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Abstract of the Dissertation

Leadership in an Urban Charter Turnaround School: Lessons from New Orleans

One of the most significant and policy-driven issues facing public education in the
United States is how to improve failing schools. School turnaround, an intervention
outlined in federal educational policy to improve these schools, is rooted in a significant
body of research acknowledging the school leader's integral role. Turnaround is
characterized by removing and replacing the existing school leader and approximately
half of the school's staff (U.S. Department of Education [DOE], 2009).

Leadership in turnaround schools is relatively under-researched. However,
emerging research suggests that successful turnaround leaders appear to employ common
approaches and behaviors (Grissom & Loeb, 2011; Hitt & Tucker, 2016; Lochmiller &
Chesnut, 2017; Urick & Bowers, 2014). To better understand turnaround school leaders,
particularly their understandings of their roles and subsequent actions, this dissertation
examined four New Orleans leaders who led their charter schools out of low-performing
or failing status, as defined by Louisiana's annual school report card ratings.

This basic interpretive study relied on semi-structured interviews of the primary
school leader overseeing the school's turnaround. Given the unique context of charter
schooling post-Katrina and the student population attending New Orleans charter schools,
Shields' (2010; 2018; 2020) transformative leadership theory served as the study's
theoretical framework. Participants' responses yielded two themes. Leaders described
focusing on what they could directly control within their school community, instead of

affecting larger systems. Participants also discussed their actions to create school

vi



communities where people felt connected by including others, thus providing safety, and

infusing joy.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

In August 2005, Hurricane Katrina devastated most of America’s Gulf Coast.
Located at the mouth of the Mississippi River, New Orleans and surrounding areas were
ravaged by the storm and incurred massive flooding when the levees and seawalls broke.
This $200 billion disaster devastated entire neighborhoods, much of the city’s
infrastructure, and took the lives of many. In the months after the flood waters receded,
New Orleans began rebuilding. While small reforms of the public-school system in New
Orleans began prior to Katrina, the complete overhaul of the school system went into
effect after the storm.

One of the largest impacts of the storm was the creation of a new school system,
composed entirely of charter schools but managed by a single governing body. This
massive overhaul of a traditional public-school system into a system of charter operators
(operating only one school) and charter school networks (operating two or more charter
schools) received a great deal of attention in the news media and in educational reform
communities alike. Never before seen in the United States, the all-charter school
landscape in New Orleans quickly gained staunch critics and supporters.

By a variety of measures, educational outcomes for public school students in New
Orleans have dramatically improved after Hurricane Katrina (New Schools for New
Orleans, 2020a). According to data from New Schools for New Orleans (NSNO),
standardized test scores, high school graduation rates, college entrance rates, college
persistence rates, and college graduation rates have increased in the all-charter school
system post-Katrina (New Schools for New Orleans, 2020a). Doug Harris, the founding

director of the Education Research Alliance (ERA) in New Orleans, was quoted stating



that his organization is unaware of another school system in the country that has made the
same level of progress and improvement in the amount of time since Hurricane Katrina in
2005 (New Schools for New Orleans, 2020a).

During the academic year prior to Katrina, roughly 62% of New Orleans public
school students attended a failing school (Babineau, Hand, & Rossmeier, 2018). By 2019,
NSNO reported only 8% of New Orleans public school students remained in an F-rated
school. Over the same period, high school graduation rates in New Orleans public
schools increased from 54% in 2003-2004 to 78% in 2017-2018; college entry rates for
New Orleans public school students also increased, from 37% in 2003-2004 to 60% in
2017-2018 (New Schools for New Orleans, 2019). Additionally, the average ACT
composite score for black students in New Orleans is now higher than both the state and
the nation (New Schools for New Orleans, 2019).

Despite these gains, New Orleans schools have continued to have significant
shortcomings since Katrina. In 2018-2019, for example, only 15% of students in New
Orleans public schools attended a school that scored an “A” on the school’s annual report
card rating as given by the State of Louisiana, 16% attended “B” schools, 32% attended
“C” schools, and 26% attended a “D” school (New Schools for New Orleans, 2019).
State test scores for New Orleans public school students have decreased since 2016, and
two of three students attend a school rated a C or below (New Schools for New Orleans,
2019). The decrease in test scores and the number of students attending schools rated C
or below is often explained as due to the school system “gradually transitioning to a
school accountability system based on higher expectations in order to ensure that students

are truly prepared for college and the workplace” (New Schools for New Orleans, 2019).



This highlights the argument that efforts to raise the standard for all students have led to
stagnation or, in some instances, more students falling behind.

In New Orleans, schools eligible for turnaround serve predominantly poor
students of color (Orleans Parish School Board, 2018). During the 2017-2018 school
year, the New Orleans Equity Index reported that the city’s poorest students attended a
particular cluster of schools in New Orleans (Converge, 2017). Of the 86 schools in the
city at the time, 67 served student populations with more than 75% eligible for free and
reduced price lunch, with only five of those schools rated an A (Converge, 2017).
Furthermore, 18 schools had 10% or more of their students considered either homeless or
in danger of homelessness in previous school years and over one third of these schools
were rated low-performing or failing (Converge, 2017). These trends align with the
demographics of students attending failing schools across the United States (Danns,
2002; Johnson, 2013; Peck & Reitzug, 2013). Turnaround schools in New Orleans, and
across the United States, therefore have the potential to positively affect the nation’s
traditionally underserved and vulnerable students. One way to approach this issue—
which is the focus of this dissertation—is through leaders focused on meeting the needs
of all students with an understanding of the educational community in which their
schools are situated.

Statement of the Problem

Turnaround is a drastic intervention to improve low-performing and failing
schools and is not to be confused with traditional school improvement as it is entirely
more comprehensive, with extensive and rapid change needed to more aggressively

impact student achievement and the additional encompassing operations of the school



(Leithwood et al., 2010). Therefore it could be assumed that specific leadership practices,
beliefs, and approaches would be required. However, literature about turnaround
leadership characteristics and competencies remain incomplete. Pappano (2010) stated
that “despite efforts to identify possible core competencies of school level turnaround
leaders, it remains too much of a mystery as to who will actually succeed” (p. 85).
Furthermore, the author claimed that turnaround leadership is difficult because school
leaders need to manage diverse responsibilities and approach the complex work
differently than in a traditional school setting (Pappano, 2010). The type of leader best
suited to lead in a turnaround school and the leadership practices and theories necessary
to effectively engage in turnaround diverge in the literature and in thought amongst
educational reformers and those critical of education reform (Pappano, 2010; Lochmiller
and Chesnut, 2017).

In New Orleans, little is known about turnaround leadership because there are few
cases of successful school-level turnaround. The experiences of leading effective
turnaround in New Orleans are contained within a small group of charter management
organizations and their school leaders. As of late 2020, four CMOs, out of thirty-eight
total, have been successful. There is a need to examine the leaders that led their school
out of low-performing and failing. By illuminating the practices of these few leaders,
there is hope that more public-school students in New Orleans have the opportunity to
attend a school that is worthy of their time and that systemically, the equity gap amongst
schools may shrink. The findings of this study will also have implications for turnaround

leadership more generally as well.



Purpose of the Study and Research Questions

The purpose of this study was to examine school turnaround leadership in New
Orleans charter schools. Specifically, this study sought to understand how school leaders
conceptualized their role in turnaround schools and their practices whilst the school
improved student outcomes. Schools included in this study were rated either D, F, or T
(in turnaround) at the time that participants began leading the school and under their
leadership, increased the school’s annual report card rating to either C, B, or A.

In policy described by the US Department of Education, school turnaround as a
model of intervention for failing or low-performing schools is largely prescriptive; the
leader and at least half of the existing staff is replaced. This policy implicitly assumes
that changing school leadership and staff will lead to improved school performance.
However, consensus on the leadership behaviors most suitable for school turnaround is
lacking in the literature (Lochmiller & Chesnut, 2017). The work to propel a school out
of failing is no small feat. By examining the practices of the leaders that successfully led
their schools out of “failing” status, this study will inform the practices of turnaround
leaders, other school leaders, CMO leaders, and other stakeholders in the New Orleans
educational community. This study also contributes to the growing body of scholarly
literature on turnaround leadership, particularly turnaround leadership in schools attended
by students of color, as low-performing and failing schools in America are attended
predominantly by these students (Danns, 2002; Johnson, 2013; Peck & Reitzug, 2013).

The goal of this study was to apply Shields’ (2003) transformative leadership
framework to examine the practices of school leaders either currently or recently engaged

in effective charter school turnaround in New Orleans. The goal of the researcher was not



to celebrate the leadership practices of school leaders having led a turnaround school out
of low-performing or failing status, but to learn from how successful school leaders
conceptualized their role and their practices in hopes that when the findings of this study
are shared, more students have the possibility of attending a school that is better equipped
to educate and prepare them for a life of opportunity and choice, particularly given the
unique context of public schooling in New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina.
The following research questions guided this study:
1. How do urban, charter turnaround school leaders conceptualize their roles?
2. What specific leadership practices or strategies do urban, charter turnaround

school leaders employ in their roles as school leaders?
Statement of Potential Significance

This study has the potential to influence current school turnaround policy and
practice, turnaround leader preparation, and continued professional learning of sitting
school leaders in New Orleans. While the findings from this study may not be widely
applicable to turnaround leadership in all urban communities, the hope is to uncover
relevant information that can further inform turnaround leadership and leadership best
practices that are successful in New Orleans’ unique educational community. However,
urban communities home to larger populations of charter schools (e.g. Chicago, New
York, Los Angeles, and Washington D.C.) may be able to glean school turnaround and
turnaround leadership best practices from this study as well.

An additional intended effect of this study was to shine a light on the unique
public-school system in New Orleans in conjunction with transformative leadership

theory itself. This critical leadership theory is often overlooked in favor of more



prominent and popular leadership theories such as transformational, social justice, and
transactional leadership. Transformative leadership theory (Shields, 2003; 2010; 2018;
2020) links education to the larger societal context and students’ ability to rise above
systemic oppression, with emphasis on justice, equity, and inclusion for all. Given that
school leaders of turnaround schools in New Orleans work with students and
communities that have been underserved, coupled with the unique all-charter public-
school system, transformative leadership theory (Shields, 2003) provided the appropriate
lens to examine effective turnaround leadership in New Orleans’ public education after
2005.
Summary of the Methodology

This basic interpretive study relied on semi-structured interviews (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016). The school leaders’ conceptualizations of their role and their practices
were examined through the lens of Shields’ (2003) transformative leadership theory.
Given the small number of school leaders having effectively led a school out of low-
performing or failing status post Hurricane Katrina, four participants were interviewed.
This study took a social constructivist stance (Creswell, 2014) to elevate the diverse
perspectives and experiences of the leader’s practices as articulated by the school leaders
themselves.
Limitations

This study has several limitations. These limitations include researcher bias, the
school’s context as charter institutions, the study’s participants themselves, and data
collection processes. Researcher bias must be considered as the researcher in this study

worked in New Orleans’ charter schools as a teacher, leader and consultant after 2005.



Furthermore, the researcher was a school leader in a turnaround school. However, all
potential biases are acknowledged and discussed in chapter 3. Furthermore, the
researcher accounted for all trustworthiness measures taken in this study in chapter 3 as
well.

The school leaders in this study represent four experiences in turnaround
leadership, and unfortunately, are amongst the small population of leaders having met the
criteria of this study. Therefore, the participants in this study are few, but as of 2019
when this study was conducted, represent the majority of the leaders eligible for this
study. Given the complex and challenging nature of school turnaround, current leaders of
turnaround schools may not have been the school leader during the initial stages of the
turnaround. In this instance, information collected in interviews may be regarding events
and practices that are several years in the past. Additionally, the data collection process
for this study was only that of single interviews; therefore, participants’ responses may
have changed over time.

Charter schools are autonomous and operate as individual entities but remain
publicly funded institutions. Therefore, the findings in this study are arguably more
limited due to this fundamental definition of charter schooling. Furthermore, the
educational landscape in New Orleans after 2005 is particularly unique, compared to
other educational communities where school choice is available to students and families.
As of 2018, New Orleans’ charter schools served 95% of the student population attending
public schools, the largest percentage in the United States (Babineau et al., 2018).
Delimitations

Given the interpretive, qualitative methodology selected for this study, interviews



focused on examining the school leader’s conceptualization of their role and their
practices whilst engaged in school turnaround. Each of the participating schools showed
growth on the Louisiana Department of Education’s annual school report card and are no
longer rated D, F, or T. Only school leaders of these schools were interviewed to hear
from the leaders themselves about how they conceptualized their role as a turnaround
leader and about their personal practice. Students, community members, teachers, and
current/former staff members were excluded from the study due to their lack of proximity
to the leader’s practice and mindset during the turnaround.
Assumptions

The following assumptions were adopted for this study:

1. Participants will engage in and respond to all interviews willingly. Additionally,
each of the participants will answer interview questions candidly.

2. All participants have experience and engagement with the phenomena to be
studied — school turnaround leadership in a New Orleans’ charter school post
Hurricane Katrina.

3. The perceptions and experiences of all participants will be accurately analyzed
and reported.

4. All participants will understand that neither they nor their school will be evaluated
or compensated in any way during or at the conclusion of the research of this
study.

Definition of Terms
The study will utilize the following definitions:

e Autonomy: “the decisions that are made at the school level, rather than by a



district board” (Babineau, Hand, & Rossmeier, 2017b, p. 35).
Board of Elementary and Secondary Education (BESE): Louisiana’s governing
board of education overseeing all (public and non-public) elementary and
secondary schools; comprising 11 members, with 8 publicly elected and 3
appointed by the current Governor of Louisiana.
Charter school: “A publicly funded school granted greater flexibility in its
operation than a school run by a traditional school district. The charter is a
contract outlining the school’s mission, program, accountability standards, and
students served with the body authorizing the charter’s ability to operate”
(Babineau, Hand, & Rossmeier, 2016a, p. 4).
Charter management organization (CMO): “Non-profit entities that manage two
or more charter schools” (Babineau et al., 2016a, p. 4).
Effective (or successful) school turnaround: The school’s rating improved on the
Louisiana State Report Card Rating and was no longer a D, F, or T. See below for
definition of Louisiana State Report Card Rating.
Louisiana State Report Card Rating: The A-F annual system that rates schools
based on their overall school performance score as assigned by the Louisiana
Department of Education. This system calculates different measures depending on
the level of schooling and a cumulative point value is assigned to the school.
Schools scoring the following points are assigned the corresponding letter grade:
i.  100-150 points constitute an A rating.
ii. 85-99.9 points constitute a B rating.

iii. 70-84.9 points constitute a C rating.

10



iv. 50-69.9 points constitute a D rating.

v. Below 50 points constitute an F rating.

vi. A rating of T denotes the school is in turnaround and will not
be assigned a letter grade for that calendar school year.

e Marginalized students: This definition is drawn from Lopez (2001) as stated
in Theoharis (2008) — “people, voices, perspectives, identities, and
phenomena that have been left out of excluded from the center of dominant
society...because of race, class, gender, sexual orientation, language, or
ability/disability” (p. 8).

e Minoritization and/or minoritized: “Even when a population is in a numerical
majority, it can be considered ‘minoritized’ because of the dominant power
structures that continue to keep it in a subordinate position” (Shields, 2020, p.
15). Furthermore, “it reminds us that people can be in the numerical majority
but still excluded from full participation because of continued unequal power
relationships that perpetuate their marginalization within the wider society”
(Shields, 2018, p. x).

e Open Enrollment: “In New Orleans, open enrollment means that any student
is eligible to attend any school, regardless of its location or where the student
lives, without having to meet any special requirements” (Babineau et al.,
2016a, p. 5).

e Recovery School District (RSD): “Originally formed in 2003 under the
Louisiana Department of Education to take underperforming schools and

transform them into better schools. However, after Hurricane Katrina, the
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RSD took over the vast majority of schools in New Orleans, nearly all of
which subsequently converted to charters” (Babineau et al., 2016a, p. 5).
School leader: The primary person in charge of the school’s operation; in this
dissertation, this term is used interchangeably with “principal.”

School Turnaround: An educational reform intervention aimed at improving
failing or low-performing schools through the removal and replacement of the
school leader (US DOE, 2009). Turnarounds “usually garner significant
additional resources, have short timelines within which to demonstrate success
in reaching unusually precise and public targets, and are accompanied by
sanctions for failure almost entirely missing from the environments in which
other schools find themselves” (Leithwood et al., 2010, p. 5)

Transformative leadership: “The critical approach to leadership grounded in
Freire’s (1970) fourfold call for critical awareness or conscientization,
followed by critical reflection, critical analysis, and finally for activism or
critical action against the injustices of which one has become aware” (Shields,

2013, p. 11).
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

Pappano (2010) noted that “deep in our collective sense of the promise of
America is the notion that every American—no matter who they are or what their family’s
social standing—has an opportunity to succeed” (p. xiii). In contrast, this is not the reality
for students across the United States attending failing schools. At the core of school
turnaround is not the federal policy in which it was born, but the hope that poor urban
students can have the same opportunities as their wealthier white peers (Pappano, 2010).
Leithwood, Harris, and Strauss (2010) stated that “high-poverty schools can achieve high
academic performance, but this is unlikely without effective leadership” (p. 38). Born
from this notion, this literature review explores public schooling in New Orleans after
Hurricane Katrina, the charter school movement that ensued, and the leadership theories
and frameworks potentially critical for the success of an urban, charter turnaround school.

This chapter explores more than one hundred pieces of literature, with two
primary goals. First, this chapter reviews the literature on turnaround schooling to situate
this research study within current knowledge in this area. This chapter then explores the
policy foundations of school turnaround and further efforts at school turnaround in urban
communities. Finally, this chapter explores transformative leadership theory (Shields,
2003; 2010; 2018; 2020), as most applicable to examine leadership in an urban charter,
turnaround school.
Methods of Literature Review

To explore existing research, I conducted a literature review on school
turnaround—an educational reform intervention aimed at improving failing or low-

performing schools through the removal and replacement of the school leader (US DOE,
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2009). This review presents extant research regarding how leadership in schooling
matters, with the potential to shape student achievement in a turnaround setting. The
major topics of importance examined include: school turnaround as an intervention to
improve low-performing failing schools, the education of marginalized students of color,
turnaround leadership, and transformative leadership. Also included in this review are
reports specific to federally funded research on school turnaround in New Orleans and
literature outlining the communal impact that school choice had on the culture of New
Orleans’ with the elimination of the neighborhood school.

The databases utilized in this study include Articles Plus, ProQuest, Education
Source, and ERIC through the Gelman Library services afforded to students at The
George Washington University. I gave preference to literature published after 2008 in
efforts to ensure relevance; however, several publications from earlier time periods are

included as seminal research. The search terms included "school turnaround,"” "school

improvement,” "school turnaround leadership," “turnaround leadership,” "urban school
turnaround," "social justice leaders," "social justice," "school leadership," "urban
education reform," "urban charter schools," "public school reform," “culturally

2 g

responsive leadership,” "instructional leadership,

99 ¢

organizational change,” “leadership
for change”, and “transformative leadership.” Searches also included the word
“principal” in place of “leader” because of the interchangeable nature of the two terms.
This study utilizes the term leader, and not principal, in order to remain consistent with a
term that is applicable to charter schools in New Orleans. Given the autonomy of charter
schools, those in leadership positions have varying titles and most are not referred to as

principals.
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The articles and books highlighted in this literature review include those focused
on urban public schools, leadership, and transformative leadership theory as it relates to
school turnaround and comprehensive school improvement. I also reviewed articles with
specific mentioning of New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina as a model of school
turnaround in urban communities.

Articles directly unrelated to school leadership, transformative leadership, and
other forms of education reform (i.e., leading for English language learners, leadership in
the private school sector, reconstitutions, or school closures), or grounded solely in
corporate turnaround were omitted given the purposes of this literature review. However,
some elements of social justice leadership theory were incorporated because of its close
proximity to several of the major tenets of transformative leadership theory, which serves
as the theoretical framework for this study.

School Turnaround: Definitions and History

While turnaround is associated with strategies to improve failing schools in the
field of education, the word is rooted in the world of business and the actions of
corporations (David, 2010; Struit, 2010). The financial implications associated with
failure in the market and the need for dramatic improvements led to the term turnaround
Duke, 2012). However, turnaround in an educational setting (US DOE, 2009) borrows
more from the need to dramatically improve a school’s performance and less about the
financial implications as outlined in the definition concerning corporate affairs.

