need for additional research on the impact of these types of intervention models
across contexts, including an eye to the specific mechanisms that might be influencing these
potentially varied results.
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School Intervention in Rhode Island
After successfully competing for RTTT funds, in 2012 Rhode Island was awarded an
ESEA waiver. Within the waiver, Rhode Island introduced a six-tiered classification system for
schools from lowest to highest performing (i.e., priority, focus, warning, typical, commended, and
leading). A school’s classification was derived from overall student proficiency and distinction,
participation on state assessments, gap closures, progress towards predetermined 2017 targets, and
general student progress 1. Based on these elements all schools in the state were given a score and
fell along a continuum of performance. Schools are identified for a particular performance
category based on cutoffs designated on an overall measure of performance, the Composite Index
Score (CIS). While the cutoffs for thresholds to determine categories were designated on the CIS,
schools could also fall into these categories by receiving low scores on individual elements of the
total score. The total score was comprised of: proficiency levels, performance within subgroups,
student performance growth, and participation rates on the testing regime, as well as high-school
graduation rate (applicable only to high schools) (See Figure 1 to observe the relationship between
the CIS and school classification.
Once classified, the lowest three tiers of schools (i.e., priority, focus, and warning) were
required to implement targeted interventions, 2 the nature of these interventions closely mirrored
those outlined in RTTT and included options for closure and restart. However, as true across the
U.S. in relation to RTTT (Author & Author, 2016), few, if any, of R.I.’s lowest performing schools
were closed or converted into charter schools. Rather most schools identified as low performing

1

High schools are also held accountable for graduation rates.
In their RTTT application RI committed to having all schools implement what they name their
3 core improvement strategies: common core, a new educator evaluation system and data-based
decision-making. These interventions were reaffirmed during the waiver process.
2
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engaged in what the state called the Flex model which was closely modeled after school
transformation under RTTT.
All schools choosing the Flex option were required to implement the state’s core
improvement strategies as outlined in RTTT, and the state-mandated interventions presented in the
states’ flex menu (Appendix A). In particular, the state’s lowest performing schools (i.e., priority
schools) were required to implement four Tier I strategies (i.e., those directly modifying the
school’s leadership, infrastructure, content and professional support system) and 2 Tier II
strategies (i.e., a mixture of lighter touch often programmatic strategies) while focus schools
needed to implement two Tier I strategies and 2 Tier II strategies. Warning schools, those closest
to the performance threshold excluding them from intervention were required only to implement
four interventions in total though these could be drawn from sources outside the flex menu as long
as they were an “empirically-proven strategy of equal intensity” (RI DOE).
In our analysis, we focused on the margin of being identified in two of the three tiers of
schools (i.e., warning and focus) that are required to undergo interventions as a result. First, we
explore how schools, just identified as being in the warning category and hence mandated to
implement interventions, performed compared to peer schools just identified as typical and hence
not mandated to implement interventions. Of perhaps greater policy interest is the impact of being
just labeled as a focus school (i.e., the category representing the second to lowest performance tier)
relative to peer schools in the higher performing warning status as focus schools were required to
implement far more interventions than warning schools and were monitored more closely by the
state as they did. 3