According to Duke (2012), “the term turnaround first appeared in an educational
context in the 1990s” (p. 10). The author further contended that the term turnaround was

first used in relation to education by “Turnaround for Children, Inc. in New York City to
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address the psychological needs for young people" (p. 10). The work of Turnaround for
Children eventually led to the model of turnaround discussed in federal policy (US DOE,
2009) and utilized as a model of reform for low-performing or failing schools (Duke,
2012).

Historical roots in policy. According to Anderson (1988), schooling in the United
States was designed with the intention of providing disproportionate opportunities for
students from different racial and societal backgrounds. The author further stated that the
system was not designed for all students to thrive or keep up with the demands of
changing times (Anderson, 1988). Anderson (1988) illuminated how the design of public
education in the United States was intended to oppress students of color and students of
low socioeconomic status. Although the public education system in the United States was
not originally intended to serve and educate all students, a plethora of federally mandated
reforms have attempted to address educational inequalities for the last sixty years.
Educational inequities led each presidential administration from Johnson to Obama to
oversee, create, and reauthorize educational reform-minded legislative policies aimed at
educating the country’s diverse student population (Elementary and Secondary Education
Act of 1965 [ESEA], 2012; Every Student Succeeds Act [ESSA], 2015; No Child Left
Behind Act [NCLB], 2002).

In 1965, President Johnson oversaw the creation of ESEA, which included the
Title I program aimed at funding the education of the United States’ socioeconomically
disadvantaged students. Title I was the first time in the nation's history that federal
legislation focused on providing a more democratic education for all of the country’s

students. Title I of ESEA (2012) outlined a framework aimed at promoting equity

16



amongst schools with higher populations of poor students so that schools could function
similarly to schools populated by their more affluent peers. More specifically, Title I
funds were allocated to students failing, or at risk of failing, to meet statewide grade-level
standards (ESEA, 2012). Funding to Title I schools provided consistent monetary support
to the country’s chronically failing schools to “enact systemic standards-based reform
while allowing for adaptability to local conditions” (Christie, 2008, p. 532).
Reauthorizations of ESEA. Reauthorizations of ESEA (1965) from every
presidential administration since Johnson differed in focus. However, each
reauthorization emphasized new programs and interventions benefiting diverse student
populations and failing schools. Additionally, the rules and competitive guidelines for
obtaining federal funds, and the financial awards available to states and districts, were
based on formulas created to ensure fair distribution (ESSA, 2015). Modern federal
reform policies continue to focus on the need to affect change in the country’s lowest-
performing schools (ESSA, 2015; NCLB, 2002). Widely different from past policies, the
reauthorizations of ESEA thus far in the 21st century assert specific menus of research-
based intervention models and strategies in order to improve low-performing schools.
Under the No Child Left Behind Act of 2002, the federal government invested
approximately $8 billion in improving failing and under-performing schools. Turning
around these schools, as the term was first broadly used in conversations stemming from
NCLB (2002), outlined for either federal grants to support state-level efforts or for
disbursement to districts. The administration of turnaround monies was left to states and
districts to use accordingly. This Title I funding was meant to benefit schools educating

students living in poverty, or for non-profits and districts working to implement
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innovative research-based approaches. Under NCLB (2002), failing schools could elect
turnaround as their chosen model of reform and receive Title I funds. Title I funding was
appealing and desperately needed for many of America’s failing schools. Schools with a
history of failure to improve student achievement needed to meet higher benchmarks
quickly, while working with the same resources and supports (Rativch, 2010).

There was significant debate over whether or not NCLB (2002) was successful in
closing achievement gaps and remedying inequalities. According to national standardized
testing data, the accountability measures stemming from NCLB (2002) did not affect a
comprehensive increase in student achievement, particularly among low performing
schools seeking more substantial gains (Dee & Jacob, 2009). NCLB (2002) policy
dictated that all students would be on grade-level in reading and math by 2014, which did
not occur. Rativch (2010) argued that required achievement targets from NCLB (2002)
harmed the very students the educational reform policy sought to benefit: students of
color attending schools in low-income communities. The author claimed that strict
guidelines and academic targets NCLB (2002) required exacerbated existing inequities.
Moreover, schools in poor communities incurred corrective actions. Schools were
sanctioned, even if students grew several grade levels across multiple subjects, when they
failed to achieve Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP).

NCLB (2002) created minimal positive results for schools and districts.
According to a report by the National Bureau of Economic Research analyzing state-level
data on student test scores as reported by the National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP), Dee and Jacob (2009) suggested that by 2007, NCLB (2002) led to

increases in 4th-grade math. Further exploration of NCLB’s (2002) impact stated that
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reading achievement was not positively impacted in either 4" or 8" grade, but small gains
were seen in 8" grade math as well as 4" grade math (Dee and Jacob, 2011). Arguably
the most important in the debate on whether or not NCLB (2002) was impactful in
American public education, lies in the inequities that were illuminated across diverse
student populations. Schools were required to disaggregate student achievement data by
race, income level, and disability status.

The modern definition emerges. In 2009, then Secretary of Education Arne
Duncan was responsible for the allocation of an additional $3.5 billion for Title I schools
to continue their improvement work, typically in urban communities (US DOE, 2009;
Peck & Reitzug, 2014). School districts began the application process to apply for the
Title I School Improvement Grants (SIGs). For schools and districts to receive any
funding under this grant, they had to commit to one of the following strategies or models
of intervention:

1. Turnaround model: replacement of the principal, with approximately half of

the staff;

2. Restart model: close the school and reopen as a charter;

3. School closure: close and redistribute the students to high performing schools;

or

4. Transformational model: replace the principal with comprehensive reform

(DOE, 2009).
Both the turnaround and transformational model, as noted by the definitions above, focus
on the central role of the school leader, who research has shown is central to affect

change and drive comprehensive school improvement (Elmore, 2004; Leithwood et al.,
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2004; Leithwood, Harris, & Strauss, 2010; Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005; Wallace
Foundation, 2011). But the need to yield rapid and extensive results differentiates
turnaround from the transformational model. Turnarounds “usually garner significant
additional resources, have short timelines within which to demonstrate success in
reaching unusually precise and public targets, and are accompanied by sanctions for
failure almost entirely missing from the environments in which other schools find
themselves” (Leithwood et al., 2010, p. 5). Because it is fast and aggressive in nature,
school turnaround is increasingly accepted as an approach to impact low-performing and
failing schools.
The Uniqueness of School Turnaround

While the modern definition articulates the removal and replacement of the school
leader with approximately half the staff (US DOE, 2009), it is imperative to note the
demographic of schools typically engaged in turnaround work. Turnaround is utilized as
a "policy designed to improve the nation's schools that are in the bottom 5 percent
according to academic achievement" (Zavadsky, 2010, p. 13). Mass Insight (2007)
posited the work to turn around the bottom 5% of the country’s schools is arguably the
most significant work in education reform. Turnaround is not to be confused with
traditional school improvement as it is entirely more comprehensive, with extensive and
rapid change needed to more aggressively impact student achievement and the additional
encompassing operations of the school (Leithwood et al., 2010).

The School Turnaround Field Guide, published by The Wallace Foundation
(2010), framed the multiple facets of new turnaround programs as “dramatic and

comprehensive intervention in a low-performing school that (a) produces significant
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gains in achievement within two years and (b) readies the school for the longer process of
transformation into a high-performance organization” (p. 4). Based on the high need to
improve the educational experience for students, school turnarounds cannot be prolonged
or gradual (Leithwood et al., 2010). Moreso, “they usually garner significant additional
resources, have short timelines within which to demonstrate success in reaching
unusually precise and public targets, and are accompanied by sanctions for failure almost
entirely missing from the environments in which other schools find themselves”
(Leithwood et al., 2010, p. 5).

According to an empirical study by Stuit (2010), only 26 of the 2,025 turnaround
schools in the author’s sample improved in their respective state’s rankings within the 5-
year delineation. Stuit argued that educational policy and policymakers should redirect
their attention to school closures and not turnarounds. The Obama Administration
appeared to struggle with their administration’s reauthorization of ESEA because of the
strict sanctions placed on schools not meeting AYP, as dictated by previous
administrations under NCLB (2002) (Duke, 2012). Klein (2011) stated that in the
original budget for 2012, the Obama Administration slated $600 million to be allocated to
School Turnaround Grants (STGs). The Obama Administration later formed the Office of
School Turnaround, which was responsible for overseeing School Turnaround Grants as
well as the relationship between support among federal, state, and local turnaround
efforts (Duke, 2012).

Efforts at Turnaround in Urban Communities Serving Marginalized Students

Mass Insight (2007) noted that schools making up the bottom 5% in the country

are failing not because the schools themselves have failed, but the systems in which they
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operate have failed to keep up with the changing demands of their communities and
students. Students attending turnaround schools are predominantly of low socio-
economic status, identify as non-white, and live in urban communities (Danns, 2002;
Johnson, 2013; Peck & Reitzug, 2013). The Cowen Institute (2017) illuminated that in
New Orleans the same is true when stating that "schools with higher levels of socio-
economically disadvantaged students also have higher concentrations of minority
students and lower overall performance scores" (p. 10). Within the community of
marginalized students attending public schools in our nation, the subgroup highlighted in
the literature as largely affected and/or potentially affected by school turnarounds are
students of color living in poverty (Danns, 2002; Johnson, 2013; Peck & Reitzug, 2013).
Danns (2002), Johnson (2013), and Peck and Reitzug (2013) asserted that Anderson
(1988) was correct when stating that students of color receive second-class schooling,
“especially given that African American and Latino communities have historically had to
fight to have a voice in determining their children’s education” (Peck & Reitzug, 2013, p.
29).

Johnson (2013) suggested that school turnaround as an intervention to increase
student achievement has potential negative effects on marginalized populations of
students. In a qualitative, interview-based study following the closure of a predominantly
minority high school in Austin, Texas, Johnson (2013) described how a school
turnaround strategy functioned as education’s version of a “scorched Earth” approach to
improvement. The author named turnaround as an approach similar to shock therapy
(Johnson, 2013). Johnson (2013) instead advocated for appropriate partnerships amongst

schools, external organizations, and the community. The author stated that vendors
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should be mindful of local cultural realities and treat the local community as humane
individuals with knowledge to share when education reform efforts begin (Johnson,
2013). Furthermore, a 2017 report on school turnaround by the American Institutes for
Research (AIR) suggested that principals who motivated and engaged with the school
community during the turnaround process were more successful in their roles as
principals and in their overall ability to impact student achievement.

Charter Schooling and Decentralization in New Orleans

The turnaround schools included in this study are all public, charter schools
centrally governed by the Orleans Parish School Board. Contrary to popular belief, the
beginnings of charter schooling in New Orleans did not begin after Hurricane Katrina in
2005. The state of Louisiana authorized the first charter school in 1998 (Babineau, Hand,
& Rossmeier, 2017b). New Orleans’ first charter school was authorized in 2003, two
years prior to Hurricane Katrina (Babineau et al., 2017b). Additionally, the Recovery
School District (RSD) was formed in 2003 by the Louisiana state education governing
body, BESE (Babineau, Hand, & Rossmeier, 2016). However, the RSD’s authority and
governing reach became farther reaching in November 2005 with the passing of Act 35
(2005) by the Louisiana state legislature (Babineau et al., 2016). Known as the “most
immediate and profound impact on New Orleans schools” after Katrina, Act 35 (2005)
paved the way for the RSD to begin rebuilding New Orleans public schools, but through
a new means - charter schooling.

The Louisiana legislature awarded the Recovery School District (RSD) authority
to operate all low-performing and failing schools in New Orleans in 2005 (Babineau et

al., 2016a). While the RSD was created prior to 2005, their power to operate nearly all of
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New Orleans’ open-enrollment public schools was expanded at this time (Babineau et al.,
2016a). The educational landscape in New Orleans shifted very quickly. Buerger and
Harris (2015) noted that “even before most of the population returned [after Katrina],
almost all the city’s public schools were turned over to a state agency, the Recovery
School District (RSD)” (p. 1247).

One hundred and ten of the 126 school buildings in New Orleans at the time were
either severely damaged or lost completely. Of the 126 public schools in New Orleans,
102 became charters after August 2005 (Babineau et al., 2016a). The large-scale
decentralization of New Orleans’ schools began with the loss of neighborhood schools as
open enrollment application processes began (Babineau et al., 2016a). Charters were
largely open enrollment, meaning there were no testing or academic requirements set for
student acceptance. However, several schools remained selective in their admissions,
creating frustration in the community for families, parents, and community members
(Babineau et al., 2016a).

The state of public education in New Orleans was evident with the state takeover
of nearly all public-schools, as the RSD’s authority was granted to indirectly operate the
city’s lowest performing schools (Babineau et al., 2016a). A market-oriented system of
schooling first articulated by Chubb and Moe (1990) began to sweep the local
educational landscape. This type of restructuring allowed for the privatization of public
schools and an open market for charter operators (Saltman, 2007). According to the first
“state of the schools” report published after Hurricane Katrina (Boston Consulting Group,
2007), 17 of the 58 public schools in New Orleans reopened after Katrina were operated

by the Orleans Parish School Board (OPSB), the governing body of New Orleans’ school
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prior to the storm, while the RSD operated the remaining 39 schools. All of these schools
were public, charter schools. In the two years after Hurricane Katrina, 59% of New
Orleans’ school children attended charter schools — the most-significant percentage of
localized schoolchildren in the country (Boston Consulting Group, 2007).

By 2014, all schools operating under the RSD had become charter schools
(Babineau et al., 2016a). Babineau et al.’s (2016a) report articulating voters’ perceptions
of K-12 public education in New Orleans posited the percentage of New Orleans’
students attending charter schools continued to remain the highest in the country, with
93% of the city’s students attending a charter school. By 2018, the city’s charter schools
served 95% of the student population and remained the largest percentage in the United
States (Babineau et al., 2018).

From 2005 to 2017, the RSD served as the governing public-school district for the
majority of public schools in New Orleans, with nearly 100% of the New Orleans’ public
schools functioning as charter schools (Babineau et al., 2016a; Cowen Institute, 2016).
However, the RSD only indirectly operated each charter school; therefore, independent
charter operators or CMOs held power to govern their schools autonomously. However,
per Act 91 (2008) passed in August 2016, schools operating under the umbrella of the
RSD would transition back by summer 2018 to the entity that was operating all schools in
New Orleans before Katrina, OPSB (Babineau et al., 2017b).

New Orleans’ charter schools function as their own LEA, which is typically a
function reserved for school boards throughout the U.S. (Babineau et al., 2017b). Tulane
University’s Cowen Institute (2017) highlighted the decentralized governance structure

of charter schools in New Orleans while also addressing the policies that applied to all
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schools, regardless of their operator and CMO governance board. The majority of the
autonomy allotted to charter operators and CMOs in New Orleans pertain to school
operations, curriculum choices, and hiring and staffing (Babineau et al., 2017b). All
charter schools are required to abide by a set of shared regulations. These regulations
include accountability measures regulated by the state, state mandated student
achievement standards, processes on expelling students, per pupil funding for special
education, ELL students, students considered at-risk, and wraparound services for
students that are continually truant (Babineau et al., 2017b).

Criticisms of charter schooling in New Orleans. Many criticized the
decentralized system of charter schooling in New Orleans. Buerger and Harris (2015)
discussed these criticisms and suggested that “one of the main concerns with such a
market-oriented system is that it might make it harder to solve system-wide problems and
therefore might make the city’s educational structure less resilient to disaster and social
dysfunction” (p. 1247). This approach to schooling could lead to larger inequities
between charter networks and the schooling experiences of students. Additionally, should
large-scale changes need to be made, the decentralized nature of the system makes
sweeping and comprehensive change extremely difficult. Decentralization of the system
also leaves the system open to pockets of dysfunction and the ability to correct missteps
as needed. The varying success of schools and charter networks speaks to this notion
elevated by Buerger and Harris (2015).

Other critics of decentralization viewed the transition to charter schools through
the lenses of race and class. A native of New Orleans, Buras (2011) posited that the

restructuring of the public-school system was “less about responding to the needs of the
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racially oppressed communities and more about the Reconstruction of a newly governed
South - one in which white entrepreneurs (and black allies) capitalize on black schools
and neighborhoods by obtaining public monies to build and manage charter schools” (p.
297). The author interviewed native teachers fired after Katrina who also spoke to this
point. One former teacher suggested the RSD takeover of schools, and then turnover to
charter operators and CMOs for management, as an outsiders’ way of taking control of
the millions of dollars used each year to educate African American children in New
Orleans’ public schools. Hurricane Katrina indeed dislocated, and left without jobs,
approximately 6,500 public school employees as OPSB faced bankruptcy in the years
after Hurricane Katrina (Boston Consulting Group, 2007). Education Research Alliance
for New Orleans claims that of those dismissed, 4,300 were teachers, with 71%
identifying as Black with more than 15 years of experience teaching (Lincove, Barrett, &
Strunk, 2017). Only about 50% of those who lost their jobs returned to work in public
education somewhere in Louisiana by 2007 (Lincove, Barrett, & Strunk, 2017). However,
by 2013, this percentage was greatly decreased with only 37% of those working in New
Orleans public schools pre-Katrina remaining employed by the public-school systems in
Louisiana. Of that percentage, 22% remained employed in New Orleans, with 15%
employed in other parishes (Lincove, Barrett, & Strunk, 2017).

Disparities amongst schools. Disparities exist amongst New Orleans’ charter
schools. Beabot (2010) observed that whilst “listening to the reports of principals on the
post-Katrina system, it is clear that the New Orleans’ schools can be seen of an ordered
hierarchy with low performing schools available for everyone and high performing

schools available only for some” (p. 415). This remains true in 2020. Of the 86 schools in
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New Orleans, white students make up 9% of the student population, with 91% of students
in New Orleans open-enrollment charter schools identifying as people of color
(Converge, 2017; New Schools for New Orleans, 2020a). Only 12 schools have student
populations that are more than one-third white (Converge, 2017). These schools have the
greatest number of students labeled gifted and have the most highly educated teachers
(about half of their teachers have graduate degrees). Eight of these schools are selective-
enrollment, meaning there are testing, or academic components required to enroll
(Converge, 2017). Consequently, the majority of schools with more than one-third white
students have historically been the highest performing schools in the city (Converge,
2017).

Positive views of charter schooling in post-Katrina New Orleans. Modern
reports from The Cowen Institute (2015) and New Schools for New Orleans (2019) noted
the autonomy provided to charter operators as a positive, unique characteristic of public
charter schooling (Babineau et al., 2017b). The Education Research Alliance for New
Orleans (2016) examined whether or not the autonomy afforded to schools in New
Orleans created choice for students and their families in the types of schools that were
available. The authors found that schools often work to differentiate themselves through
instructional hours, extracurricular activities, and even small niches - programming
specific to science or math and other curricular choices (Arce-Trigatti, Lincove, Harris, &
Jabbar, 2016). In sum, parents in New Orleans could potentially choose from
approximately 10 types of elementary schools and 10 types of high schools for their
students (Arce-Trigatti, Lincove, Harris, & Jabbar, 2016).

According to NSNO and the mission of the OneApp, the centralized school
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application system, families are afforded an opportunity at school choice through the
OneApp. On the OneApp, families rank their school choices and through a matching
system, are assigned a school to attend. Students living in Orleans Parish are eligible to
attend any public school throughout the parish; therefore, in theory, ones’ neighborhood
does not dictate the type of school that students must attend.

Ability to rebuild. Some viewed Katrina as an opportunity to rebuild upon the
gross failures of the previous public-school system that was one of the lowest performing
in the country (Boston Consulting Group, 2007). Sajan George, a member of the George
W. Bush administration working as a contractor to rebuild physical school buildings in
New Orleans, surmised the rebuilding efforts of public schools in New Orleans after
Katrina as “the silver lining in the dark cloud of Katrina. We would not have been able to
start with an almost clean slate if Katrina had not happened. So it really [did] represent an
incredible opportunity” (Saltman, 2007, p. 139). According to this perspective, Katrina
gave New Orleans a chance at a fresh start in public schooling (Carr-Chellman, Beabout,
Alkandari, Almeida, Gursoy, Ma, Modak, & Pastore, 2008). “Many New Orleanians
initially hoped that the disappearance of the poorly functioning system would allow for a
rebirth of a system that had tarnished the city’s reputation for decades” (Carr-Chellman et
al., 2008, p. 34).

Increased student outcomes. Student achievement statistics from New Orleans’
charter schools aligned with the belief that a complete system overall was successful for
students (NSNO, 2017). Overall, students in New Orleans have been on track to continue
narrowing the achievement gap (NSNO, 2017). Steven Adamowski of the Connecticut

Board of Education posited that the experience in New Orleans “suggests that a portfolio
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of schools operated by a variety of charter school networks and other external providers
within the parameters of a state accountability plan effectively replace the traditional
school district model” (Zavadsky, 2012, p. xiii). Moreso, Doug Harris, the Founding
Director of Tulane University's Education Research Alliance for New Orleans, celebrated
that no other districts have been able to make the type of academic gains in such a short
period of time as New Orleans after 2005 (New Schools for New Orleans, 2019).

Conclusion. After Hurricane Katrina, school choice became the major
educational policy for families in New Orleans, and all of Orleans Parish, thus
fundamentally changing the school experience for students and families. Students living
in Orleans Parish apply to attend open-enrollment public school across the parish. The
OneApp, a central application utilized by families to apply to open enrollment public
schools, seeks to create equitable access to any school in the parish. The OneApp allows
families to rank schools in anticipation of matching with the schools of their choosing.
However, the vast criticism of the OneApp system is that most students do not receive a
seat in one of their most preferred schools. The most preferred schools, and ranked most
often on the OneApp, are typically the city’s few top performing schools. The number of
high performing schools is limited; therefore, the majority of families compete to attend
the same schools with seats rarely opening up. Thus, students are left to attend schools
their families did not rank and/or far from their home neighborhood. Additionally,
families may be unaware of the resources afforded to them regarding school choice. In
these instances, school choice has not afforded equitable access to New Orleans public
school students and their families.

Not all charters experienced academic gains after Hurricane Katrina, but evidence
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has suggested continuous, but slow, growth. Data have yet to show if the charter school
movement in New Orleans will have sustained success. However, ACT scores are on a
constant rise, the number of failing schools in New Orleans has decreased, and overall,
students in New Orleans are on track to continue narrowing the achievement gap (Cowen
Institute, 2017, 2018; New Schools for New Orleans, 2019, 2020a). School leaders will
be integral in the continued work to either keep the status quo or the work to further
improve student outcomes. The unique context in New Orleans places unique demands
on the city’s school leaders. These demands are many, and because of the all-charter
context, has the potential to completely change the ways in which these school leaders
must think and act, particularly in a school that is low-performing and/or failing.
Turnaround Leadership

Leithwood and Seashore-Lewis (2011) stated, “leadership success depends on the
skill with which leaders adapt their practices to the circumstances in which they find
themselves, their understanding of the underlying causes of the problems they encounter,
and how they respond to those problems” (p. 25). Given the overall growth in student
outcomes since 2005, it can be assumed that school leaders in New Orleans have been
responsive to the unique demands placed upon them. The conversation about the unique
demands placed upon school leaders in the all-charter landscape in New Orleans is
further complicated when examining the demands of turnaround leaders needing to adapt
in order to affect rapid and extensive change. Successful turnaround leaders must adapt
their behavior to the needs of the school and further adapt their leadership approach when
the school begins to improve or to sustain positive trajectory (Day, Sammons, Hopkins,

Harris, Leithwood, Gu, Brown, Ahtaridou, & Kington, 2009; Leithwood et al., 2010).
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Strong leadership is especially needed in schools that have a history of struggling
or failing to meet the needs of their students (Leithwood et al., 2004; National
Association of Secondary School Principals & National Association of Elementary
School Principals, 2013; Wallace Foundation, 2011). Murphy and Meyers (2008)
suggested that “successful turnaround schools almost always have good, if not
exceptional principals. As a common strand across successful school turnarounds,
leadership is crucial” (p. 321). However, much of the extant literature about successful
turnaround leadership is not from studies of schools, but businesses (Leithwood et al.,
2010). In business turnaround studies, examples detailing success point to the importance
of some type of change in leadership (Leithwood et al., 2009). The idea that having the
right people in the right positions on the team greatly matters (Collins, 2001; 2005).

Rhim, Kowal, Hassel, Hassel, and Crittenden (2007) examined turnaround
schools and posited that change in leadership, as noted in business studies, is needed to
project a school out of low-performing or failing status. Leadership is consistently
undisputed as a central element in an organization’s ability to either progress or fail
(Kanter, 2003; Kowal and Hassel, 2005; Leithwood et al., 2010). While a change in
leadership is unchallenged in business and education research alike, we know little about
the specific leadership characteristics that are particularly important in school turnaround
settings. The following sections of this review explores the existing evidence on the
leadership practices and behaviors that are successful in turnaround settings.

Complexity of the context. Turnaround leaders understand the complexity of their
role and work to empower their team to embrace the challenge of impacting their

school’s performance. “School-based leaders in urban schools needing dramatic
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improvements must compel their staff to improve student test scores but must compel
their staffs to recognize and reach the whole child” (Peck & Reitzug, 2013, p. 29-30).
Moreso, school leaders possessing “strong efficacy beliefs will be more likely than others
to undertake and persist in school-improvement projects” (Leithwood et al., 2009, p. 15).
Leithwood et al. (2009) additionally noted the importance of a “sense of collective
efficacy as a key to leadership influence on teaching and learning” (p. 15). Collective
efficacy is also illuminated by Duke (2010) when suggesting that trust, collaboration,
innovation, and a focus on teachers and student learning should deeply matter to school
turnaround leaders.

Research from The Center for Comprehensive School Reform and Improvement
(2005) reported that school leaders must understand and become increasingly
knowledgeable about what works in high performing schools to create success within
their schools. But, leaders of turnaround schools should also understand the challenges
they face are dissimilar from other school leaders in more affluent and established
schools (Lochmiller & Chesnut, 2017). Pappano (2010) posited this is especially true of
urban turnaround leaders, as their ability to “think differently” is critical to their success.
Former Secretary of Education Arne Duncan mentioned this notion of “thinking
differently” in his address to the National Alliance for Public Charter Schools in 2009.
Duncan spotlighted charter turnaround schools deciding to hire more social workers and
less security guards, but then failed to elaborate on what the actual different part of
thinking meant aside from the example of personnel changes. Acknowledging the need to
think differently is a start, however both Pappano (2010) and Duncan (2009) illuminated

the need to examine how school leaders should think differently and what they must
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continually think differently about.

Pappano (2010) was critical of their publication on turnaround citing that while
they were able to speak with over 60 people, most of which were in Hartford,
Connecticut, coined a model of school turnaround by former Secretary Arne Duncan, a
consensus on best practices in the midst of school turnaround is difficult to articulate. The
fast nature of turning around a school can feel like a whirlwind; thus the leader’s
attention is needed on a myriad of things at once (Pappano, 2010). A leader in the middle
of turnaround must make decisions and decide what is best for their school and their
students so quickly that often data and other known best practices are not consulted -
simply because there is no time when things must change, and often, change again
quickly (Pappano, 2010). The one competency that appeared to emerge is the need for
school leaders to have previous experience in hectic, high-stakes, and ever-changing
environments so that they may lean on those experiences when decisions must be made
quickly in the midst of turnaround (Pappano, 2010).

The University of Virginia Partnership for Leaders in Education (UVA/PLE) in
conjunction with The Center on School Turnaround released a study outlining their work
with approximately 50 districts and state education agencies from across the United
States that highlighted “leader competencies” appropriate for school turnaround. The
study of these competencies through a strategic method of interviewing potential
turnaround leaders coined a “behavioral event interview (BEI).” This type of
interviewing was designed to access potential candidates competencies related to results,
teamwork, student efficacy, and influential nature (Hitt, 2015). Interestingly, these leader

competencies were drawn from turnaround in business, and not education (Hitt, 2015).
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The report illuminated seven behaviors to be accessed in the behavioral event interview:
a focus on results, ability to hold others accountable, ability to impact and influence
others, ability to authentically engage a team of adults, strong belief in the ability of
students, ability to see connections across work in order to bring new ideas to the table,
and the ability to analyze rationally in order to see cause and effect in school occurrences
(Hitt, 2015). This list of competencies appeared to be comprehensive, but the report also
noted that competency-based ideas on who will be successful in school turnaround must
evolve with additional research and with the changing demands of turnaround schooling
in America (Hitt, 2015). Furthermore, the competencies listed in the report from
UVA/PLE have not been evaluated or studied in the midst of turning around a school.
These competencies addressed in an interview process, no matter how well simulated the
process may be, may not be enough to confirm the transference of the competency into
action when the candidate becomes a turnaround leader. While this study filled the gap
that many have left open with the identification of specific competencies, the study also
suggested that additional research is needed because of the changing demands of
turnaround leaders as they are situated in complex environments needing deliberate and
responsive action to impact student outcomes quickly.

Turnaround leadership is “less an issue of charisma and personality and more an
issue of what leaders actually do - their core practices and the conditions that they create
within an organization that can guarantee its success or seal its fate” (Leithwood et al.,
2005, p. 39). Therefore, how turnaround leaders attempt to disrupt failure in their schools
is varied. Despite this fact, turnaround leaders are all tasked with creating equitable

educational experiences for the students they serve. Extant literature states the population
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of students attending a failing school are predominantly students of color living in
poverty (Danns, 2002; Johnson, 2013; Peck & Reitzug, 2013). Given the population of
students served in turnaround schools coupled with the literature stating the significance
of school leadership in creating change, the need to better understand effective
turnaround leadership is imminent. After studying more than 60 individuals in several
districts and turnaround schools across the country labeled exemplars in the field,
Pappano (2010) stated that “despite efforts to identify possible core competencies of
school level turnaround leaders, it remains too much of a mystery as to who will actually
succeed” (p. 85).

Conclusion. Few studies are available about effective turnaround leadership. Of
the studies available, several have proposed a specific set of competencies that
turnaround leaders should possess. However, this literature also stated that the
competencies of turnaround leaders must remain responsive and contextually-specific.
Therefore, the overall mystery remains. More research focused on identifying the
leadership practices, and not simply focused on proposed personal competencies and
traits, is needed so that more turnaround leaders can transform low-performing and
failing schools. Existing literature has noted extensively what it means to be an effective
school leader for school improvement (Sebring, Allensworth, Bryk, Easton, & Luppescu,
2006; Elmore, Forman, Stosich, & Bocala, 2014). While the literature is flooded with the
importance of school leaders and their actions needed in school improvement generally, it
is emergent at best on the leadership practices effective in school turnaround. Turnaround
is much more than school improvement, with extensive and rapid change needed in a

short amount of time. This need is heightened in New Orleans within the all-charter
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landscape housing the city’s low-performing and failing schools. School leaders are given
short, specific amounts of time to improve their schools or are at risk of closure and
turnaround under another leader and often a competitor CMO.

School turnaround in New Orleans after 2005 is complex and highly scrutinized.
There is little to no literature about turnaround leadership specific to a context similar to
charter schooling in New Orleans. The ideals of turnaround in business cannot be applied
to New Orleans’ public charter schools as these schools are public institutions with other
pressures, given the open market system in which they operate. Therefore, this study’s
findings have the potential to illuminate the contextually specific leadership practices that
matter in the midst of turnaround, divergent from what is known about effective
principles of turnaround in business. Unlike in business, there is a key stakeholder who
deserves to have more attention paid to this matter - New Orleans’ public-school students
attending schools that have been failing them. Students attending low-performing and
failing schools across New Orleans are deserving of this study. They deserve a revolution
in their schooling experience, so they can graduate and have the potential to choose a life
they want for themselves, their families, and the communities in which they belong.
Transformative Leadership

Shields (2020) stated that “transformative leadership is informed by critical
theorists who decry the inequities in the status quo and seek ways of redressing them” (p.
3). First described as an educational leadership theory by Foster (1986), this critical
leadership theory notes that a deep understanding of the organization’s context, the
identity of the leader, the identities of those within the organizational community, and the

broader community is necessary in order to disrupt the status quo and create deep,
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revolutionary change within an institution or organization. Transformative leadership
theory is applicable to instances where leaders must focus on creating more equitable and
inclusive school environments for all students (Shields, 2020). Instead of placing blame
and responsibility on students for aspects of their education akin to low test scores and
underachievement, transformative leadership theory brings to the forefront the “systemic
and structural forces related to identity markers such as race and class that perpetuate
inequity” (Shields, 2020, p. 3). Drawing upon Burns’ (1978) notion that leadership must
be revolutionary in order to transform large systems, transformative leadership theory has
the potential to illuminate the leadership practices needed in school turnaround (Shields
and Hesbol, 2019).

Transformative leadership borrows from other leadership theories, with the
incorporation of characteristics like equity, justice, and inclusion that are often associated
with leading for social justice and culturally responsive practices (Theoharis, 2007, 2009;
Hammond, 2014; Shields and Hesbol, 2019). The applicable practices of social justice
leadership and culturally responsive pedagogies are integrated where necessary in this
review. Shields (2020) directly addressed the need for a critical leadership theory that
was more encompassing than social justice leadership, thus coining transformative
leadership theory. The author posited that while social justice leadership addressed equity
and justice, the foundational roots of the theory “can be used to explain conflicting and
contradictory positions and hence, in some ways, means everything and nothing”
(Shields, 2020, p. 7). Transformative leadership theory, and not other critical leadership
theories, was utilized for this study because at its core, transcends other leadership

theories “in that it posits the need to understand how hegemony and privilege must be

38



dismantled in order to create a socially just society” (Shields, 2020, p. 8).

Transformative leadership theory is pointed and not neutral. This theory
forwardly addresses conflict, culture, race, class, and opportunity, and articulates a
“promising, yet still challenging, way forward” (Shields, 2020, p. 11). The “fundamental
task of the educational leader in this transformative tradition is to ask questions, for
example, about the purposes of schooling, about which ideas should be taught, and about
who is successful” (Shields, 2010, p. 570). A strong sense of critiquing the previous
systems and how external factors and systems affect schooling is at the heart of
transformative leadership (Shields, 2010). As Weiner (2003) stated, it is “anti-racist, anti-
sexist, anti-homophobic, and responsive to class exploitation” (p. 100). Shields (2020)
further noted that “we have seen that when school leaders accept the need to address
underlying assumptions, values, and beliefs, and when principles of justice and equity
guide decisions and action related to human relations, fiscal resources, organizational
structures, pedagogy, and instruction, change occurs” (pp. 10-11). And deep change is
what is needed for students attending the country’s lowest performing and failing
schools.

Basic premises for Transformative Leadership. The first premise of
transformative leadership theory posits that school must be a place where student needs
are met consistently so that any learning can take place (Shields, 2020). For this to
happen, Shields (2003) argued that leaders in education must reimagine their roles and
actions to disrupt the status quo, with a particular focus on breaking down barriers to
equity so that a meaningful educational experience for all students can become possible.

Transformative leadership theory is grounded in the idea that students thrive personally
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and academically in spaces where they feel welcomed, respected, valued, safe, and
engaged; thus these needs must be met at school (Shields, 2020). Additionally, the theory
posits that if students are provided a democratic education, they are more likely to
participate in democracy, carry out their civic duties, but in more far reaching ways than
simply voting (Shields, 2020). In order for the opportunities noted by Shields (2003;
2010; 2016) to become available for all students, “deep and meaningful change” must
occur (Shields, 2013, p. 16). The type of change needed to benefit all students
strategically disrupts inequity in the nation’s schools, and then in the systems in which
they operate (Shields, 2003; 2010; 2016). Transformative leadership theory posits that
students having an equitable, inclusive, just, and excellent schooling experience are more
apt to benefit entire systems of democracy (Shields, 2020).

Transformative leadership theory not only speaks to the elevation of individuals,
but connects this want with the desire to achieve equity for all - from the perspective that
what is equitable for one has the potential to be best for the good of all (Shields, 2020;
Shields and Hesbol, 2019). Grounded in Freire’s (1970) work, transformative leaders
possess the ability to lead “more equitably and more creatively to address the challenges
of our VUCA [volatile, uncertain, complex, ambiguous] world” (Shields, 2010, p. 11). To
lead more equitably and creatively in order to prepare students to participate in volatile,
uncertain, complex, and ambiguous communities, Shields (2003) highlighted three
transformative leadership competencies:

1. “Having awareness of the school and the system in which it operates;
2. The ability to critically reflect on the inclusion and exclusion of systems -

both equitable and inequitable, the ability to identify inequities; and

40



3. The desire to act upon the institutional wrongs blocking all students from

an ‘equal opportunity to participate fully, to be treated with respect, and to

develop his or her capabilities’ (p. 11).
The author further stated that these competencies properly balance what is best for
diverse student populations and have the potential to “bring about schools that are both
socially just and academically excellent” (Shields, 2010, p. 573). Building upon the need
to create schools that are both just and academically sound, the author noted that being a
“good” leader was no longer enough; the notion of “good” leadership omitted the critical
component of “good” for whom (Shields, 2003). “Good” leadership often protected the
status quo and did not consider all students, particularly those who have been minoritized
(Shields, 2003; 2020).

Transformative leaders take “into account the material realities, disparities, and
unfulfilled promises of the world in which our students live, and of working to ensure
more equitable and inclusive opportunities for all” (Shields, 2003, p. 5). Hammond
(2014) posited that educators must continually work to address their own identities and
acknowledge the identities of their students in order to create equitable school
environments that allow for all students to thrive academically. It is imperative for school
leaders to understand their identity, the identity of those in their school communities, and
the literal community the school is situated within. This notion is critical in New Orleans,
as one of the most nuanced and unique educational landscapes in the country since 2005.

Second premise. The second premise of transformative leadership theory posits
that when students experience school as equitable and just, they are better prepared to be

productive members of a democratic society. Thus, the entire democratic society benefits.
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With awareness and then disruption at the heart of transformative leadership, the end goal
is that all students have access to an equitable, inclusive, and excellent school
environment and schooling experience. However, this goal is linked to a much larger aim
of the transformative leader. Transformative leadership theory contends that if students
are provided the type of education they deserve; one that is equitable, socially just, and
excellent for all students regardless of their socioeconomic or minoritized status, they are
more likely to contribute to the global community as more democratic and caring citizens
(Shields, 2020; Shields and Hesbol, 2019). While public education in America was not
designed to benefit all students, it is the duty of school leaders to do what is necessary to
provide all students with opportunities and the potential for a life of choices. There is a
need to reimagine the frameworks within schools that systematically affect minoritized
students attending the country’s low-performing and failing schools. In sum, Shields
(2010) contended that it is not simply the task of the educational leader to ensure that all
students succeed in tasks associated with learning the formal curriculum and
demonstrating that learning on norm-referenced standardized tests; it is the essential work
of the educational leader to create learning contexts or communities in which social,
political, and cultural capital is enhanced in such a way as to provide equity of
opportunity for students as they take their place as contributing members of society (p.
572).

Although students are at the heart of public schooling, most schools do not
include them in school leadership or decision-making processes (Mitra, 2008). Research
suggests that in order to prepare students for a democratic world, as Shields (2010)

suggests, all students deserve to participate in the leadership of their schools (Apple &
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Beane, 2007; Brasof, 2017; Mitra & Serriere, 2015). Shields (2003) suggested that
students’ lived experiences are valued by the transformative leader, thus contributing to
their leadership practice.