The classification of rules for priority schools – those in the lowest performance category – do not permit us to
include them in our analyses. Specifically, the identification of these schools did not rely on a fixed cutoff score like
those that allow for strong identification of causal effects as for the other categories, and assumptions necessary
to support other quasi-experimental designs also fail when trying to identify such effects in Rhode Island.
3
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Methods
Through a research partnership with the Rhode Island Department of Education, we link
publically available classification and accountability data with student-level data to provide one of
the first estimates of the causal impact of such policies for schools on the margin of being identified
in these different tiers. Using data from the first two years of the implementation of the new
classification system (as well as the two years prior), we examine the policy impact on several
relevant student outcomes across two discontinuities in the CIS (i.e., performance-level cutoffs)
used to assign schools to performance categories and mandated interventions. We measure the
initial impact of a school experiencing the interventions on its resultant state standardized test
scores in math and reading as well as measures of student mobility out of the lowest-performing
schools. We analyze schools near the margins of two cutoffs, the first between typical and warning
schools where warning schools has to implement a few interventions, and the margin between
warning and schools labeled as focus and priority that must implement interventions in greater
number and intensity. In the former set of analyses, the typical schools constitute a true control in
that they face no required interventions, while in the latter analyses we estimate the difference in
subsequent outcomes between schools that face lighter requirements relative to those that face
more substantial required changes.
Data & Sample
Our dataset was built using Rhode Island administrative data from the school years
spanning 2010-2011 through 2013-2014. Data span the two years prior to a waiver being granted
into the first two years under the waiver where some schools had been identified as failing and
therefore subject to mandatory intervention. Our sample includes data from 274 schools for which
we have student-level records. In our first set of analyses we focus on students in schools and
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grades that were near the cutoffs to determine whether a school’s performance index placed them
in the warning category versus just above that cutoff and in the typical category. In our preferred
specification there are 110 schools with over 15,000 students enrolled each year. Our latter analysis
on the lowest performing focus and priority schools relative to warning schools includes 42 schools
with over 11,000 students in each year. Our sample focuses on students in schools that serve grades
three through eight and is restricted to those who can be observed across the three focal years of
analysis, the year in which a school’s performance was identified, and the two subsequent years
of test scores.
In Table 1 we show descriptive characteristics of the students in the schools across all
performance categories in the baseline year of the policy 2012. This table clearly illustrates the
differences in average prior student performance across categories which is expected since
performance levels, growth, and differences by subgroup comprise the underlying measure used
to make assignment to these categories. This is further illustrated in Figure 1 where performance
category is on the vertical axis and the continuous composite measure of school performance, the
CIS, on the horizontal access. The dashed vertical line denotes the cutoff used to mandate
interventions between typical and warning schools. The delineation between warning and focus
and priority schools is made based on a subscore of the CIS, the ten points apportioned to
proficiency level, a fact whose use we explain further below. Any schools that fall into the bottom
three categories but have scores above the 50-point CIS threshold were identified on subscores
(components of the overall CIS). These subscores are related to proficiency levels, performance
within student subgroups, student performance growth, and participation rates.
Measures & Outcomes
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The accountability measures under NCLB and the subsequent waivers were all designed
to improve student learning as measured by required state test scores. Pursuant to these goals, our
primary outcomes of interest are student scores on the math (MATH) and reading (READ) New
England Common Assessment Program (NECAP), the test mandated for accountability purposes
by Rhode Island. We also defined two binary measures of mobility in response to the policy. First,
we defined whether students made out-of-sequence school changes (MOVE), to document students
changing schools at unanticipated times in response to the policy. 4 We hypothesize that higherability students are more likely to leave schools with lower performance levels. This would likely
result in differentially lower test scores in those lower-category schools, but might also constrain
the variance by truncating the top portion of the distribution (Chiang, 2009; Figlio & Rouse, 2006).
We also define a measure of attrition (ATTRITE) from the data to indicate whether a student leaves
the data set entirely between the baseline policy year and one of the two subsequent years. This
outcome is used to satisfy the methodological requirements (as required by Schochet et al., 2010)
for our analytical approach, and also to explore whether movement out of public schools was
differential on the margin of a school’s classification.
Analytic Strategy
The exogenous choice of cut-points to identify the performance categories, allows for a
high-quality evaluation of the impact of this policy on student educational outcomes. Using a fuzzy
regression-discontinuity design (Imbens & Lemieux, 2008), we model the effects of being just
below the performance thresholds that carry prescriptive school-improvement requirements on the