[lluminating this discussion most notably attributed to Freire (1970), Kaak (2011)
discussed the need to honor student perspectives as a means to acknowledge their past
experiences of marginalization thus providing an avenue for their voices and experiences
to shape the school community in hopes of creating a more equitable experience. Moreso,
Kaak (2011) posited that when school leaders embody a constructivist approach within
their schools, teachers are more likely to model the same behaviors and actions in their
classrooms and daily interactions with students. Leaders must work to address their own
perspectives of power and privilege first when educating historically marginalized
students of color (Hammond, 2015; Pendakur and Furr, 2016). Transformative leaders
must combat “inappropriate uses of power and privilege by challenging inappropriate
uses of power and privilege that create or perpetuate inequity and injustice” (Shields,
2010, p. 564). Therefore, Shields (2014) suggested that leaders should rethink policies in
their schools that are exclusionary and create “unintended consequences” (p. 140) in
order to dismantle the existing power structures to include the voices of everyone.
Furthermore, the authors stated that school leaders must examine those with a voice, and
more importantly, the voiceless in educational settings (Pendakur & Furr, 2016).
Pendakur and Furr (2016) stated that critical missing pieces in the literature are centered
on how administrations acquire the knowledge and skills necessary to engage in deep
personal reflection on one’s identity to understand their role and relationship with their

students, teachers, and pedagogies.
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Model of Transformative Leadership theory. The model of transformative
leadership theory begins with the acknowledgement of an inequitable organization and
then draws upon two theoretical concepts occurring at once, as both are described earlier
in this chapter. The transformative leader works to ensure they create school
environments that benefit all students as individuals and ultimately, affect the good of the
collective democratic community. Shields and Hesbol (2019) cited Capper and Young
(2014) in stating that “when the learning environment is inclusive, respectful, and
equitable, students are more able to focus on the academics, thus improving the distal
outcomes of academic achievement” (p. 5). Then, as educational institutions and the
education experiences of students improve in this way, the transformative leader is able
to “address such public good issues as democracy, civic life, citizenship, then democratic
society” through “the participation of knowledgeable and caring citizens” (Shields and
Hesbol, 2019). Shields (2003; 2020) and Shields and Hesbol (2019) articulated eight
tenets that align with the theoretical constructs at play within transformative leadership
theory. Each of the eight tenets breathe life into the practices and actions needed to affect
deep change; therefore, making this framework suitable and fitting for this study on
turnaround leadership. The eight tenets are surmised as a leader’s journey to affect “deep
and equitable” change through a knowledge of “oneself, one’s organization, and one’s
community” (Shields and Hesbol, 2019, p.5). Throughout this journey, transformative
leaders first accept that “deep and meaningful change” is needed and then focus on the
following:

1. the deconstruction and reconstruction of frameworks that perpetuate

inequity
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addressing the distribution of power- schools become more inclusive,
more voices are heard, and are accepting more forms of knowledge

an emphasis on the private and public good- school as a place that affords
students a life of choice and puts them on the path to better outcomes after
school

focus on democracy- emancipation, equity, and justice for all
interconnectedness- the external society deeply affects the culture of
schooling in America; the leader must lead from an understanding of this
and also from the perspective of preparing students for the ever-changing
and volatile external world

a balance of critique with promise- the ability to move focus away from
what is difficult and wrong, but a move to raising the voices and
experiences of others; a move to become advocates and activists for others
moral courage- to create large-scale change and/or become an activist for
all students and their right to excellent schooling

The eight tenets of transformative leadership are aimed at affecting the
experiences and outcomes of marginalized and minoritized populations

(Shields, 2004; Shields and Hesbol, 2019; Shields, 2020).

Transformative Leadership in New Orleans

According to Shields (2003) and Anderson (1988), the American Dream rooted in

public schooling for all is fictitious. Even in contemporary America, far too many

students attend failing schools and “school reform efforts have done little to disrupt the

inequities that inhibit our efforts to equalize the playing field for all students” (Shields,

45



2003, p. 9). Shields (2003) argued that America’s educational reforms fell flat because
“too many of our educational organizations are still firmly grounded in the 17" century,
seeking technical solutions to dilemmas instead of creative and adaptive ones” (p. 16).
The technical approach to public schooling and reform, as first introduced by Taylor
(1917) and later discussed by Wheatley (2000), is not complex enough to consider both
the injustices within the foundation of American public education as well as the modern,
systemic educational realities for America’s minoritized students.

Some believe these institutional shortcomings could be addressed through
transformative school leadership practices rooted firmly in the community (Miller,
Brown, & Hopson, 2011). Miller et al. (2011) argued that community centered school
leadership has the potential to directly combat institutionalized and systemic injustice and
inequity. An understanding of the New Orleans community and the factors affecting
schooling for the city’s public-school students is imperative to the work to upend inequity
and injustice in New Orleans. Shields (2003) articulated this idea within the
transformative leader competencies, which are outlined previously in this chapter. In
order to appropriately disrupt the status quo and create change for students, their
schooling experiences, and their potential ability to participate in the ever-changing
global community, school leaders have to first acknowledge the context and status of the
school and the system in which it operates before beginning to understand and reflect
upon the inequities that are present (Shields, 2003; Shields and Hesbol, 2019).

Many of the issues within the New Orleans’ public-school system are microcosms
of larger issues prevalent in the city. In the report Equity Matters, Converge (2017)

contended that in New Orleans “a child’s race, wealth, class, gender, sexuality, family
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background, native language, ability, mobility, immigration status, and neighborhood of
residence are all increasingly important factors in determining what opportunities are
available to him or her” (p. 1). More than one-third of New Orleans children live in
poverty and nearly all children living in poverty are children of color (New Orleans
Youth Index, 2016). Amongst children of color growing up in the poorest zip code in
New Orleans, their life expectancy is 25.5 years shorter than a child growing up in the zip
code with the least amount of poverty (The Joint Center for Political and Economic
Studies, 2012). New Orleans also leads the world in the percentage of people incarcerated
(Rainey, 2015). Therefore, “the continuous improvement of our city’s public education
system is foundational to achieving our vision of a strong and equitable New Orleans”
(Converge, 2017, p. 1). To this end, Shields’ (2010; 2020) articulation of the balance of
public and private good speaks to school leader's need to see education as a means to
affect both the individual and the collective community, or society. Quantz et al. (1991)
further articulated this point when they noted that schools typically perpetuate inequities
associated with race, class, and gender as they are places of cultural politics. But, the
researchers also noted that transformative leaders have to understand and work to
eliminate these power dynamics in their school buildings so that constructive
conversations can occur and ultimately lead to emancipation from the inequities that
persist in our culture (Quantz et al., 1991).

As previously discussed throughout this chapter, transformative leadership theory
connects what is good for individuals as to what is ultimately good for society and the
global community. Shields (2020) noted that generally there is a connection to life

expectancy, health, and happiness to one’s education level. The author also claimed that
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65% of those incarcerated in America have not completed high school (Shields, 2020).
While these statistics are much larger than what a school leader can control within their
school buildings, Shields (2020) noted that school leaders can control the policies and
pedagogies within their schools that may be counterproductive to creating and upholding
school environments that motivate academic performance and keep schools as places that
student enjoy, feel engaged, and want to attend. Emphasis and importance placed on test
scores and participation granted for academic performance has been associated with
stress and anxiety for students (Shields, 2020). Shields (2020) posited that “it thus
behooves educators to carefully examine their policies and practices to determine which,
if any, are placing undue importance on individual attainment or behavior, failing to
acknowledge the collective, societal influences that are relevant to student performance
and behavior” (p. 76).

Conclusion. Transformative leadership theory is not without heavy criticism.
Some regard the theory as too broad, too idealistic, or without enough empirical evidence
to consider (Shields, 2010). Operationalizing transformative leadership within a school
has only been done by Theoharis (2007) and Shields (2010). However, Theoharis (2007)
did not use the term transformative leadership, but leadership for social justice, which
Shields (2010; 2020) contended as lacking in name. The overlap amongst Shields’ (2010)
work and Theoharis’ (2007) is rooted in what is important to the leader and how they
must commit to making meaningful change through the creating more inclusive and
equitable schools. But, the overlap of transformative and leadership for social justice end
at this juncture. Transformative leadership proceeds on and encompasses a deeper

connection to the external community and the type of larger-scale, systemic change that
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is possible when our schools are more just, equitable, and inclusive.

Other critics resist the emphasis placed upon the shoulders of school leaders to
right the wrongs of society that show up in our schools (Shields, 2010). Working within a
broken system that was not set up to support all students is arduous work, and in the
words of Weiner (2003), cannot be “overestimated and can certainly not be discounted”
(Shields, 2003, p. 572). Additional criticism of transformative leadership states that in
caring so deeply for justice, equity, emancipation, and inclusion, a deep focus on
academic development is lost or is not achieved (Shields, 2010). However, Shields
(2010) countered this notion by stating that the only way to affect change and create
success for all students is by addressing issues of equity.

School leadership working to upend the injustices and inequities faced by our
nation’s students attending failing schools must acknowledge the intersection of
educational leadership, societal policies and structures, and the history of racism and
marginalization in the nation’s public schools. School leaders must recognize that the
marginalization and minorization of their students is deeply connected to external society
oppressors (Scanlon & Theoharis, 2014), structural oppression embedded within our
schools (Anderson, 1988; Shields, 2003), and the larger context in which the school is
situated (Shields, 2003; Shields, 2010). While it is critical to acknowledge these
challenges, it is imperative to continue the conversation further. The two basic premises
of transformative leadership theory, coupled with the call for deep and meaningful
change and then exhaustion of the remaining seven tenets of transformative leadership
theory (Shields, 2003; 2016; 2020) could contribute to the conversation about who is best

suited to lead school turnaround in New Orleans.
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The context in which each of the turnaround schools operate are especially
important in this study. All schools in this study are public, open-enrollment charter
schools in the all-charter landscape in New Orleans after 2005. Per the data discussed
earlier in this chapter, most New Orleans public school students face incredible
challenges that their white, more affluent peers do not. Thus, the larger, societal issues
affecting many of the city’s public-school students is extremely relevant to school leaders
in New Orleans. While all school leaders have to acknowledge the systems in which they
lead, it is especially imperative for turnaround leaders to do so. By understanding their
school’s context, both within the school system and in New Orleans as an urban
community with some of the worst statistics in the country regarding poor, children of
color, school leaders are better equipped to recognize inequities, reflect on ways to
dismantle them, and further continue building schools that are equitable, just, and
excellent for all students. Scholarly literature specific to turnaround schooling and the
corresponding leadership practices and beliefs that acknowledge the importance of the
school’s context have been emerging at best. However, Shields (2003) provides a
framework, utilizing transformative leadership theory, that is contextually centric and
articulates critical competencies and beliefs that may be critical to school turnaround
leadership in New Orleans.

Theoretical Framework for Forthcoming Study

Given the previous exploration of scholarly literature, this study was examined
through the lens of transformative leadership theory. Shields’ (2003; 2010; 2018)
transformative leadership theory illuminates a comprehensive approach to school

leadership with an emphasis on the acceptance of systemic inequity within public
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schooling to include the leader’s beliefs, actions, and goals to ultimately create a school
environment that is just and equitable for all whilst preparing all students for the ever-
changing climate of our world. Regarded in modern literature as a “radical and critical
leadership lens” (Shields, 2017, p. 6), transformative leadership theory is also considered
to be extremely action based and rooted in the fundamentals of social justice, equity,
democracy, and equality (Shields, 2017; van Oord, 2013).

Other prominent leadership theories were not chosen for this study because as
Gooden (2002) illuminated, the voices and viewpoints of historically marginalized people
have been omitted from the initial construction of the major leadership theories (Dantley,
2002). Moreso, Khalifa et al. (2016) stated that “most leadership reformers focus almost
exclusively on instructional, transformational, and transactional leadership models to
address the cultural needs of students” (p. 1279). However, the achievement
(opportunity) gap amongst marginalized students and their white counterparts remains
across the United States (Khalifa et al., 2016) as well as in the New Orleans public school
system (Babineau et al., 2018). Alternative leadership theory responsive to the New
Orleans’ community and community of students attending turnaround schools demanded
attention in this study. Turnaround leader’s conceptualization of their roles and their
resulting actions were examined in connection with the comprehensive school
improvement results they were able to achieve. The transformative leadership framework
was selected for this study because by design, it incorporated the student experience
whilst taking into deep consideration the larger educational and societal context in which
schools operate.

Drawing inspiration from Burns' (1978) articulation of leadership, Shields (2018)
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described transformative leaders as "look[ing] beyond the organization itself, to begin
with, the acknowledgment that the school is inextricably embedded in the wider
society"(p. 20). The author furthers stated that transformative leaders "must, also be
engaged with the wider society in order to understand how to best educate all children"
(Shields, 2018, p. 20). Hence, transformative leadership theory seeks to ensure that
education is a force for good in our society. However, education as an institution needs
transformation. Shields (2018) describes transformative leadership theory as "not
prescriptive" with "no magic formulas, no recipes for achieving success" (p. 20).
However, the author elevates the importance of leaders seeing this theory as a holistic
stance with great care to consider their students' individual and historical needs within
their specific communities and context. Furthermore, it is critical to note this framework's
foundational premise: a mandate for profound and equitable change. Without this belief,
the rest of the framework would fall flat.

Figure 1 below details Shields' "interconnected and interdependent"
transformative leadership framework serving as the theoretical lens of this study (Shields,
2018, p. 21). To transform education, leaders must be willing and ready to accept the
need for deep and equitable change while having the moral courage to do so.
Additionally, leaders must be ready to consider and redistribute power structures,
reimagine inclusivity and what authentic emancipation for students could be, and fight to
change knowledge frameworks and mindsets that perpetuate injustice and inequity within
their schools. All of this work should consider their school's connectivity to our
democratic society's overall well-being. As students have more opportunities at school,

they are better prepared to participate in the ever-changing world, and society as a whole
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benefits (Shields, 2010; 2018; 2020).

Transforming

Inequitable Criti Promise
Organization

Organization

Figure 1. Theoretical Framework
Gaps in the Research and Summary

Extant literature is clear that leadership matters (Elmore, 2004; Leithwood et al.,
2004; Marzano et al., 2005; National Association of Secondary School Principals &
National Association of Elementary School Principals, 2013; Wallace Foundation, 2011).
Additionally, the literature details common practices and behaviors of effective school
leaders (Leithwood et al., 2010; Marzano et al., 2005; National Association of Secondary
School Principals & National Association of Elementary School Principals, 2013).
Effective school leaders understand the foundational elements of their organization and
continuously work to manage these processes as to move the school, or organization,
forward (Collins, 2001, 2005; Leithwood et al., 2010). Particularly in schools that are
low-performing or failing, leaders position their work to affect the instructional core;
teaching practices are continually improved as to impact the learning experiences and

outcomes for students (City et al, 2009; DuFour & Marzano, 2011; Elmore, 2006;
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Kaufman, Grimm, & Miller, 2012; Knapp et al., 2014; Leithwood et al., 2010; Hitt &
Tucker, 2016). The need to affect instructional practices in schools serving historically
marginalized students is increasingly urgent. In one thousand lessons and nearly five
thousand assignments observed across the country, TNTP (2018) found that students of
color received grade-level appropriate content 62% of the time, as opposed to classrooms
of predominantly white students, who received grade-level content approximately 88% of
the time.

However, the notion that low-performing and failing schools need only to invest
in affecting the instructional core to meet student achievement accountability measures,
operational goals, and cycles of instructional development lacks a focus on crucial issues
of context, justice, oppression, and systemic inequity. Mass Insight (2007) surmised the
multifaceted requisites for effective school turnaround in stating that “turnaround requires
fundamental changes in program, people, conditions, and (sometimes, but not
necessarily) management and governance required to interrupt the status quo and put a
school on a new track towards high performance” (p. 71). However, scholarly literature
specific to turnaround schooling and the corresponding leadership practices that are
contextually appropriate remain emerging at best. Little knowledge of effective urban,
turnaround leadership is available in existing literature (Leithwood et al., 2009;
Leithwood et al., 2010; Lochmiller & Chesnut, 2017). Yet, Shields’ (2010; 2018)
conceptualization of transformative leadership theory illuminates the identities and
practices of leaders seeking to “prepare students both to be individually successful and to
be thoughtful, successful, caring and engaged citizens (p. 63) all whilst focusing on

creating “deep and equitable change in social conditions [through the] deconstruction and
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reconstruction of social/cultural knowledge frameworks that generate inequity,
acknowledgement of power, and privilege” (Shields, 2010, p. 563). Given the distinct
context of public schooling in New Orleans, with particular attention to the student
population served by C, D, and F schools, further examination of the school leaders who
were successful at turnaround through the lens of transformative leadership theory is
needed.

Conclusion

“Those who understand the importance of education must work with creativity and a sense
of urgency to find ways to generate the will, to make those who are presently indifferent or
unconcerned understand what is at stake. What is at stake are our children’s lives and the
kind of society we will become.” (Noguera, 2003, p. 157).

Comprehensive reform of failing schools in the U.S. is an issue of equity, power,
and justice. Modern research stated that students belonging to marginalized groups are
continually oppressed in school, even though “for the past half century, closing the
racialized achievement (opportunity) gap has been one of the central issues in education
research studies and debates, particularly in the United States” (Khalifa, Gooden, &
Davis, 2016, p. 1279). This debate is at the forefront of the educational reform movement
in post-Katrina New Orleans. The Cowen Institute’s 2018 State of the Schools report
stated that “in figures that mirror national trends, [New Orleans] schools with higher
levels of socioeconomically disadvantaged students also have higher concentrations of
minority students and lower overall performance scores” (p. 24). As New Orleans schools
are slowly and steadily improving, poor students of color attend the lower performing

schools (Babineau et al., 2018). This fact remains unshaken, even after the complete
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overhaul and decentralization of the New Orleans public school system in 2005
(Babineau et al., 2018; Boston Consulting Group, 2007). New Orleans’ public schools
transitioned back to one, local operator during the summer of 2018. The Orleans Parish
School Board, rebranded as NOLA PS in early 2019, became the new governing body for
all schools, regardless of performance, and with this transition the RSD was resolved. It
is yet to be seen if this overhaul will make a difference in the New Orleans educational
landscape.

As the future for New Orleans’ public schools is unclear, the effectiveness of the
various types of school reform are as well. As noted in this review, the literature is
inconsistent and inconclusive about turnaround as an effective form of comprehensive
school reform. Additionally, minimal research exists about turnaround leadership in
urban communities in the United States (Duke, 2010; Leithwood et al., 2010, Murphy &
Meyers, 2008).

Failing schools overwhelmingly serve students from marginalized, urban
communities, but the majority of scholarly literature continually highlights school
leadership, and the school-level actions thereafter, as a major factor in raising student
achievement (Leithwood & Jantzi, 1999; Miller et al., 2011). Miller et al. (2011) noted
how this conceptualization of the framework and leadership actions to improve schooling
for all students is quite lacking and “remains largely limited to what which occurs within
school walls” (p. 1081). Furthermore, the authors stated how common articulations of
similar leadership practices and styles (transformational, servant, etc.) leave out the key
factors needing consideration regarding urban schooling for the success of all students -

that there is a need for leadership that recognizes “social conditions, invites new actors
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and transcends school-community boundaries” (Miller et al., 2011). This articulation of
transformative leadership highlights the need to examine the intersection of school
leadership for students attending failing schools, how leaders perceived their role in the
work to upend injustice and inequity, and ultimately how these leaders act upon their
knowledge of self, schooling, and community to lead their school out of low-performing

or failing status.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

This chapter outlines the methodology employed to answer the study’s research
questions. To examine how school leaders in New Orleans charter, turnaround schools
conceptualized their roles and practices, this study utilized a basic, qualitative interpretive
methodology (Creswell, 2014). This methodology allowed for the leaders’ beliefs,
background, mindset, and practices to be investigated and analyzed. The epistemology,
research design, participant selection, data collection and data analysis procedures are
discussed in detail. This chapter concludes with a subjectivity statement and the study’s
trustworthiness measures and ethical considerations.
Purpose Statement and Research Questions

Extensive literature makes clear that leadership matters to student achievement
(Elmore, 2004; Leithwood et al., 2004; Marzano et al., 2005; National Association of
Secondary School Principals & National Association of Elementary School Principals,
2013; Wallace Foundation, 2011). However, there is little research that examines
effective urban, turnaround leadership (Leithwood et al., 2009; Leithwood et al., 2010;
Lochmiller & Chesnut, 2017). There is even less literature that examines turnaround
leaders’ understandings and practices in New Orleans, a setting with particular pressures
on turnaround schools. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to examine school
turnaround leadership in New Orleans’ charter schools. Specifically, this study examined
how school leaders conceptualize their roles as turnaround leaders and their leadership
practices while the school underwent improvement. Given the unique context of New
Orleans charter turnaround schools, and the fact that these schools served historically

disadvantaged students, Shields’ (2010; 2018) transformative leadership theory was used
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to analyze the leaders’ understandings and practices. Semi-structured interviews with
four school leaders from four New Orleans’ charter, turnaround schools were conducted.
The following research questions guided this basic, qualitative study:
1. How do urban, charter turnaround school leaders conceptualize their
roles?
2. What specific leadership practices or strategies do urban, charter
turnaround school leaders employ in their roles as school leaders?
Epistemology

Crotty (1998) defined epistemology as a “theory of knowledge” (p. 3), which
allows for an in-depth understanding of “how we know what we know” (p. 8). Inevitably,
I approached this study with my own understanding and perspectives of the educational
community in New Orleans, given my close proximity. It was imperative to acknowledge
my understanding and perspective whilst planning and carrying out this study and choose
the appropriate stance in which to conduct my research (Creswell, 2014).

This study was grounded in constructivism. Creswell (2014) noted that
constructivism highlights how one interprets and perceives the world. Constructivism,
and more specifically social constructivism, was most suitable for this study as I sought
to make meaning of leadership in a New Orleans charter, turnaround school. The social
constructivist epistemology elevates the lived realities of the individuals in the study as it
takes place in a specific social context (Creswell, 2014). As this basic, interpretive study
unfolded, I examined multiple participant meanings, including personal, social, and
historical constructions of their perceived realities, and generated theories in hopes of

leading to positive impact for charter school leaders and students’ educational
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experiences alike (Creswell, 2014).
Research Design and Theoretical Constructs

Creswell (2014) suggested that research questions that can be answered with
words and not numbers, open ended interview responses and not closed ones, and a need
for “exploring and understanding the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or
human problem” are best answered through qualitative research (p. 4). Qualitative
research is “interested in understanding the meaning people have constructed; that is,
how people make sense of their world and the experiences they have in the world”
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 15). Therefore, the research questions of this study were
best suited to be answered by qualitative research. How school leaders understood their
role, their experiences, and the meaning they attributed to these experiences was
foundational for this study (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016). An interpretive design was
appropriate in this instance because, at the time of the interviews, most participants spoke
retroactively of their experiences leading in a New Orleans charter turnaround school.

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) noted that “interviewing is necessary when we cannot
observe behavior, feelings, or how people interpret the world around them” and
continued by stating that “it is also necessary to interview when we are interested in past
events that are impossible to replicate” (p. 108). Therefore, a qualitative, interpretive
design afforded me the ability to gain insight into how school leaders conceptualized
their roles as leaders and the practices they engaged in during the turnaround period. As
the sole person responsible for data collection, I was afforded the ability to respond to
themes as they emerged in interviews, probe unique participant responses, and ask for

clarification if needed as participants voiced their perceptions about leading a turnaround
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school in New Orleans (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
Participant Selection

The participants selected for this study were directly related to the study’s purpose
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The participants included in this study led schools rated
either D or F at the time they began leading the school. Under their leadership, each
participant’s school showed improvement on the annual Louisiana report card, improving
in rating to either C, B, or A. I began to select participants for this study in the following
ways.

First, I looked at school report card ratings after the 2006-2007 school year. Given
that Hurricane Katrina struck New Orleans in August 2005, the 2006-2007 school year
was the academic year after the storm. This school year is additionally important to the
study as the RSD was in control of the majority of New Orleans public schools at the
time, thus the majority of New Orleans public schools reopened as charter schools
beginning in the 2006-2007 school year. I then identified the schools that were rated T,
D, or F, and examined if the school’s report card increased to either a C, B, or A and
sustained that growth for one academic school year. Since I have been working closely
with school leaders in New Orleans, I was able to draw upon my personal records to
determine who the school leaders were at the time of the turnaround and change in the
school’s rating to a C, B, or A. There were five schools that made and sustained, for at
least one academic year, these improvements. Four of the five school leaders were
contacted. The fifth school leader was not contacted and excluded from the sample
because the charter network employing this particular leader does not partner with

researchers. While there were only four participants in this study, they represent the
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entirety of the population that I wanted to examine for this study.

Recruitment for participants began with initial contact via email. Respondents
were asked to respond to the initial request to participate through an email response.
Appendix C showcases the initial email exchange that took place between me, the
researcher, and participants. Once respondents agreed to participate, the interview day
and time was discussed in writing via email. Participant interviews were scheduled to
take place at the site of their choosing and at a time of their convenience. Three
interviews took place in-person, all of which occurred in the participants’ schools. One
interview took place on the phone, given the participants’ schedules and availability.

Participants made up a purposive sample. Each of the leaders in this study was
selected based on the definition of school turnaround as outlined in chapter one. In
addition to this definition of school turnaround, participants began their position as
school leader when the schools were rated a D or F and then, under their leadership
improved, and rated C, B, or A and no longer denoted low-performing or failing. Of the
four school leaders that were contacted to participate, all agreed to participate after the
initial email contact was made. Informed consent was also discussed with each
participant prior to the start of their interview. All participants articulated consent, after
being provided informed consent documentation via email, and were not compensated in
any way for participating in the study. Participants also completed a demographic sheet,
either through questioning during the interview or separately via email. This demographic
sheet can be found in Appendix E and collected the following individual data points: K-
12 schooling institution type, race, age range, and positions in education prior to

becoming a leader in the turnaround school subject to examination for this study.
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At the time of this study, three of the four participants were leading the same
schools meeting the turnaround criteria of this study. One participant was no longer in a
school-based leadership position. However, this participant was serving in a leadership
position within a prominent New Orleans charter network and still very much connected
to the educational landscape in the city.

Site Selection

Four schools were examined for this study. Each of the schools are charter
schools located in Orleans Parish and are indirectly operated by the Orleans Parish
School Board (OPSB), rebranded as NOLA PS. As of July 1, 2018 all public schools in
New Orleans, including the public charter schools included in this study, unified under
OPSB (NOLA PS). Sites eligible to participate in this study were previously rated low-
performing, D, failing, F, or T (in turnaround). The schools included in this study were
considered low-performing (D), failing (F), or in turnaround (T) at some point in the
school’s history beginning in the 2006-2007 school year. Therefore, at the time of the
study, each of the school sites had exhibited either continued growth or stagnation in
report card ratings ranging from C to A, but not regression into a D, F, or T rating for the
2019-2020 school year.

Individual school sites in this study were at various stages of turnaround and
report card rating delineations. At the time of the study, one school was rated a B, but in a
previous school year earned an A rating, and the other three participating schools were
rated a C. The stages of turnaround varied amongst school sites. At most, one leader
began their turnaround journey ten years prior to this study and in contrast, another

leader, three years prior.
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Table 1. Participant Demographics

Participant Age Years of Experience Gender Racial K-12 Background Local to School rating
range as School Leader in Identity Identity New when assumed
turnaround school Orleans role
Catherine 41-50 5-10 Female Black or Predominantly Yes D
African Parochial; Urban
American
Davis 41-50 5-10 Female White Predominantly Public; No F

Predominantly
Rural/Suburban

Henry 31-40 5 orless Male Black or Predominantly Public; Yes D
African Urban
American
Margaret 31-40 5 orless Female White Predominantly Public; No D (rated T prior
Predominantly to their
Rural/Suburban leadership)

Note. This information correlates with the time at which they took over leadership of their turnaround school.

Access to turnaround schools in New Orleans. Having led in a turnaround
charter school and made personal connections within many of the charter networks in
New Orleans, I sought out those connections to enter multiple school sites. As charter
operators and CMOs operate autonomously in New Orleans, there was no central avenue
needed to seek connections, or approval to conduct research, with turnaround leaders in
the city. To my knowledge, the varying CMOs do not have formal processes for applying
to conduct research, but some rely on the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) to approve
interaction between schools and outsiders. This was not entirely true for this study. I
consulted with one CEO prior to making initial contact with school leaders eligible for
this study due to our past professional relationship and out of courtesy to this particular
CEO. The remaining participants agreed to be interviewed after initial email outreach
was conducted, which could be attributed to the fact that I knew all four participants
personally and have worked professionally with all four participants in various capacities
throughout my career in New Orleans’ education. See Appendix C for the initial email

outreach sent to participants. All school leaders asked to participate in this study agreed
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to do so voluntarily.
Data Collection

A semi-structured interview design was selected for this study to gain an
understanding of turnaround leadership through Shields (2003) transformative leadership
theory framework. Through the tenets of Shields’ (2003) framework, interviews
investigated the school leader’s understanding of their school and the system in which it
operates, their dispositions and how they viewed their work, and any larger motivations
and implications of their work as a turnaround leader in a New Orleans public charter
school.

Interview protocol. Using the guidelines articulated by Creswell (2014) as most
appropriate for this study’s design, this study’s semi-structured interview protocol can be
found in Appendix B. In order to illuminate how participants conceptualized the
turnaround leader role as well as the corresponding actions they took to elevate their
school out of low-performing or failing, the protocol was designed to answer the study’s
research questions through the lens of Shield’s (2003) transformative leadership theory.
Few in number and open-ended by design, the interview questions sought to gather
authentic and genuine participant responses about their lived experience as a turnaround
school leader (Creswell, 2014).

This study’s semi-structured interview design allowed for participants to provide
information and context about their experiences retroactively and opened up the
possibility for myself as the researcher to probe on their responses as I saw fit in relation
to Shields (2003) transformative leadership theory, the study’s theoretical framework

(Creswell, 2014). Whilst interviewing all four participants, I kept a reflective journal as to
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track unique statements to probe upon, trends that emerged across participant’s
responses, and for instances of participants' direct connection to the study’s theoretical
framework.

Most interview questions contained multiple probes attached to the initial
question as a means to deeply explore each participant’s experiences and how they made
meaning of their practice and the role they played in improving their school. Probing
questions included themes related to the tenets of transformative leadership theory,
particularly the leader’s understandings and dispositions of how they viewed the work to
improve their turnaround school within New Orleans’ unique context of public charter
schooling. While the theoretical framework for this study served as the lens through
which to view the school leader’s practice, the study’s research questions drove the
development and therefore, the execution of the interview protocols. Each question, and
subsequent probes, sought to examine and understand how leaders viewed themselves,
their role, and ultimately if their thoughts and beliefs manifested in their schools as they
worked to either take their school out of failing or low-performing.

Understandings of context, community, and inequity. Interview questions aimed
at gathering understanding were also categorized into several sub-themes relating to
transformative leadership theory (Shields, 2003). Participants first responded to questions
about their individual school and the larger system in which the school operated. These
questions centered upon the all-charter landscape in New Orleans, aspects of school
choice, accountability pressures, and competition for teacher and student recruitment.

Participants then articulated how they made meaning of their own identity, the

identity of those in the school’s community, and the literal community in which the
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school was situated. School leaders also reflected on inequity and how, if at all, their
work to lead a turnaround school was in service of establishing more equitable and just
opportunities for their students. Inequities discussed in interviews included the notion of
inclusion and exclusion of student populations in their school and within the larger
educational community in New Orleans. Questions also inquired about the incorporation
of student, teacher, and parent voice in the school community and how, if at all, these
voices shaped their leadership practice.

Dispositions and views of the work. The second portion of the interview protocol
and corresponding questions focused upon highlighting participants' dispositions and how
they viewed their work as a turnaround school leader in New Orleans. Participants
responded to questions about institutional wrongs and systemic issues resulting in the
creation of exclusion and inequity amongst urban students and communities of color in
New Orleans. As a result of these institutional wrongs, the policies in their schools and
the actions associated with either the creation or dismantling of said policies were
discussed. Student, parent, and community voice was also incorporated into this portion
of the interview as a means to discuss knowledge sharing how, if at all, the school’s
identity was shaped or re-shaped in order to improve.

Questions about the leader as an advocate and/or activist for others concluded this
study’s interview protocol. Shields’ (2003) transformative leadership theory stated that a
transformative leader's self-view is that of an advocate and/or activist for others. Moreso,
transformative leaders view their work in alignment to aiding in large-scale change
(Shields, 2003). Participants reflected upon how their leadership related to upending

systemic and institutionalized inequities within public schooling for historically
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marginalized students.
Interview Process

Given the sensitive and personal nature of several interview questions, only one-
on-one interviews were held (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Person-to-person interview
sessions, as opposed to group or focus group interviews, occurred as a means to provide
confidentiality to all participants (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Participants were
interviewed individually, mostly through face-to-face interactions, with a singular phone
interview taking place. All interviews were audio-recorded on a password protected
electronic device and then uploaded to a password protected transcription service.
Following qualitative research design, I served as the primary instrument for both data
collection and analysis (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).

Upon uploading and transcription, participants were given pseudonyms. While
Merriam and Tisdell (2016) state that utilizing transcription services affords the
researcher less familiarity with interview data, these outside services afforded me the
ability to read over interview transcripts shortly after interviews took place. This allowed
for myself as the researcher to make notes and add in information from my reflective
journal sooner than would be afforded to me had I transcribed the interviews myself.
Additionally, as I read over the transcripts, I also listened to the recording simultaneously
to gain further familiarity with each interview (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The
combination of reading and listening led to increased familiarity with each participant’s
responses, therefore providing the ability to hear and see coding themes as they emerged

organically from each participant's responses and across the participants as a group.
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Data Analysis

Data analysis in qualitative studies coincides with data collection and the
articulation of findings (Creswell, 2014). To present a complete picture of the results in a
qualitative study, the researcher must work to analyze and write throughout the process
(Creswell, 2014). This meaning-making process is central to the foundational ideas in
qualitative research (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Data analysis allows for the researcher to
build upon emergent themes and “make sense out of text and image data” (Creswell,
2014, p. 193). In order to do this with fidelity, I created a coding scheme in direct
correlation to the literature on school turnaround but through the lens of transformative
leadership theory (Shields, 2003).

Coding. As Creswell (2014) stated, qualitative research is driven by participants
and not the ideas or preconceived notions of the researcher. According to Rossman and
Rallis (2012), as cited by Creswell (2014), coding is “the process of organizing the data
by bracketing chunks (or text or image segments) and writing a word representing a
category in the margins” (p. 197-198). Moreover, Saldafia (2016) noted that coding
affords the researcher further opportunities to organize data into groups with common
characteristics. Saldafia (2016) further articulated that after codes become categories,
aspects of the data may need to be re-coded and recategorized to form more inclusive
themes. In comparing and condensing categories of data, the researcher can “progress
toward the thematic, conceptual, and theoretical” (Saldana, 2016, p. 14).

Shields’ (2003; 2010; 2018) transformative leadership theory illuminated a
comprehensive approach to school leadership with an emphasis on the acceptance of

systemic inequity within public schooling to include the leader’s beliefs, actions, and

69



goals to ultimately create a school environment that is just and equitable for all whilst
preparing all students for the ever-changing global community. First, closed coding
allowed for codes to be developed based on Shields’ (2003) transformative leadership
theory. In addition to these codes, participant interviews were also coded for other notes
and topics that deemed relevant and in alignment Shields’ (2003) framework. A
preliminary codebook kept the number of codes to a manageable amount and ensured the
codes evolved to descriptions and classifications that keep the study on track to answer
the research questions. As a next step, open coding allowed for themes to elevate from
the first round of participant’s interview data and direct quotations from participants
added to the study’s codebook. The complete codebook for this study is included in
Appendix F.
Data Representation

Ethical and personal concerns must be acknowledged and combated in qualitative
research because the researcher amasses all data relevant to the study (Creswell, 2014;
Locke, Spirduso, & Silverman, 2013). Additionally, Merriam and Tisdell (2016) noted
that “rather than trying to eliminate these biases or ‘subjectivities,’ it is important to
identify them and monitor them in relation to the theoretical framework and in light of
the researcher’s own interests” (p. 16). Peshkin (1988) argued that researcher’s
subjectivities can prove to be powerful when combining the data collected with the
researcher’s personal experiences and connections to the research. I hoped to use my
subjectivities in this way, as my experiences and close proximity to public schooling and

turnaround schooling are further illuminated below.
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Subjectivity Statement

The drive to improve the educational experiences for those around me began as a
child growing up in a small, rural town in South Carolina where my mother served on the
local School Board. My mother fought tirelessly for our school district to improve teacher
development, the quality of leadership, and the educational experiences for all students. I
witnessed my mother acknowledge the educational inequities amongst my peer groups
and call out for reform. Unfortunately, her voice was often silenced. These experiences as
a child led my drive to impact public education at scale and, through my professional
experiences, led to my ability to see a great void that I believe is worth studying;
leadership in public schools failing our greatest asset as a country, our students.

I only know and have experience in public education. My entire K-12 schooling
experience was as a student in rural, public schools. Furthermore, my only experiences as
a working professional have been in urban, public schools or not-for-profit organizations
working as a consultant to address educational inequity in public schools. All of my
school-based experiences have been in open-enrollment charter, or magnet, schools in the
American South. However, it was my experience as a school leader in a turnaround
school in New Orleans that led my desire to complete this study. I found the work to open
and operate a turnaround school at times insurmountable. As the Chief of Staff of an
open-enrollment public charter school, I worked in many capacities and across all of the
school’s teams, ranging from instructional coaching, leadership, operational support,
community engagement, and teacher and student recruitment. I witnessed the incredible
challenges the school faced daily. I wondered if other turnaround schools were carrying

out the work in a more excellent or efficient way. Many schools across New Orleans
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were low-performing, failing, or in turnaround, but all appeared to focus on different
aspects of schooling in hopes of improvement.

Having sat on several school’s leadership teams, I saw firsthand the power of the
school leader. Therefore, I saw a need to examine the school leaders that were able to
improve their low-performing or failing school. This desire stemmed from the hope that
commonalities amongst participants might emerge and a New Orleans centric model of
comprehensive school improvement could be shared with others in the city - and in cities
similar to New Orleans. Most that live in New Orleans are deeply connected to the city,
it’s rich history, and particularly it’s young people. Therefore, if the school leaders
successful in improving their schools had knowledge to share, I decided it was important
to seek out that critical information. Regarding the education of young people,
particularly young people of color in modern America, time is of the essence. The most
outspoken critics of the charter movement in New Orleans post Katrina regularly note
that the city’s children should not be experimented upon. I agree wholeheartedly as I
view the city’s students as my own. If there is knowledge to be shared and gained from
the few school leaders effective at improving low-performing and failing schools, I feel
personally endeavored to seek it out and share it.

Trustworthiness and Validity

I am cognizant that I possess biases, both explicit and implicit. Therefore, several
measures were used to address my biases as a researcher. Merriam and Tisdell (2016)
posit the necessity of addressing validity and reliability concerns “through careful
attention to a study’s conceptualization and the way in which the data are collected,

analyzed, and interpreted, and the way in which the findings are presented” (p. 238). The
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internal validity of this study was addressed through the use of thick, rich descriptions,
member checks, and peer debriefing.

Member checking, or “respondent validation” as coined by Merriam and Tisdell
(2016), ensures that the researcher has another person to check for misunderstandings
from data collected. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) defined member checks as the idea that
the researcher should “solicit feedback on your preliminary or emerging findings from
some of the people that you interviewed” (p. 246). Member checks provided many
opportunities to ensure accurate interpretation and participants the ability to elaborate on
their thoughts and ideas (Creswell, 2014). Incorporating the study’s participants into data
collection and indirectly into the data analysis process, afforded me the ability to ensure
that data collected was genuine and not constructed from my own personal experience,
beliefs, or biases. Ongoing dialogue to include the repeating back of seemingly important
or direct quotes and the probing of participant’s definitions or word choices in the
interview process served as instances of member checking in the data collection phase of
this study. I reworded or paraphrased thoughts and explanations back to participants to
confirm my own interpretation of their experiences or perceptions. Participants often
responded to my paraphrasing with a more detailed or elaborate description, adding depth
to the data collected.

In order to increase the trustworthiness and validity of this study’s findings, peer
debriefing also served as a way to ensure my experiences, biases, and worldview did not
skew interpretation and analysis of data collected (Creswell, 2014). Creswell (2014)
noted that consulting others knowledgeable of qualitative research and the research

needed for one’s study is often a best practice in conducting a qualitative study. Constant
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feedback from my dissertation chair, subsequent committee, and several peers in my
graduate school cohort, assisted in ensuring that data collection and analysis was not
skewed and remained on track to answer the study’s research questions in a cohesive
manner.