4

In earlier drafts we defined school-by-grade measures of variation in test score outcomes as
additional outcomes that might capture changes in the distribution of scores in response to
mobility (see Chiang, 2009, or Figlio & Rouse 2006 for similar approaches). These analyses
provided imprecise evidence and so we preferred the individual-level measures as outcomes.
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subsequent educational outcomes of students in schools relative to students in schools that just
missed being identified as needing these interventions. We follow a modeling strategy similar to
those used in several recent papers (Chiang 2009; Papay, Murnane, & Willett 2011; Rockoff &
Turner 2010; Rouse, Hannaway, Goldhaber, & Figlio 2013; Winters & Cowen 2012). The
treatment is fuzzy in this case because the policy requires that any school below a certain threshold
adopt interventions (where aspects of participation differs by the exact performance category), but
exceptions to the overall assignment rule allow schools with higher total score, but low sub-scores
to be subject to intervention. We estimate reduced-from, intent-to-treat effects, of being below
aggregate score thresholds to compare schools just facing mandated interventions compared to
those who just missed such a requirement. In conjunction with a rectangular kernel and multiple
choices of bandwidth (including the optimal bandwidth suggested by Imbens and Kalyanaraman,
2012) we estimate these effects using local-linear regression and specifying the following reducedfrom statistical model:
𝑌𝑌𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 = 𝛼𝛼0 + 𝛼𝛼1 𝐵𝐵𝐵𝐵𝐵𝐵𝐵𝐵𝐵𝐵𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠 + 𝛼𝛼2 𝑓𝑓(𝑅𝑅𝑅𝑅)𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠 + 𝛼𝛼3 𝐵𝐵𝐵𝐵𝐵𝐵𝐵𝐵𝐵𝐵 × 𝑅𝑅𝑅𝑅𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠 + 𝑿𝑿′𝒊𝒊𝒊𝒊𝒊𝒊 𝜷𝜷 + 𝛾𝛾𝑔𝑔 + 𝜀𝜀𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖
In this model, 𝑌𝑌𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 is our generic outcome for student i in school s in grade g, 𝑅𝑅𝑅𝑅𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠 is our running
or forcing variable – accountability score or subscore - used to classify school performance,

𝐵𝐵𝐵𝐵𝐵𝐵𝐵𝐵𝐵𝐵𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠 is a binary indicator of falling below the threshold that identifies schools as requiring
intervention, 𝐵𝐵𝐵𝐵𝐵𝐵𝐵𝐵𝐵𝐵 × 𝑅𝑅𝑅𝑅𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠 is an interaction term that allows the relationship between the
forcing variable and outcome to differ for treated and non-treated schools, 𝑿𝑿′𝒊𝒊𝒊𝒊𝒊𝒊 is a vector of

student-level covariates to improve statistical precision (As shown in the appendix, the core results
are not impacted when including or excluding covariates, though including them improves
statistical precisions), 𝛾𝛾𝑔𝑔 is a set of grade-level fixed effects, and 𝜀𝜀𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 is the error term clustered at
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the school level since the forcing variable is continuous (Lee & Card, 2008). The coefficient of
interest is 𝛼𝛼1 which represents the population causal effect of being just required to implement
mandatory interventions as a function of the continuous measure of school performance relative

to students in similar schools that just missed this designation. 5 We demonstrate that our data
satisfy the requirements of a regression-discontinuity (RD) design as suggested by Schochet et al.
(2010). As required for an RD design to be valid, we demonstrate that schools on this margin, but
opposite sides of the cutoff, were equivalent on observable dimensions and therefore (presumably)
equal on unobservable dimensions as well. Our identification of the effects of mandated
interventions further relies on schools inability to manipulate their position relative to the
performance category cutoffs, making this restriction to our sample necessary to preserve internal
validity while sacrificing external validity.
Results
Validity of Research Design
To establish the validity of our RD design we began by testing that manipulation of the
position of a school relative to the cutoff established for mandated intervention by either the
schools or the state did not occur. In Figure 2, we present two histograms. In Panel A we present
CIS performance scores in bins of width one with a dashed line overlaid representing the threshold
used to identify warning schools. We complement this with Panel B that shows the distribution of
the proficiency sub-score used to distinguish schools between the warning and focus/priority
performance categories. Though the distribution below the cutoff is thinner for the focus/ priority
schools, because the distributions just on one side of the cutoff or the other seem to differ

5

We test the sensitivity of our estimates to our choice of bandwidth and the use of a linear
specification of the forcing variable. Our results are robust to different specifications and are
available upon request.
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continuously, we argue that these figures provide evidence that the position of schools with respect
to the cutoff have not been manipulated. 6
We also present in Table 2 evidence that there is no difference in the observable
characteristics of students in schools on either side of the cutoff. Estimates in Table 2 show the
results of fitting equation 1 with the listed covariates in the column headings as the outcome. We
find no evidence of meaningful differences between schools at the threshold and thus conclude
that our research design is valid and can provide potentially unbiased estimates of the effect of the
mandated interventions under NCLB waivers at these two distinct thresholds. There is one
statistically-significant difference at the five-percent level of significance, which in 18 tests could
be attributed to Type I error. We complement Table 2 with Figures A1 and A2, which demonstrate
covariate balance graphically and provide visual evidence that using a linear model to estimates
these potential differences is appropriate.
To demonstrate that the variables used to assign schools to performance categories really
do create a discontinuity in the probability of having to implement mandated interventions we
present Figure 3. In the two panels of this figure we demonstrate that falling just below the
threshold used to differentiate performance categories creates a large jump that a school is
identified as falling into the lower-performing category. It is precisely this exogenous variation in
classification which identifies the effects of being mandated to implement interventions.
Reduced-form Estimates