Human Participants and Ethics Considerations

Confidentiality ensures that persons involved in the study are not identifiable by
any findings of information published from the research in which they were involved.
Additionally, confidentiality allows for a level of trust between me as the researcher, and
all participants. Each participant was assigned a pseudonym and any identifiable
information relating to the study’s participants were excluded in order to protect their
identities. As part of this study’s design, this conscious decision by the researcher was
shared with participants as they gave informed consent to participate. This aspect of the
study’s design was also done in hopes of increasing participant’s trust in the research
process and to quell any hesitation about providing honest and genuine reflections and
responses.

The protection of human subjects is an obligation of the researcher. I solely
collected information pertinent to the study. Information such as names, email addresses,
and other standard identifying information was not required to achieve the goal of
answering the study’s research questions. Email addresses of participants were needed to
make initial contact with participants, but this information was not connected nor will be
connected in any way to the participant after the interview and any follow-up interview
was conducted. Should the need arise for any identifiable information to be gathered for

further research purposes, systems will be created for data collection, analysis, and
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reporting to ensure that others cannot deduce any participant's identity.

The raw data collected throughout this study was protected in several ways. As
data analysis and the coding process began with interview transcriptions, different
identifying naming conventions, were assigned to each participant. All data was stored
using storage devices that are password protected. Additionally, any physical transcripts
or items holding information relevant to the study were kept under lock and key during
the study and will be destroyed no more than five years after the conclusion of the study.
Consent forms detailing who had access to identifiable data and an outline of potential
risks was given to all participants prior to their involvement in the study. At the start of
each interview, all participants agreed verbally to participate in the study and to have

their verbal reflections and responses recorded.
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Chapter 4: Results

Overview

This basic, qualitative interview-based study examined how school leaders in
New Orleans charter, turnaround schools conceptualized their roles and practices while
improving low-performing or failing schools. This chapter explores the study's results
grounded in the study's two research questions: (1) How do urban, charter turnaround
school leaders conceptualize their roles as school leaders? and (2) What specific
leadership practices or strategies do urban, charter turnaround school leaders employ in
their roles as school leaders? Participants' interviews were analyzed and later coded with
consideration to the study's research questions and then through the lens of Shields'
(2010; 2018; 2020) transformative leadership theory.

Participants’ responses led to the two major themes described in this chapter.
First, leaders described devoting their time and energy to what they felt they could
directly control within their school community and on their school's campus. They did
not discuss their work in terms related to creating change in the more extensive, public
school system in New Orleans. Second, participants highlighted inclusion and joy as the
mediums through which they created school communities where students, staff, and
students’ families felt connected. Through connection, and the buy-in that ensued,
participants discussed being able to positively impact the educational experiences of their
students and in turn, lead their school out of low-performing or failing status.
Participant Profiles

A total of four school leaders participated in this study. At the onset of

turnaround, D letter grades were associated with three of the four participants’ schools,
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while the fourth school was rated an F. Under each participants’ leadership, each
participants’ school showed improvement on the annual Louisiana report card, improving
in rating to either C, B, or A. At the time of this study, there were five schools that made
and sustained, for at least one academic year, these improvements. Four of the five school
leaders were contacted. The fifth school leader was not contacted and excluded from the
sample because the charter network employing this particular leader does not partner with
researchers.

Catherine is an elementary and middle school leader between the ages of 41-50.
Serving as a school leader between 5-10 years at the time of this study, Catherine was
also a teacher and middle level leader prior to becoming a school leader. She attended
predominantly urban, parochial schools for her K-12 education. Catherine is a native of
New Orleans.

At this time of this study, Davis was an elementary and middle school leader
between the ages of 41-50. Serving as a school leader between 10-15 years, Davis was
also a teacher and middle level leader prior to becoming a school leader. She attended
predominantly rural and suburban, public schools for her K-12 education. Davis attended
K-12 schooling outside of New Orleans and Louisiana.

At this time of this study, Henry was a high school, school leader between the
ages of 31-40. Serving as a school leader for 5 years or less, Henry was also a teacher and
middle level leader prior to becoming a school leader. He attended predominantly urban,
public schools for his K-12 education. Henry is a native of New Orleans.

Margaret is an elementary and middle school leader between the ages of 31-40.

Serving as a school leader for 5 years or less at the time of this study, Margaret was also a

77



teacher and middle level leader prior to becoming a school leader. She attended
predominantly rural and suburban, public schools for her K-12 education. Margaret
attended K-12 schooling outside of New Orleans and Louisiana.

The four participants ranged in age from 31-50. The leaders ranged in years of
school-based leadership experience from four to eleven years. All had experience being a
teacher in either a public or private school at some point in their career before becoming a
school leader. All participants had some additional experience, outside of teaching, prior
to becoming a school leader. Two of the participants are natives of New Orleans.
Additionally, two participants identify as people of color.

Emergent Themes

Participants’ responses yielded two themes. The two themes are both in alignment
with each research question guiding this study:

1. As turnaround leaders, leaders described focusing on what they felt
they could control, and aimed to create change within their schools,
instead of creating change in the larger systems that their school
existed within.

2. Leaders sought to ensure that others felt connected to the school
community and the school’s context as a charter, turnaround school,
and aimed to create this connection by building joy, inclusion, which
led to others feeling safe .

However, the leaders defined each of these approaches in a variety of

ways.

While participants spoke of an obligation to create change and advocate for their
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school communities, interview data suggested that participants focused on what they
could directly control within their school campuses in hopes that their effectiveness
would provide additional opportunities for their students through the higher quality
education they received. Participants rarely, if at all, discussed their role as a turnaround
leader as having an impact outside of their school community, as this was seen by
participants as not directly in their locus of control and therefore challenging to devote
time and energy to in a school environment characterized by participants as "heavy" and
"urgent." Most participants spoke in terms of hopes for their students, hopes for a life
with more opportunities and choices. They described a sense of responsibility to lead
their school out of low-performing or failing status, but not see their role as disrupting or
breaking down the larger systemic inequities affecting their students, communities, and
school system.

Participants codified their practice to create schools that felt safe, inclusive, and
authentic to New Orleans by incorporating elements of the city's culture into their
school's identity. However, participants varied in how they defined the notion of
inclusivity. Their voices elevated the need for a different type of educational experience
for their students, staff, and students' families - one rooted in justice, equity, and fairness
- and each viewed their leadership as instrumental in achieving this outcome on their
school campus.

The following sections describe these two themes in detail and present evidence
to support them.

Leaders’ Conceptualization of Role

This study's first research question sought to examine how school leaders
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conceptualized their role in turnaround charter schools, having shown growth on the
Louisiana annual report card. Participants voiced a sense of responsibility to upend
injustice and change the educational experience afforded to students. This level of change
required acknowledging and accepting that public schooling had not appropriately served
marginalized and minoritized students as it was intended to do. However, participants
also described focusing their work on the aspects of this larger system that they felt they
could most directly impact. Henry spoke directly to this idea when naming how the goal
was justice for all, but that the work felt realistically grounded in "improving what is
possible.” Henry stated:

I think like the root for me is like what's the base level that I can work on, and

that's education. And so for me it's a sense of justice for the whole, improving

what is possible, that gets me in the work but also keeps me in it.
His statement illuminated what kept him in the unique and challenging context of public
schooling and turning around a school. His response brought to the surface a sentiment
also expressed by the other participants in this study: that while the work is difficult, the
potential impact on the lives of others was worth the struggle, and most within his direct
reach; the improvement is possible. Participants' perspectives centered on the
transformation that others deserved; their voices highlighted the desire to impact others
through their work in their school community. Carrying a sense of responsibility to create
a more just, equitable school and different educational experiences for the students served
by their schools, the leaders viewed themselves as called to create change. This calling is
discussed at length through most participants’ responses throughout this chapter. Leaders

saw themselves as advocates for their students and most responsible for the quick,
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comprehensive improvement of their low-performing or failing school. Catherine
discussed the constant need to consider what is best for others when stating:
This is the hardest job I've ever had. It's not easy. At any given day, like at any
given Sunday, the Saints could win. It's the same thing here. Something can
happen, and we just always have to be prepared and not internalize it but handle
the situation for the betterment of the whole.
Catherine’s words speak to their need to make the best decisions for all people in their
school community, particularly in an environment like school turnaround, which is fast-
paced, unpredictable, and with many moving elements at once. Two ways that school
leaders discussed serving their students academically and emotionally in turnaround were
developing and retaining staff and unifying staff under the premise of a just and equitable
education for all students. These themes are described in the following sections.
Pursuing justice and equity for their students. Most participants voiced the need
to disrupt the previous schooling experiences of their students. Three of the four
participants discussed their perceptions that the fact that their students were previously
attending low-performing and/or failing schools was rooted in inequity and injustice.
Within their school community, Davis, Henry, and Margaret discussed their ability to
create more just, equitable, and anti-racist schools. Some participants felt they had
already achieved this type of school, while others believed the path to this type of school
to be a continuum, with more work needed. The need to disrupt inequity and push for
justice in schooling brought Henry to school turnaround and kept him engaged when
other leaders might have given up. He stated:

Justice is exactly the word I would have used. So a lot of people get into this work
in particular because you fall in love with individual kids and their story and
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everything about their whole personal lives is what you want that to be better.
And I absolutely do. But what I'm in it for, what I joined it for, and what I stay in
it is because the challenge we face is one rooted in injustice. And it is the thing
that drives me the most in my life and what it is, a sense of injustice is not
tolerable to me...I think it's a solvable problem. And when I think of all the issues
that I think we face in the country, I think the issues are solvable if people are
better educated and better understand how to work together on these issues to
actually solve them. However, you have to actually be intelligent to solve these
things.

Henry's voice illustrates leaders' focus on justice and how it served as an important facet
of their work. When noting how injustice is intolerable, Henry surmised how the
participants viewed the previous educational experiences of students attending failing
and/or low-performing schools. However, participants noted, in varying capacities, how

the work to disrupt these types of educational experiences felt solvable.

Catherine and Henry were adamant their work as turnaround leaders was rooted in
advocacy, but for their students and their school's path to improve, not efforts to affect or
influence larger practices or policies in New Orleans or public education more broadly.
Henry noted:

I think I do advocacy work, and I think the work that I do professionally is a form

of activism, but I don't know that I would identify myself that way...I do it to the

end of bringing more opportunities to my kids. I don't just take up an issue.
Henry further discussed lending his voice where needed, but to celebrate and highlight
the work of his students and their staff within their school, hoping to draw positive
attention to the improvements taking place, since recognition and reputation mattered in a
system of choice and competition. Catherine noted a similar stance and consistently
discussed how she believed in advocating for the students in her school building, should

that be needed. But, she also noted how she did not view herself as the type of principal

that would regularly be seen at school board meetings of the larger district or on any

82



stage of the similar size. Catherine was passionate about the work to improve her school
for her students and felt like that was large enough to fill her time. Conversely, Margaret,
and Davis articulated a slightly more activist stance in their approach to advancing their
schools’ improvement and the resources needed to positively impact their students and
their overall school communities. While small in comparison to Margaret, Davis
discussed feeling the want to occasionally use outside of her school community when it
felt necessary, but rarely did so. Margaret appeared to be the only leader in this study
with comfort speaking out and speaking up often, as she felt her actions and voice were
needed in the pursuit of justice and equity for all students in New Orleans’ public
schools. She discussed not being afraid to stand out for this type of action, but also noted
how she was unsure if these efforts equated to anything fruitful for the improvement of
their school or students in the New Orleans public education in general. Interestingly,
Davis agreed with Margaret’s sentiment on their potential reach and impact, or lack
thereof at times. Both discussed uncertainty of how much their voice lent to change or
disruption of any kind at the local governing bodies of education, yet Davis consistently
felt compelled to try.

While Henry, Catherine, Margaret, and Davis articulated their beliefs in pursuing
justice and equity and for their students, there appeared to be two groups of thought that
emerged, but with a common through line. Margaret and Davis believed their voice was
needed outside of their school to ensure they had what they needed and the system their
school operated within was set up to support the work to ensure a more just and equitable
school community for their students. Henry and Catherine diverged from Margaret and

Davis’s thoughts and did not share the want to go outside of their school community in
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order to ensure their school, staff and students had what they needed to thrive and
improve. However, underlying each of the participants’ responses emerged a trend that is
further discussed in the leader’s actions associated with improvement in their turnaround
schools: each leader felt as though their reach and control to create change for their
students, and ultimately the comprehensive improvement of their school, was contained
within their school community. Therefore, their focus and subsequent actions to
turnaround their school was limited to their individual school communities.

The need to develop and support staff. Each participant voiced, in their particular
way, the difficulty of prioritizing their staff and spoke about their struggles to do so well,
given the constant demands upon their time and the fact that by definition, turnaround
leaders often take over leadership of schools employing staff members hired by a
previous administration. Henry discussed the struggle of acquiring staff and the need to

ensure investment from staff working under the previous administration:

And that was important, because you didn't have the win of cultivating these
people to come to your school under a particular vision. So they need to be
completely, you know, while I'm really flying this plane, they need to have a
completely different passing course set for them. And everybody has to get on the
same page and everybody has to row the boat in the same direction...so that
inherent challenge, it just comes with, I mean these are people and they are not
machines. And so you don't just get to press a button and it happens.

Most participants agreed with Henry's sentiment. Three of the four leaders described
experiencing this aspect of turnaround leadership and acquired almost an entire staff
hired before their tenure as the school leader. Margaret did not discuss this in the same
fashion as the other participants, as she was the second school leader to oversee her
school after another leader working under her same CMO. Therefore, her acquired staff

was on board for many of her efforts, as some of these were dictated by the CMO and the
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CMO’s ideals of how schooling should be done.

Catherine and Davis spoke of the great concern staff culture and buy-in caused in
the early days of their leadership, posing a challenge needing immediate attention
because they saw themselves as the keepers of their schools' adult culture. Of the
participants, Catherine was most passionate about changing how her staff felt about the
school and the work needed to improve it. She named this as the most critical factor as
she assumed leadership of her school:

I had to fix the culture first because it was not only the student culture, but as well

as the teacher, the staff culture, of the school...on a scale of one to 10, it was a

negative five...They [the staff] were just not happy with the principal that was

here. She undermined them, she spoke to them negatively. They didn't feel they

had support, they didn't feel they had the right supplies. They didn't feel like the
students were respecting them as professionals.

Though this was the case as Catherine assumed leadership of the school, she also voiced
excitement that after approximately eight years of her leadership, her staff now felt like a
"blended family." Henry, Davis, and Margaret expressed a similar sentiment regarding
staff from the year, or years, they found most memorable and the turning point in their
school's achievement. Henry, Davis, and Margaret described their current staffs in
varying degrees of excellence, willing to do whatever was necessary for their students'
success, and continually beamed with pride when discussing their staff as individuals and
as a collective team.

In order to design and carry forth the desired staff culture, participants discussed
relying on their ability to attract and retain great teachers. However, they did so from the
lens of what having great teachers meant for their students and the type of school they
were building. Participants discussed the need to show families how their school was a

viable choice for their students and having excellent teachers was one way to prove it.
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The need to not only attract, but keep, excellent teachers felt like another inequity
needing disrupting on the path to improving their schools. Davis illuminated the need to
attract and retain good teachers for her students, above all others in the city:

That is not a bargain that I feel like I have the luxury to make my parents handle. I
have high needs kids. They need a good teacher every year.

Davis’s statement showcased how she viewed her work with adults as central to her job
of improving the school, as staff retention was a point of celebration for most participants
in this study. Catherine highlighted how hiring in New Orleans charter schools added a
layer of competition, as she perceived the hiring landscape as more favorable to educators
and not schools or charter networks. Catherine referred to hiring teachers as similar to the
National Football League's trading of top-rated football players, with excellent teachers
in constant demand across all the city's CMOs and schools. But, acquiring the right
educators was not all that participants discussed. Several participants also stated the need
to support and develop their staff appropriately to continue the path to improvement, but
each participant discussed how they defined support differently.

Margaret and Davis operationalized their ability to affect students through the
type of support and development they provided to their leadership team, who then
worked directly with teachers and other staff members to teach and support students.
Margaret discussed this more specifically when voicing how she viewed her position as
the medium to ensure that her staff always had the necessary resources to perform well in
the classroom:

I see my role as supporting adults so that they can support kids. So I really try to

think strategically about what our adult team needs so that they can really support

kids. I want every teacher to be thinking about how they are serving all the kids in

front of them. And then I think it's our job to make sure that they have the
resources they need.

86



Margaret's words highlight a specific example of what was needed from a school leader
in a turnaround school to support improvement. She felt it was her job to think through
what was needed so that her staff could provide all students with what they needed and
deserved, academically. She highlighted making sure her school had high-quality
curriculums and that her staff was trained on how to use them in order to ensure her
students received great instruction. Additionally, she sought out support from external
partnerships when needed in order to boost the type of professional learning she wanted
her staff to receive. Margaret further discussed how her school’s leadership team
members delivered direct support to teachers and other staff members through the
instructional means they received professional learning on, such as engaging in rounds of
feedback and ongoing support on lesson planning and preparation. Time was carved out
on a regular basis for teachers to work together annotating scripted curriculums and
spending time talking through student’s learning trajectory for their respective grades.
While Margaret viewed her role through a lens of instructional support and
development to the adults in her school community, the other participants sought to
ensure the right people were in the right positions with mindsets that believed in placing
students and their success first. Hand selecting and retaining the correct adults aligned
with her vision for improvement was critical to Catherine's leadership. She stated:
It was important for me to find, interview each person on the stack, and put them
in the right place on the bus, and some people we had to let go. They couldn't
continue with us into the next school year because they didn't have students or
children's best interest at the forefront.

Additionally, Catherine also illuminated that key members of the school's leadership

team had been in place for at least seven years at this time of this study. The assistant
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principal, division heads (similar in role to directors of curriculum and instruction), and
special education director had long held their positions in her school community.
Similarly to Catherine, Davis and Margaret discussed retaining the right staff is critical to
their school's improvement. They illuminated how founding teachers of color on each of
their respective campuses will most likely succeed them as the next leaders of the school
and that plans drafted to support an effective succession of leadership of the school were
in motion.

Catherine and Henry spoke briefly about how important it was for staff members
to buy into their vision for how the school should operate, but it was Davis who discussed
very specific ways she expected staff to behave, and in the instance of when they could
not or did not after targeted coaching, might not continue on as a member of the school’s
team. Davis spoke of her ability to teach any new staff member how to prepare and
deliver high-quality instruction, no matter the curriculum or content area. However, she
pushed back on the assumption that anyone can internalize and buy-in to upholding her
school's specific behavior management system which encompassed how staff should
continually hold students to high expectations and when those were not met, give
students consequences regularly. For those staff members unable to do this well, Davis
noted that "we know they can't cope." Being unable to cope often meant that these staff
members would not stay on staff, as Davis had a very specific idea of what was needed
for people to be successful and effective as an educator on her campus.

Summary. Participants noted that the majority of their work centered on others.
Given the nature and definition of school turnaround, staff culture was a significant

aspect needing attention by three of the four leaders in this study. However, to create and
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keep the type of a culture conducive to large-scale improvement, the leaders highlighted
the need to attract and retain excellent teachers. While discussed in varying capacities,
the leaders in this study highlighted their work to support and develop staff members as a
means to support their students directly. Participants discussed this work through the lens
of what was ultimately best for their students and the disruption needed to address the
inequities and injustice they previously faced when attending a low-performing or failing
school. Most participants did not explicitly articulate how their students' education could
impact the public good of New Orleans or the larger, global community. However, all
participants' responses relating to how they perceived their role as a turnaround leader
was rooted in impacting what they felt they could directly control - their school campus
and community.
Practices Employed by School Leaders

This study's second research question sought to examine participants' practices as
they led a New Orleans charter school out of low-performing or failing. How participants
conceptualized their leadership appeared to directly contribute to the leadership practices
outlined in this chapter. Participants spoke about the constant need to be cognizant of
their school first, as a previously low-performing or failing school, and then, as a charter
school in post-Katrina New Orleans. Thus, context and community deeply mattered.
Additionally, leaders discussed how they created inclusive and safe school communities,
partially for the adults in their community, but mostly for students. Lastly, leaders
highlighted the importance of incorporating joy and connection to the customs and
traditions of New Orleans.

Understanding context and community mattered. All participants explicitly
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noted several deficits in the city's public-school system. Participants highlighted cultural
and relational elements of the school system needing the most attention and repair. In
varying capacities, the leaders discussed how they viewed and maneuvered the charter
school system and the challenges and opportunities that arose. Their responses
highlighted how critical awareness of the charter school landscape and the incorporation
of historical New Orleans educational culture contributed to improvements for their
turnaround school.

Three of the four leaders spoke about the need for authentic school choice for all
New Orleans students, as the perceived lack of authentic choice felt like an inequity
needed disrupting. The one participant in disagreement with the others firmly stated their
belief in the system and claimed that a system of school choice was the only system that
could promote equity in New Orleans public schools. However, the remainder of the
group highlighted multiple inequities within the city’s system of school choice.

Most participants illuminated the following regarding the inequity they saw in the
school choice system: the low number of high-performing schools for families to choose
from, feelings that the actual system and algorithm used to place students in schools
could be compromised, and advantage given to local school leaders’ children. One
participant discussed how she felt her child was given an advantage in the OneApp
system and placed at their families' top choice school. The application appeared to
autofill the details of this school for her child before she entered the information, even
though this school had a low rate of accepting new students because of its high rating,
thus in high demand by the community.

Articulating the most trust in the city's open enrollment system, Davis believed
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that school choice would ultimately lead to great success for all of the city's students,
regardless of the neighborhood. Davis' sentiment about OneApp and open enrollment
schooling was optimistic. She labeled open enrollment and the OneApp, as equitable.
Davis posited that the open-enrollment charter school system with the OneApp as its
central measure to ensure school choice to all families as:

The only equitable way. It is the only way to handle an urban school system that

is improving to ensure that there are no people who get to escape the

consequences of having an urban system that has been failing. It's not perfect, but
we have ensured that every child in the city has an equal chance to get into the
school they want. So if a kid wants to get into [name of higher performing school]
and he lives in a poor neighborhood and doesn't know the middle-class
workaround, it doesn't matter, because he still has an equal shot to that white
mom on the Facebook group that is really angry she didn't get in, because she
lives next door.
Even though Henry and Catherine would disagree with Davis' overall positive sentiment
regarding school choice, her words brought to life the pressure and shared responsibility
that all leaders in this study voiced. Participants’ responses showcased their belief in the
school they led and ultimately, improved. Participants recognized their schools as viable
choices for students and their families, but in doing so, inadvertently acknowledged that
this was not overwhelmingly the case with most public schools in New Orleans.

Even though they would agree with Davis’ sentiment about the want to ensure
that every student has an opportunity to get into a top-rated school, Henry and Catherine
disagreed with the rest of her thoughts. Margaret’s responses about the OneApp system
would place in her some agreement with Davis, however, she also illuminated how
students from neighboring failing schools having closed ended up in her school in high

numbers. According to her and the policies outlined by the city’s school choice practices,

these students should have been spread across the schools neighboring the physical
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location of the failing school that closed, but were not. She attributed this to flaws in the
city’s school choice system, but stated that she welcomed the challenge to educate all
students, no matter their previous schooling experiences. Participants showcased two
sentiments of thought, one critical of the charter schooling landscape and school choice,
and the other viewing the charter landscape as the right path for public schooling in New
Orleans. Interestingly, the two schools of thought were separated by those participants
native to New Orleans and those who are not.

Leaders native to New Orleans shared a less optimistic, and in one instance,
distrustful sentiment about school choice compared to participants from other parts of the
country. While voicing gratitude for the level of autonomy afforded to them in the charter
schooling system, Catherine, a native of New Orleans, also noted how she felt distrustful
of the system's inner workings, particularly how students are assigned to schools through
the OneApp. Catherine stated that she often received more English Language Learner
students than other schools with similar open student seats, but believed this was because
of the support her school offered to immigrant and non-English speaking families and
students. Davis and Margaret expressed a similar sentiment regarding student placement
but noted that the students they often received in higher quantities were students from
neighboring failing and/or closing schools. They stated that with the addition of many
students from these failures and/or closing schools, their work at turnaround felt
somewhat constant, but part of the journey to improve their schools. While both Davis
and Margaret stated they knew their school performance score would be affected by this
influx of students, they highlighted these struggles as welcome conflict. Furthermore,

Davis and Margaret noted how they believed in their staff's’ ability to best serve those
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students coming from a neighboring closing or failing school. Their sentiment was more
positive and trusting of the system to assign students and illuminated the opposing point
to Catherine's voice about the OneApp system. Having moved to New Orleans as adults,
Davis and Margaret's responses echoed one another and represented a sub-demographic
of educators in this study. These participants only have experience in New Orleans public
education after 2005, when the massive overhaul of the city's educational landscape took
place. Therefore, their responses could present a difference in thought between those
native to New Orleans and those moving to and working within the post-Katrina New
Orleans charter school system.

In sum, participants voiced the need to continually maneuver the charter
schooling system as a school leader. But, their everyday work as the leader of a
turnaround school was more adept to the conditions they worked to create in their school
communities so that others would join them, and remain committed to, the arduous work
of turning around the school. Participants’ responses regarding their practice centered on
their entire school community and not just their students as Shields (2010; 2018; 2020)
suggested.

Created a sense of inclusion, thus a heightened sense of safety. Leaders in this
study viewed students, staff, and students' families as valued members of the same
community in which they all belonged and deeply mattered in the quest to improve the
school. Catherine, Henry, Davis, and Margaret spoke about the importance of creating
spaces where all people felt safe and included, so that the difficult work of turnaround
could follow. Participants' articulations of inclusion varied from the academic support

provided to English Language Learners in Margaret's and Catherine's school, to throwing
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out of professionalism constructs rooted in gender norms at Davis's school, to how Henry
and Catherine discussed making decisions rooted in their students’ collective voice
regarding the type of school they wanted to attend. Davis noted this aspect of their
leadership practice as possibly one of the aspects she was most proud of:

I love making a space where adults and kids come and feel like they can thrive
here. So this idea that what it means to really thrive and what it means to create a
culture and an environment where people come, and they feel at home and safe,
and this could be a place where they could grow. That's what I love the
most...You get to be who you are here, and that's 100 different ways. So if you're
a lady with a strident voice, you do not have to change that to be here. You don't
have to change your hair color. You don't have to dress differently. There are a
couple of boundaries, but we try to make it a spot where everybody gets to feel
like they bring themselves here, which is great. So all the different ways that
means expanding the identity of what it means to a [name of school] or what it
means to be a kid at [name of school]. We try to just keep expanding and
widening...I think it's because of the safety that we've developed over time.

Catherine and Margaret defined inclusivity as tolerance as well. Margaret recalled:
Inclusivity is an interesting one. I think when we think about inclusion or the
word inclusivity, we often think about students with disabilities who, you know,
we always think about things like, how are we including them in different things,
that kind of stuff. But I think overall, especially for us now that we're getting a
larger EL population and different types of students from different types of
backgrounds, I think the idea is more about tolerance. Like inclusivity meaning
tolerance for everyone.

Margaret discussed her actions to create more inclusive environments in her school by

including students learning English and students with learning differences taking part in

general education classrooms. Margaret noted how this action demonstrated to their
school community that everyone is valued and should have equal access to grade-level
material and experiences within the larger general education classrooms, alongside their
peers.

Henry and Catherine partially attributed their ability to create inclusive and

tolerant school environments because they valued student voices. By including students'
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voices into the overall vision and schooling experience, they wanted to show their
students that they mattered and were indeed a part of the school community. Regardless
of the work to turn around the school carried out by adults in the school community, most
participants noted how critical student buy-in was needed to launch deep, impactful
school improvement. Catherine discussed being available to hear student voices and then
her work to ensure they consistently had the resources to achieve academically, but first,
because their basic needs were met and fulfilled at school:
The most important voice to me is the students’ voices. I need to hear if someone
is not building their spirit. I need to know something is going on at home, just to
give them that voice to even say if instruction is not meeting their needs. I need to
know...I have a full-time social worker. We have a uniform program; we have
free lunch, free breakfast, free aftercare. We have secret Santa because it's
Christmas time and so we have secret Santa. So we try to meet the needs of the
students, the whole child, not just the academic, but if their basic needs remained
unmet, then they're not going to achieve academically.
Furthermore, Catherine posited how critical it was for students to trust that their
principals could hear their needs. Student needs drove her leadership practice. Catherine
felt that her students viewed her "as a human being, and they know that I made sure that
the adults in this building added value to them. That is really, really important to me."
Furthermore, Henry discussed this at length, mainly when reflecting upon the time
shortly after they took over leadership of the school. Henry recognized that this level of
attention to students’ voices were missing from schools in New Orleans after the mass
restructuring of schools after Hurricane Katrina. He recalled:
And I just saw that kids who were in the city did not have that same experience. I
would say, we were active about saying, what is it that you want out of school?
What have your experiences been?...they want to be taught well, they want to
have opportunities after high school. They want to have fun while they're in

school. And that aligned very much with the things I was saying about a New
Orleans high school experience.

95



Additionally, Henry discussed how he believed these ideas attributed to why others in
their same position were not effective. Henry stated that when looking around public
schooling in New Orleans post-Katrina, many schools were laser-focused on academic
strategies to quickly improve the school's status and not the overall experience of the
entire school community, namely the school's students. In his opinion, this approach
omitted the need for people to feel heard, included, and excited about school; therefore,
decreasing the chances students, families, and staff were invested in the school and more
likely to stay and thrive. Furthermore, Henry stated:

And, in the best of intentions, it was because people thought catching them up in

literacy or whatever was, we need a time to that and that's all we could be focused

on, and that it was an exclusion of the things that made school great. So we

basically said that that's flawed, and kids need to feel like this is a place that they

want to be, so that they can learn the most.
Henry's statement showcases another critical finding in this study noted by Catherine,
Margaret, and Davis as well. Henry discussed the meaning of the "exclusion of the things
that made school great" as a reference to the joyful, historical aspects of public schooling
in New Orleans when he was a student growing up in New Orleans public schools.
Catherine and Henry both stated how everyone, students, staff, and students’ families,
should enjoy the school and be a valued member of the school community. They stated
how this was particularly necessary as turnaround work was arduous, and feeling a part
of the school’s community was imperative for the level of improvement that was
needed.

Created a sense of joy and connection to the community. All participants in this

study either directly addressed or hinted at the significant change to public schooling

institutions in New Orleans after 2005. Many from other parts of the country came to live
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and work in New Orleans' in many industries, particularly the newly minted charter
school landscape. This meant that New Orleans students' teachers came from distant
places that mostly did not look like them without a clear understanding of its unique
culture. Henry illuminated this well when stating:
And we were just also in a situation where our community environment was one
that; the scrutiny came when you didn't have those sorts of things because the city
had already gone through what felt like a spirit murder to a lot of natives, as
people who did not look like them, did not come from here, started to be the ones
that were in charge.
As she sat discussing her leadership practices in the same school they attended as an
elementary student, Catherine embodied the work to create an authentically New Orleans
school. To Catherine, creating a school that felt like New Orleans meant that her school
was diverse, open to students and families that other schools might not welcome, and was
also joyful. Putting joy back into school was essential to all participants in this study.
This New Orleans culture element was a through line in how all participants discussed
creating an authentically New Orleans school where people wanted to be that ultimately
yielded academic results for students. Henry noted:
The best schools that I saw academically were also not fun places to be. Were not
places where kids could create happy memories. Were not places that honored the
traditions that we held in the city during school time, that are in school, like
marching bands that participate in Mardi Gras parades. It was the South. Major
football games and experiences all around it. For a lot of kids and alumni, family,
bring in alumni. [ went to school in New Orleans, I grew up in New Orleans
public schools, and so I had a really great high school experience as well.
This statement illuminated aspects of New Orleans culture that Henry attributed to their
school's turnaround. Marching units, and music in general, matter in New Orleans' culture

and made the school ‘fun’ as Henry referenced above. Therefore, having marching units

able to parade the streets in grand celebrations like Mardi Gras are ways that Henry, and
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other participants, saw as necessary to create buy-in to the school and the school
community. Sports teams in the American South, particularly football, served to create a
more robust and larger school community and cohesiveness amongst students, staff,
families, alumni, and the larger community.

The need to be a "New Orleans" school was essential to each participant in
varying capacities and different motivations. This need felt deeply important for three of
the four participants. Interestingly, Davis noted how she later recognized the need to
infuse some of the joyful and historical aspects of New Orleans culture into her school,
leading to additional buy-in from staff, students, and students' families. For Davis, this
meant adding a marching unit to the school's offerings to students, which she admittedly
recalled feeling pressure to add. In a city known for music and parading, this felt like an
aspect of public schooling not to be omitted. She discussed feeling a sense of "giving in"
when she allowed the drumline and other marching units to form a few years after the
school's opening. Nevertheless, ultimately shrugging her shoulders and smiling when
noting how much these additions to her school community contributed to her school's
overall feel of cohesion, connection to the larger community, and reputation. This
example illuminates how infusing joy and connection to the community is pertinent to
this study's findings related to participants' actions and their constant consideration of
New Orleans' uniqueness as a city and a system of choice.

Those participants native to New Orleans spoke about their schooling experiences
before the complete overhaul of the public-school system after 2005. Catherine was
already serving in administrative positions when the complete change in New Orleans

public education occurred after Katrina. Henry was an undergraduate but came back to
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New Orleans soon after 2005 to teach. They discussed how New Orleanians' experiences
shaped their leadership practice. While slightly different, both Henry and Catherine
discussed schools in New Orleans as central to neighborhoods and communities. Both
noted how they carried a great pride about where they attended school and discussed how
others felt the same. Catherine and Henry made it very clear where they attended high
school in New Orleans pre-Katrina, and both emphasized the names of their schools in
each instance of stating it. Their pride and connection to their high schools were palpable
and showcased the deep love and connection that others feel. It was clear they carried a
reverence for their schools.

Catherine recounted the lasting impact that one of her former school leaders had
on her experience in a well-known private school in New Orleans. This leader knew
every student by name and essential details about them personally, always visible in the
larger community, and was never afraid to approach students in public and speak
graciously with their families. Henry noted how deep in history their public schooling
experience was in New Orleans. Their high school was a long-standing school with a
large alumni base and an immediately recognizable name throughout the local
community. Henry spoke of wanting students to feel the same pride and joy in their
school as he continually felt. He discussed the pride and celebration of having sports
teams and marching units as a part of his school community. Becoming an alumnus of a
historic community school in New Orleans was a special event discussed by Catherine
and Henry.

Davis and Margaret also discussed alumni, but from the lens of the alumni

network at the schools they were leading. Both Davis and Margaret boasted that their
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alumni bases were strong even though they serve elementary and middle school-aged
students. Their students, having moved on to high school, were still present on their
campuses - and they welcomed them each time. When high schools were on breaks from
regular schedules, their past students often came to campus to visit younger students and
their former teachers and other campus staff members. Davis and Margaret were proud of
their alumni communities and highlighted how they felt this aspect of their school
community was a nod to public schooling of days past in New Orleans. These visits and
the presence of student alumni on their campus regularly showcased an element of tight-
knit connection to their school that resembled a feeling of New Orleans' neighborhood
community schools. Additionally, and in alignment with Henry's statement referencing
Mardi Gras and the joy that Mardi Gras culture brought to staff, students, and families,
both Davis and Margaret have marching units as well. Because they saw the value in
creating opportunities for staff, students, and students' families to come together under a
historical and New Orleans specific experience, participants voiced a more cohesive
school environment and pride in their school.
Conclusion

How leaders in this study conceptualized their role as turnaround leaders directly
impacted their leadership practice while improving their low-performing or failing
school. Leaders viewed themselves as those responsible for acquiring, supporting, and
developing their staff to best impact their students' educational experiences. In doing so,
they believed they were actively working to disrupt the inequities and injustice imposed
upon their students as they attended a low-performing and/or failing school. Leaders

viewed their role in improving their low-performing and/or failing schools as in direct
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opposition to many of the systemic issues historically plaguing America's public schools
and marginalized and minoritized communities, but did not feel as though it was within

their reach, nor within their limited time and focus on affecting change on such massive

levels.

The leaders in this study repeatedly noted how difficult and urgent their work felt,
and therefore, they knew that they needed the support and buy-in from their entire school
community to improve. Therefore, to have students, staff, and students’ families invested
in improving the school, the leaders in this study noted the importance of creating a
school community that was inclusive and safe. While they defined inclusivity differently,
each school leader highlighted their actions to create environments where people were
welcome, included, and ultimately, safe to work, learn, and engage in the school
community.

Rounding out the actions that participants felt were foundational to profoundly
impacting their school's improvement was the need to insert aspects of historic New
Orleans public schooling into their community. This ranged from the addition of sports
teams to marching units to the re-emergence of alumni networks and connections. In
sum, the leaders discussed the need to create schools that felt joyful, as they needed and
wanted their school communities to be places where people wanted to be and where
students, staff, and alumni felt proud to be connected.

The school leaders participating in this study articulated their role as one that
could ultimately affect change for their students - their educational experiences and,
hopefully, because of the educational experiences, opportunities later in life. However,

the mentions of more considerable opportunities for their students were minimal and, in
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most cases, alluded to. They saw their work through the lens of doing what is best for
their students. More specifically, participants sought to do what was best for their
students by providing new educational experiences, even on the same school campus.
They hoped their students and their returning staff and students’ families would see what
was possible within the same school walls under their new leadership.

Participants perceived themselves as called to create change in their low-
performing or failing school, but not necessarily to directly impact the overall New
Orleans public school system, or on a much larger scale, public schooling in America.
While they acknowledged the systemic inequities and injustice affecting their students'
schooling experiences, they did not discuss how their leadership of a turnaround school
directly aligned to disrupting these inequities or injustices. Instead, their responses
showcased how they perceived themselves as the changemakers needed for their students
on their campuses. However, they acknowledged how their actions could impact public
schooling in New Orleans in becoming another viable choice of school for students and
their families, but that did not appear to be their ultimate goal. The goal was to move the
school forward so that students on their campus had better outcomes. Catherine stated, "I
realized that I needed to save the children - I needed to move this school. When you are
at the bottom, you cannot go any further but to the top."

Throughout this study, participants' responses presented evidence of Shields'
(2010; 2018; 2020) transformative leadership theory, thus guiding how they behaved in
their roles, and some instances, how they saw themselves as leaders. However, in one
significant instance, the participants diverged from the study's theoretical framework.

This divergence is seen in participants' view of their world and the global connectedness
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that Shields (2010; 2018; 2020) discusses in the transformative leadership theoretical
framework. The participants viewed their world as their school's campus and not the
literal world dictated in the framework. Additionally, their want to affect change on their
school campus was not driven by the need to disrupt more enormous inequities plaguing
their students and public schooling for marginalized or minoritized students or students
growing up in poverty. The urgency of school turnaround was more significant than this
want. Frankly, they discussed needing to limit their focus and energy to the issues
needing attention on their school's campus and those directly affecting their current
students. However, participants’ discussions of their leadership beliefs and practices
while leading their school out of failing or low-performing embodied the lasting
sentiment of transformative leadership theory (Shields, 2020). Shields (2020) noted that
when combined, transformative leadership theory "provide(s) guidance for truly
transforming education in ways that acknowledge a combination of historical forces,
present needs, and future hopes” (p. 200).

A more thorough analysis of this study's findings through the lens of Shields"
(2010; 2018; 2020) transformative leadership theory are detailed in the next chapter of

this study.
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Chapter 5: Discussion of Findings

Turnaround is a drastic intervention to improve low-performing and failing
schools and is very different from traditional school improvement. Turnaround is
entirely more comprehensive, with extensive and rapid change needed to aggressively
impact student achievement and the school's additional encompassing operations
(Leithwood et al., 2010). Therefore, it could be assumed that specific leadership
practices, beliefs, and approaches would be required. However, our understanding of
turnaround leadership characteristics and competencies remain incomplete. Pappano
(2010) noted that "despite efforts to identify possible core competencies of school level
turnaround leaders, it remains too much of a mystery as to who will actually succeed" (p.
895).

Turnaround leadership is particularly difficult because school leaders need to
manage diverse responsibilities and approach the complex work differently than in a
traditional school setting (Pappano, 2010). The type of leader best suited to lead in a
turnaround school and the leadership practices and theories necessary to effectively
engage in turnaround differ from those required for non-turnaround schools (Pappano,
2010; Lochmiller and Chesnut, 2017). Therefore, the purpose of this study was to
examine how school leaders in New Orleans charter, turnaround schools conceptualized
their roles and practices while improving their low-performing or failing schools.