6

In fact, because the accountability scores are multi-faceted it would be impossible for schools to
manipulate their position relative to a previously unknown cutoff. In theory, policymakers could
have, presumably, chosen a cutoff score to manipulate where schools fell, but it does not appear
to have occurred in this case.
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Our analysis suggests that there is no clear evidence of an impact of being just classified
as needing intervention programs on math or reading test scores at the warning threshold, but that
having to implement more interventions may negatively impact test performance for students in
focus schools. Interestingly, there is no identifiable difference in the mobility of students out of
lower-performing schools at the margin of school classification.
Figures 4 and 5 present visual evidence of the effects on test scores and mobility of being
in a school that was just categorized as falling into warning and focus, respectively. Evidence of
differences in performance, if they exist, should be evident from clear visual differences in the
trends on either side of the cutoff at the cutoff itself. Though the visual evidence in Figure 4 does
not clearly indicate a difference in average test scores for schools near, but on opposite sides of
the warning threshold, there are some suggestive differences in Figure 5 between schools near the
focus threshold that suggest that focus schools perform worse than peer schools in the warning
category after being mandated to implement interventions, particularly in the second year of the
policy implementation. This suggestive difference in performance accords with similar evidence
of a potentially increased probability of moving out of a school that was labeled in the focus
category relative to warning schools.
Our estimates in Table 3 provide statistical evidence to support the visual evidence that
there was no clear effect on test scores or mobility for students in warning schools. However, the
small magnitude of these point estimates and their lack of statistical significance in the pre- (2012)
and post-policy (2013, 2014) years supports the conclusion of no effect. 7 However, the large
standard errors suggest that we cannot strictly rule out potential impacts on test scores. The second

7

Standard errors for these estimates are large enough that we cannot conclusively rule out some
potential for a small positive effect, but in that case the effect should be suggested, but is absent,
in the visual evidence.
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panel of Table 3 demonstrates that there were suggestive negative effects on math scores, clearer
negative effects on reading test scores for students in focus schools that just missed being classified
as warning schools. There is also imprecise, but suggestive evidence that students in these schools
were more likely to change schools relative to similar peers in the warning category. 8 Importantly,
for the internal validity of our comparisons, we do not find evidence of differential attrition from
the sample in either set of estimates based on whether students were enrolled in school receiving
greater or lesser degrees of sanctions.
To ensure that our findings were not driven by our choice of analytic window (bandwidth)
or our preferred linear specification, we both halved and doubled our preferred bandwidth, in
addition to applying the IK optimal bandwidth, and fit both linear and quadratic specifications
(Gelman & Imbens, 2014) of our forcing variables to test whether effects are sensitive to our
assumption of local linearity (Imbens & Lemieux, 2008). The results presented in Table 4 suggest
that our findings are not driven by model specification. 9
Discussion & Significance
Earlier evidence on the effects of school turnaround are mixed. When turnaround has been
successful it has often occurred in districts in which state takeover occurred (e.g., Lawrence,
Massachusetts; New Orleans, Louisiana) (Ruble, 2015; Schueler, 2015). In California (Dee, 2012)
and Massachusetts (Papay, 2015) there is also some suggestive evidence that states with
infrastructure and capacity to support turnaround efforts, as well as a history of enforcing policy

8

Using the prior year as a placebo test rules out that any perceived policy effects were in fact
differences between groups of schools that predated the policy.
9
In appendix Table A1 we include results without student-level covariates. Though point
estimates are somewhat different, the core results are not impacted. In Table A2 we include only
students who were in the same schools across all three years of the panel and reach similar
conclusions for warning schools – results for Focus schools are similar and are available from
the authors upon request.
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requirements with fidelity, can generate positive impacts through turnaround efforts. Taken
together, such findings reinforce arguments that turnaround requires not just school level
interventions but must also impact what (Peurach & Neumerski, 2015) and others (Hopkins &
Spillane, 2015; Hopkins, et al., 2013) call the larger “educational infrastructure” (i.e., structures
and resources used by educational systems to enhance instructional practice).
In Rhode Island, we find no evidence of a positive impact on student test scores among
schools that were just identified as having to undertake mandatory interventions under the state’s
ESEA waiver. Given that, in this context, where neither has state takeover occurred nor has the
state’s approach to reform often been highlighted as a model for other states regarding
enforcement, such findings reinforce that it may indeed be context and coherence that serve to
determine whether school turnaround will be effective. However, although, as we will discuss in
more detail later, in Rhode Island we see little evidence of high intensity or potentially highleverage interventions being chosen among schools required to adopt interventions, it is important
to note that we also have relatively little insight into the processes that lead to improved outcomes
in New Orleans, Lawrence, or Massachusetts more generally. In all existing papers on this topic,
authors have not observed the implementation of these turnaround efforts and so can only speculate
as to the mechanisms that produced change. In Rhode Island we face the same reality with little
on-the-ground knowledge of how interventions were implemented and how the chosen
interventions cohered with other elements of local practice and policy.
That said, as we have already hinted to above, one might conclude that because the success
stories in New Orleans, Los Angeles, Tennessee, Lawrence, and Massachusetts appeared
contingent on large-scale and what some might consider aggressive implementation of reform
mandates, that similar approaches would have been needed in Rhode Island to produce better
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outcomes. Indeed it is true that, historically, small attempts in the direction of more stringent
approaches have shown little success in Rhode Island. For example, when in 2010, the high school
in Central Falls, Rhode Island was initially identified as in need of turnaround under the Race to
the Top grant process and all the teachers were fired as a result, over 90 percent of the same
individuals were rehired before the start of the next school year, though with some changes to work
rules. These rehires were made in part because of union pressure and a sense that firings would be
politically untenable (Zezima, 2010). In this context, taking a high-stakes turnaround approach to
changing educators was not successful, nor did it seem to adequately match the context in which
union power and a close knit community made a large-scale change in staff difficult if not
impossible. This may suggest that imposing stronger, but standardized requirements for turnaround
(e.g., more rules about firing teachers or principals) will not be sufficient to lead organizational
change and improvement.
Furthermore, there is ample research to suggest that coherence of activities is a cornerstone
of organizational improvement (See Newmann et al., 2001 for a review). As such, it would not
make sense to simply impose a standard set of requirements and expect better outcomes. It is worth
noting that among the many selections that schools in Rhode Island made for their mandated
interventions, nearly all of them resembled the guidance that the Federal government provided to
states who applied for ESEA waivers. This suggests that perhaps Rhode Island, among other states,
took more of a compliance based approach to initially implementing Waiver requirements, and
gave little though to how, and under what conditions the menu of intervention options might be
applicable or appropriate for their schools. Moreover, and adding perhaps to larger questions
regarding the degree of coherence within the state’s turnaround efforts, for schools required to take
on a larger number of mandated interventions, we find evidence that their students fare worse on
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standardized measures of reading than their peers in schools that were just required to implement
fewer interventions.
In considering why greater number of interventions caused less positive results, a few
possibilities arise. First, it may be the case that though intended to empower schools and districts
to make localized choices about the types of interventions best suited for the context, they either
lacked the capacity or wherewithal to select those likely to catalyze change. For example, there is
strong evidence to suggest that schools, and indeed organizations more broadly (Argyris & Schon,
1996), often choose reforms that are more technical in nature focusing on surface level changes
rather than engaging in more substantive initiatives focused on capacity building (Author, 2016).
Additionally, others studies have explored the impact of prior accountability programs (e.g.,
NCLB) to sanctions including loss of funding suggest that some improvement may be evident
when accountability was binding and required substantial changes in educational organization or
practice (Dee 2012; Papay, 2015; Strunk et al, forthcoming; Zimmer, Henry, & Kho, 2016), but
this is not entirely consistent across all contexts (Heissel & Ladd 2016).
Connected to this prior point, these negative effects may have more to do with
implementation than selection. Though the answers lay outside the scope of this study, schools
may have wanted to implement the interventions with fidelity but, like many schools engaged in
improvement efforts, they lacked the necessary district and state support to do so effectively
(Honig, 2010; 2012). Additionally, given teachers’ and school leaders’ tendency to feel
overwhelmed and to focus on immediate concerns rather than taking a systemic approach to
improvement (Hargreaves & Shirley, 2009), the fact that most of these schools served the state’s
most vulnerable populations, as well as research to suggest that in turnaround efforts, it is better
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to focus on fewer more focused interventions (e.g., Hofer, 1980), it is perhaps not a surprise that
asking these schools to do more did not produce positive outcomes.
Third, these results may be related to a lack of capacity of the restructuring agencies
themselves. In the case of Rhode Island for example, the interventions and flex menu was
constructed by the state, not the schools. Moreover, though schools hypothetically were given the
opportunity to select some interventions, districts were encouraged to identify district-wide
initiatives to which all schools would be held accountable. As such, the negative results associated
with more interventions may be a result of a district being less effective at identifying appropriate
strategies for reform than the schools themselves. This reality reinforces what many researchers
(e.g., Peck & Reitzug 2014) see as a problematic assumption of the policy - that underperforming
schools are underperforming in the same way and hence require the same intervention. Such an
arrangement was also meant to facilitate the district to provide increased infrastructure and support
for the selected interventions. Our findings, therefore may also suggest that district capacity to
support these interventions was not optimal during initial stages of intervention. As Honig (2012)
points out, weak district oversight would likely increase the potential lag time for improved
performance at the school sites.
Regardless of the specific mechanism producing these results, an analysis of the actual
choice of interventions by warning schools supports work by Harris et al., 2013 and others (e.g.,
Klar et. al, 2015; Ovenden-Hope, 2014) that we would not expect changes in outcomes based on
the short-term rollout of these interventions. Among the 53 different interventions chosen by the
39 warning schools, all were mandated to implement few total interventions (fewer than 2 on
average) and chose interventions that may not be expected to change student performance
perceptibly when compared to typical schools. Interventions choices were clustered among
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emphasizing cultural competence and its relationship to student attendance and discipline, the
implementation of progress monitoring systems to track performance of struggling students, and
contracting with an outside vendor to help support building leaders. In addition, ten of the 53
chosen interventions fell into an approved other category making it unclear how to evaluate nearly
20 percent of choices.
Among the nine schools identified in the focus category 52 interventions were chosen. This
reflects a clear difference in the total number of interventions required for focus schools relative
to warning schools. The three most frequently chosen interventions (each selected by 8 of 9 school)
were the establishment of common planning time for teachers, the establishment of a system of
peer support for teachers, and a systematic review of course offerings and course alignment. These
choices emphasize developing teacher capacity, and while they may not induce immediate changes
in student performance, are certainly consistent with longer-term capacity building. That said, such
efforts are difficult, often unsustainable, and require a number of school-level resources and
supports that may not be available to schools that are chronically underperforming (Thoonen et al.
2012).
On the other hand, even if interventions were harmful due to a lack of fidelity, support or
mismatch to need, we might not expect the effects to show up in the very first year of the policy,
since there would have been limited time to deploy them and impact student experience (e.g. 20122013). This may explain why the suggestively negative effects we see in reading test scores are
not pronounced until the second year of the policy. Short-term effects could also be driven by
higher ability or more motivated students moving out of low-performing schools, causing average
performance to drop mechanically (barring substantial improvement by the remaining students).
This story is consistent with the lower test scores, and suggestively higher rates of mobility among

23
Running Head: Rhode to Turnaround

students in focus schools, but lack of precision in the estimates for those students moving out of
these schools does not allow for strong inferences. If higher-performing students were more mobile
out of focus schools then scores for students in focus schools could go down, relative to warning
schools, even if warning scores were unchanged. Our data don’t allow us to establish conclusively
that our proposed mechanism explains our results, however, it seems plausible and we find no
evidence that would directly contradict such a possibility.
Conclusion
As the Every Student Succeeds Act continues to be formalized at the state level, and as the
associated systems of accountability emerge, it will be important to monitor how elements of these
systems are designed to promote coherence or an acknowledgement of context. The mixed
evidence on the effects of SIGs, RTTT, and ESEA Waiver turnaround strategies suggests that
state-level decisions about accountability systems under ESSA and their effects on school
performance should be a growing area of focus and concern.
This research provides evidence of the short-term impact of these systems and suggests
that they may not be incurring the desired results. Understanding the impact of this new
accountability system can inform the development and updating of similar systems in other states
as well as the requirements established in the eventual NCLB reauthorization. Based on our
findings here, it suggests a need to examine and consider some of the undergirding assumptions
about reform and the degree to which policy demands align with effective practice. Specifically,
it may behoove policymakers to consider whether asking those with less to do more when more is
a constrained set of untested choices is likely to be an effective means of enhancing performance.
Such considerations may serve to enhance both the quality of discussion happening at all levels of
the system and with it, the daily lives of teachers and students impacted by the resultant decisions.
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If not, we may be destined to continue as Duke (2012) has said to “tinker” towards turnaround
rather than create the change so desperately needed in many of the nation’s lowest performing
schools.
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Appendix A: Menu of Interventions
Flex Model Intervention Strategy Option
Leadership
Support
Infrastructure
Content
Intervention III Strategies: Priority schools select one from each area. Focus schools select two strategies from areas of their choice.
L-III.1: Removal of building
S-III.1: Require at least 30 hours
I-III.1: Implement staff
C-III.1: Implement comprehensive
principal and replacement with a
of focused professional
recommitment process to
improvement of instructional
leader with experience and/or
development with a focus on
substantially different working
approaches for struggling
training in turnaround
instructional strategies to support
conditions, including definition of
students including focused
environments
students with disabilities and
school hours, job assignment,
professional development and a
English learners
and job duties
system for student progress
monitoring
L-III.2: Restructure building
S-III.2: Hire building-level
I-III.2: Dramatically increase
C-III.2: Review student courseleadership team to dramatically
instructional specialists to support common planning time and
taking patterns and make
increase time available for
educators to serve English
implement a system for its
substantial changes to school
instructional leadership
learners, students with
effective utilization, both
schedule and student placement
disabilities, and other students at
horizontally and vertically
to ensure access to rigorous
risk for failure
academic core
L- III.3: Provide building
S-III.3: Implement a system of
I-III.3: Review and change
C-III.3: Implement a culturally
administrators the authority and
peer support and assistance to
student enrollment and placement competent support system to
autonomy to hire, manage
support the needs of educators
processes to increase family
improve safety, reduce
teacher placement, budget, and
engagement & improve student
suspensions, increase
school schedule
outcomes
attendance, and support all
students
Intervention II Strategies: Priority and Focus Schools select two strategies from areas of their choice.
L-II.1. Evaluate the principal and
S- II.1: Implement a
I-II.1: Complete an external audit
C-II.1: Increase advanced
connect him or her with a mentor
comprehensive drop-out
of the use of school funds to
coursework opportunities for
or appropriate resources to
prevention and reentry program
guide staffing decisions and
students
ensure ability to lead the school
implement findings
reform work
L-II.2: Evaluate, assess, and
S-II.2: Implement a
I-II.2: Reallocate resources to
C-II.2: Assign additional
diagnose the performance of the
comprehensive ramp-up program increase support for direct
instructional coaches or other
existing school leadership team
for students at-risk of failure or
instruction of students at risk for
core content focused, joband take appropriate job action
subpopulations with the largest
failure
embedded support for teachers
achievement gaps
L-II.3: Contract with a vendor or
S-II.3: Implement culturally
I-II.3: Develop and implement
C-II.3: Offer virtual education
partner with a track record of
competent family and community
support systems for student
options for both at-risk and
success to support the leadership engagement program focused on transition into kindergarten and/or advanced students
team in school turnaround
across break grades
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L-II.4: Identify one leader to
routinely monitor the
implementation and effectiveness
of the core curriculum/instruction
and services to traditionally
underserved students
L-II.5: Assign family/community
outreach to member of leadership
team and hold him/her
accountable

instruction and academic
performance
S-II.4. Hire full time
parent/community engagement
specialist to implement family and
community engagement that is
systemic, sustained, and
integrated with school
improvement
S-II.5: Establish flexible or
expanded learning opportunities
with a focus on students at risk
for failure

I-II.4: Establish a comprehensive
system to support struggling
teachers with content and
pedagogy, especially teachers of
students with disabilities and
English learners

C-II.4: Implement an instructional
monitoring system to ensure that
the curriculum is being fully
implemented and traditionally
underserved students have
access to academic core

I-II.5: Implement a culturally
competent tiered system of
support focused on student
psycho-social health

C-II.5: Increase student access to
career, technical, or credentialing
programs