In New Orleans, little is known about turnaround leadership because few schools
have successfully emerged from the school turnaround process. Only a small group of
CMOs and their school leaders have experience leading effective turnaround in New

Orleans. As of late 2020, four CMOs, out of thirty-eight total, have been successful at
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turning around at least one charter school in New Orleans after 2005. This study sought
to address the need to illuminate the practices of the few leaders having led their school
out of low-performing and failing, as determined by the Louisiana annual report card
ratings assigned to schools. In doing so, there is hope that more public-school students in
New Orleans can attend higher-performing schools and thus, have improved educational
experiences in K-12 schooling. Furthermore, this type of comprehensive school
improvement slowly chips away at the larger systemic issues historically plaguing the
country's public-school system; when a low-performing or failing school becomes
higher-achieving, equity and opportunity gaps shrink amongst typically marginalized and
minoritized students and their white, more affluent peers.

The study's two research questions guided this basic, qualitative interview-based
study: (1) How do urban, charter turnaround school leaders conceptualize their role? and
(2) What specific leadership practices or strategies do urban, charter turnaround school
leaders employ in their role as school leaders? Two themes emerged from participants'
responses in this study. Leaders described focusing on what they felt they could control
in their school community instead of creating change in the larger systems in which their
school belongs. Moreover, participants discussed their actions to create school
communities where people felt connected by approaches aimed to include others, provide
safety, and infuse joy, even though they defined these notions in various ways. These two
emergent themes are outlined and discussed more thoroughly in this chapter through the
lens of this study's theoretical framework.

Discussion of Findings

Interpretations. In this section, the study findings are examined within the context
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of the literature, theoretical framework, and the study's limitations. First, leaders in this
study suggested that their energy and devotion remain focused within their school
community to affect the educational experiences of their students and, thus, the overall
improvement of their school. Second, leaders articulated the need to authentically
connect with the school community, and reciprocally have the school community
connected to the school's context as a charter, turnaround school needing vast
improvement.

How participants conceptualized their roles, and the behaviors they exhibited
while leading their school out of low-performing and/or failing, was uncovered using
Shields' (2010; 2018; 2020) transformative leadership theory. The eight tenets of
transformative leadership theory aim to affect the experiences and outcomes of
marginalized and minoritized populations (Shields, 2004; Shields and Hesbol, 2019;
Shields, 2020) and breathe life into the practices and actions needed to effect great
change; therefore, making this framework suitable and fitting for this study on turnaround
leadership in urban, public charter schools. Shields' (2010; 2018; 2020) transformative
leadership theory tenets are surmised as a leader's journey to affect "great and equitable”
change through a knowledge of "oneself, one's organization, and one's community"
(Shields and Hesbol, 2019, p.5). Realized in this study's findings, participants displayed a
deep understanding of their motivations, their school's instructional and cultural needs,
and the external factors impacting their ability to lead their school out of low-performing
or failing.

The tenets in Shields' (2010; 2018; 2020) transformative leadership theory are

connected and often interwoven with one another. Hence, Shields (2018) claimed that
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each tenet is "so integrally related that it is difficult, if not impossible, to discuss or
implement them separately or discretely” (p. 127). Therefore, most findings illuminated
in this chapter combine aspects from more than one tenet of the study's theoretical
framework. Their responses revealed that Shields' (2020) first tenet of transformative
leadership theory, the want to affect deep and meaningful change, was the foundation for
both how they perceived their role and, therefore, contributed to how they behaved, thus
connecting to both research questions in this study. Participants viewed themselves and
acted upon the need for meaningful change in their school's performance and, therefore,
in the type of educational experiences for their students.

It is imperative to note that in one significant finding, participants’ voices
diverged from the framework. Most participants did not directly provide evidence
connected to tenet six, emphasizing interdependence, interconnectedness, and global
awareness, which highlights the transformative leader's need to affect larger, more global
inequities faced by marginalized and minoritized students. In this study, leaders saw their
world more literally, and narrowly, as their school's campus and not the global
community as Shields (2010; 2018; 2020) articulated in the transformative leadership
framework. This shift in perspective from Shields' tenet on interconnectedness and global
awareness is discussed in more detail below.

Leaders’ Role to Impact Change Centered on the School Community

Diverging from Shields' (2010; 2018; 2020) framework, the leaders in this study
described focusing on what they felt they could control. Leaders conceptualized their role
as turnaround leaders as focused on their own school communities, instead of seeking to

affect change in the external systems their school existed within. They did not see
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themselves as working to dismantle the systemic issues within the public-school system.
Participants' noted how they focused their time and energy on managing the specific, yet
complex, contexts they had to deal with; therefore, they did not discuss, or did not believe
in, focusing on the external world. This divergence from transformative leadership theory
is critical to note as a finding in this study. Although the leaders did not see their roles as
such, the actions they took, particularly advocating for resources and speaking about
injustice and inequity showed that they sought to have an impact more widely.

Participants voiced the belief that their ability to create more just and equitable
schools were contained to their campus. According to participants, public schooling
failed their students, and they deserved a more impactful and positive educational
experience. One participant defined justice in their role as "improving what was
possible." This sentiment carried through most of the remaining three leaders' thoughts
about what they felt they could control, and thus, how they would ultimately spend their
time as a turnaround leader, affecting the status of their school. Interestingly, participants
discussed their work in this way, but the actions they described suggested a slightly
broader conception of their work — a slightly more activist stance with the potential to
actually effect larger systems and inequities.
Leaders’ Role as Disrupter of Inequity and Injustice

A focus on emancipation, democracy, equity, and justice. The essence of
Shields' (2010; 2018) tenet five, a focus on emancipation, democracy, equity, and justice,
is found in how most participants conceptualized their role in leading a turnaround school
out of low-performing or failing. However, these definitions are narrow in comparison to

how Shields (2018) discussed tenet five in its entirety. According to Shields (2020), this
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aspect of transformative leadership is deeply intertwined with how students feel
connected to and are presented with instances that allow them to understand justice,
democracy, and emancipation as they relate to much larger global connectedness and
students' place in a global community. But, leaders in this study more so discussed justice
and their want to disrupt injustice in their schools, for their students through the lens of
how Shields' (2010; 2018) articulated tenet seven of transformative leadership theory,
balancing critique with promise, and tenet eight, having moral courage. The author noted
that "educational leaders who are willing to make change that results in justice for all
students, to take a courageous stand, and to do the right thing regardless of public
opinion” exhibit the ability to balance critique with promise and have moral courage
(Shields, 2010, p. 107). Participants discussed being placed in their positions by others
who seemingly knew they could balance the difficult work with the amount of moral
courage needed to carry it out.

Henry's words describing a deep sense of intolerance for injustice and the need for
educated people to come together to solve our country's largest, but solvable problems,
illuminated a foundational idea associated with transformative leadership theory: the
status quo is not acceptable (Shields, 2010). Further presenting evidence that Henry did
not necessarily see his role as just contained to the impact he could make on his campus,
even though he articulated this belief repeatedly. The path forward that Henry articulated
embodied the need to first recognize challenges in the work and show their commitment
to moving forward, thus tapping into Shields' (2010; 2018) articulation of exhibiting
moral courage. Henry's voice further elevated the foundation of Shields' definition of

moral courage as a non-negotiable associated with transformative leaders: "fortitude and
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commitment as there is almost always pushback when one attempts to level the playing
field" (Shields, 2020, p. 200). Working to level the playing field acknowledges the much
larger systemic issues impacting public schooling and students attending public schools.
As Shields (2010) noted and the participants in this study suggested, the courage and
drive to transform education must consider a "combination of historical forces, present
needs, and future hopes" (p. 200). The future hope in this scenario recognizes that
students' experiences in school are related to the global community's larger well-being,
but in order for this to be true, the status quo needs to change.

Participant responses illuminated how they contextualized Shields' (2020)
articulation of tenet six, interconnectedness, interdependence, and global awareness as
tenet four, balancing public and private good. Tenet six is rooted in the fact that society
deeply affects the culture of schooling in the United States; furthermore, a transformative
leader must lead from this perspective and, as a result, prepare students for the fast-
natured, changing world (Shields, 2020). In comparison, tenet four denotes school as an
institution affording students with a life of choice, thus placing them on a path to better
outcomes after their schooling experiences (Shields, 2020). Because participants’
responses perceived their reach as mostly contained to their school campuses and
communities, it appears as though they collectively viewed their world as much smaller
than Shields (2020) more broadly and quite literally noted in the transformative
leadership theoretical framework. Participant responses illuminated how they viewed
their impact reached their school communities, not the global community, as discussed by
Shields (2010; 2018; 2020). Though defined differently, Catherine, Davis, Henry, and

Margaret discussed their roles as focusing on managing the specific and complex
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turnaround context in which they were leading, though not to impact the larger systems
and inequities surrounding their students and their educational experiences. How the
leaders in this study described their leadership practice to improve their low-performing
or failing school further underscores this theme in the study's conclusions.

Interconnectedness, but as balancing private and public good. Shields (2010;
2018) articulated tenet four of transformative leadership theory, balancing public and
private good, as the need for all students to be provided with a robust education, so they
are more likely to achieve larger goals after their schooling experiences, and ultimately
enjoy a life of choices and able to be participating members of society. In working to
create this balance, leaders must also examine privilege and the tension that can live in
the school's goals, particularly in schools needing improvement quickly and dramatically
(Shields, 2010). Through participants’ responses, three of the four participants showed
they conceptualized interconnectedness as their ability to improve their school, thus
providing students with a better educational experience on their campus. Henry,
Catherine, and Davis viewed their world as their school campus. Therefore, should their
school improve, their students would have more opportunities on their campus and had a
higher possibility of additional opportunities elsewhere. Margaret articulated the need to
extend herself and lend her voice to the larger educational community in New Orleans,
namely the school board and school district officials, but also discussed uncertainty of
how much her voice lended to change or disruption of any kind, yet, felt compelled to
try.

Another interesting data point divergent from Shields' (2020) tenet on balancing

private and public good is how participants discussed their actions as turnaround leaders
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mostly in highlighting the types of support and development they provided to their staff
efforts to ensure they were better suited to support students. Davis, Catherine, and
Margaret discussed their ideas of the indirect support they afforded to their students by
supporting and developing their staff. Participants discussed a range of supports and
development ranging from the need to mentor middle-level leaders to support teachers
with instruction, ensure resources were available, and hire and retain the right adults who
believed in educating all students. Through the work to support the adults in their
schools, participants believed students would benefit greatly, thus improving the overall
school.

Having the right adults to support students was deeply important to the leaders in
this study. Participants highlighted the need to hire and retain the correct people aligned
with their vision of the school community they sought to create. Leaders also noted the
importance of providing the resources that adults needed to adequately support their
students, depending on what they might need and their school communities' specific
needs. Furthermore, the support and development of staff to affect their students'
educational experiences felt critical to participant's success. Most leaders saw themselves
as the top level of support needed to ensure their students always got what they needed
from the adults on their campuses. Several of the participants voiced how they oversaw
their teachers' professional development indirectly through their middle-level leaders.
The leaders directly supported the middle level leaders in their buildings, which directly
supported teachers, who then directly supported students. Margaret discussed how they
rarely visit classrooms because the vision for this school year is so focused on curriculum

specific development, that they feel like going into classrooms is not the appropriate way
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to spend their time. They spent time working directly with the teacher leaders or
Directors of Curriculum to spend more time in classrooms with teachers and students.
While stating different examples, each leader discussed some version of this support
level, often with small amounts of their time in actual classrooms. However, they said
this amount of time was very different at the beginning of their turnaround as they
wanted to be more seen and feel directly connected to their students and teachers. The
timing and year of turnaround deeply affected how they articulated how they supported
and developed others in their school community. However, others' support and
development remained central to their vision and actions to comprehensively improve
their school.

Changing knowledge frameworks. Participants' staff working as a collective and
owning the experiences of their students shows how the adults working in these schools
took the onus on themselves, without blame on students, for the school's success. Shields
(2010) noted how this acceptance is positive evidence for how the leaders in this study
were able to build a staff culture that largely eliminated deficit thinking about students
and their families. Additionally, Shields (2010; 2018) elevated a study by Wagstaff and
Fusarelli (1995) stating that the single most important factor in raising minoritized
students' achievement was eliminating deficit thinking. More recently, TNTP (2018)
detailed similar findings and re-framed this idea around high expectations, which Shields
(2010; 2018) also noted when discussing tenet two of transformative leadership theory,
the changing of mindsets.

Shields (2018) continually noted how difficult it is to change others' mental

models and mindsets, particularly when thinking and discussing issues like poverty, low
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student achievement, grit, and other reasons one might use to inappropriately justify
achievement gaps. School leaders are tasked with creating environments conducive to
"the development of caring and supportive personal relationships that will overcome fear
and suspicion" (Shields, 2018, p. 40). The fear and suspicion highlighted by the author
are critical to note in this study. Both fear and suspicion are negative words with
connotations aimed at placing some level of blame on students, possibly even for the
state of their school. Neither Henry, Margaret, Catherine, nor Davis hinted at blaming
their students for their school's status. Margaret and Davis even noted how they
welcomed students from neighboring closing schools because they believed so deeply in
the educational experience that their school might provide to these students. They also
noted how they discussed this openly with their staff regularly to remove any deficit
thinking or bias from their staff. Catherine also highlighted how she felt about educating
predominantly students learning English and new to America. While she defined this as
an added level of work needing her constant attention, it was never with any type of
pause, but with a can-do attitude about what they believed her staff could do well -
educate anyone who attended their school.

Furthermore, Catherine discussed modeling this for her staff in hopes that it
would trickle down. She also made it clear when discussing hiring new staff that she
conducted all the interviews to ensure that each person on her staff carried her same
beliefs. Each of these instances are examples of what Shields (2018) refers to as the
"need to convince people of the importance of being inclusive, and of reconstructing the
ways in which we think about children, families, cultures, the curriculum, and the wider

society" (p. 44). Additionally, the author stated how this work is not expensive, is not
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about implementing a new program or structure, but is grounded in the willingness of the
leader to have the courage to carry out this type of work, regardless of the school's
context or community (Shields, 2018).

School’s Context and Community Affected Leadership Practice

Shields (2018) articulated that transformative leadership begins at this same
starting point; that "material realities and disparities outside the organization that impinge
of the success of individuals, groups, and organizations as a whole" must be
acknowledged (p. 563). Transformative leadership theory is grounded in the idea that
leaders must be incredibly knowledgeable of the communities they live and work in
(Shields, 2018). Most participants voiced that upon this idea, almost every decision
occurred.

The overarching system in New Orleans public education has a specific culture,
and according to Shields (2010), it is imperative to recognize these systems and
understand how they can be tools for "oppression as well as for action" (p. 563). While
all participants highlighted the improvement of public schools in New Orleans since
2005, several of their responses illuminated criticisms of reform. This critical lens
epitomized the tension that appeared from participants’ voices and their constant need to
be cognizant of the system in which their school operated.

While school choice and the public-school system in New Orleans were important
to consider, the participants spoke of the need to approach their leadership with constant
improvement in mind. However, participants voiced the steady improvement needed not
in terms of test prep or other measures that might have lent to a quick rise in their

Louisiana report card rating. However, they appeared to do so from the perspective of
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reimagining their school community into one that was more conducive to a communal
feel and more appropriately represented aspects of public schooling important in a city
with such deep traditions.

After moving to New Orleans, I quickly learned that when asked where I went to
school upon meeting someone, they were asking where I attended elementary, middle,
and high school. Elementary and high school alumni bases in New Orleans are strong and
carry a sense of pride associated with membership. Having attended the same elementary
or high school as someone else is an instant connection and common ground people find
in conversation or when making connections with others. Those participants native to
New Orleans were proud of their elementary and high schools. At that time, those
attending public school did so in their own community. With the overhaul of the public-
school system after 2005, this ended as school choice began to reign. New Orleans has a
unique culture, and this culture carried over into traditions associated with public
schooling. Therefore, becoming a school that felt like it was carrying forward cultural
elements of New Orleans was important to most leaders in this study, often discussed by
participants to connect others to their school and the hard work needing to take place to
turn it around.

All leaders discussed the balance of joy and academics. Several leaders voiced the
need to avoid quick, fix-it academic strategies and focus more on connecting others to the
school community. For the leaders in this study, their responses noted their understanding
of school turnaround as a long game. Therefore, adding marching units to student
programming, even after actively avoiding offering them for years, became important to

Davis. Henry worked to ensure that his athletic department was strong and offered

116



options to all students. According to him, high school sports contributed to the high
school experience he wanted for his students. To date, all four schools included in this
study have both various sports teams and marching units. In sum, the leaders discussed
the need to create schools that felt joyful, as they needed and wanted their school
communities to be places where people wanted to be and where students, staff, and
alumni felt proud to be connected to.
Leaders Sought Inclusivity

Shields (2018) stated that "if schools are to promote goals related to public good
and to the development of the kind of civic awareness that will help students to become
fully participating citizens of our democratic society, they must, in and of themselves,
become inclusive communities of difference - communities in which all people, cultures,
perspectives, and subjects are addressed in open and respectful and ways" (p. 86). The
author goes on to further highlight how schools are "microcosms" of external
communities, and therefore, our schools must be places where differences and
collaboration are celebrated, and power and privilege constantly examined (Shields,
2018, p. 86). Therefore, lending to an additional tenet of transformative leadership theory
addressing the redistribution of power in schools. Rooted in the school leader's "moral
purpose" and sense of responsibility, this tenet is connected to participants’ actions to
create inclusive and safe environments where students and staff could excel in the
arduous work of school turnaround (Shields, 2018, p. 86).

Need to deconstruct knowledge frameworks and then redistribute power. To
turn around a school is a massive undertaking. Each participant stated how school

turnaround felt never-ending, how the level of urgency was always high, and in order to
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be successful in any way, it could not be done alone or in isolation. Participants stated
that should others feel connected to the school, they would work hard to protect it and
ultimately dedicate copious amounts of time and energy to ensuring that it was
improving. Though articulated in different ways, each of the leaders in this study spoke to
creating schooling experiences for students, staff, and students' families that were
inclusive, and therefore, safe. A space where people could thrive and felt supported was
foundational to improving their schools. Some leaders articulated support by including
students with learning differences and students learning English, while others discussed
support and inclusivity as tolerance for all people. Leaders stated they valued others'
voices, particularly their students and their families; relationships grew with trust at the
foundation, and others' voices felt heard. Most participants spoke clearly about the need
for others in their school community to know and feel their care for them.

Shields (2018) suggested that personal beliefs related to a meaningful and
equitable change in educational systems can never be mandated or made into policy, but
"in publicly supported institutions we must find ways to accept, respect and include
everyone... it is the role of educators to develop knowledge frameworks that are
inclusive and respectful of everyone... and it is the role of transformative leaders to
ensure that practices and policies demonstrate respect and caring (regardless of personal
belief)" (Shields, 2018, p. 29). Moreover, the author outlined several marginalization
categories that leaders must courageously combat. Pertinent to this study is the author's
discussion of those marginalized by race and ethnicity, social class, and sexual
orientation, and gender identity. Shields (2018; 2020) consistently framed these aspects

of changing knowledge frameworks around students, and participants did as well. But,
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most broke from the framework here as well and included notes about their staff as well.

Catherine, Henry, Margaret, and Davis all discussed their students'
marginalization based on their race and ethnicity when either speaking directly to, or
alluding to, systemic issues within public education, both in New Orleans and more
broadly in America. Davis and Margaret included their staff when discussing
marginalization by sexual orientation and gender identity. In various capacities, both
leaders noted how sexual and gender identity is acknowledged and accepted on their
campus. Henry told the story of being provided with personal security for his first
family/teacher report card night. He cancelled the security and spent that night working to
establish trusting and welcoming relationships with his students' families. Henry's story
illuminated the deficit thinking and marginalization sometimes associated with
impoverished communities, particularly the parents of impoverished students, and how
they might present themselves at school functions. Henry dictated that he believed these
actions set into motion the expansion of his school community, leading to an invaluable
aspect of his school's improvement.

Shields (2020) noted that “power takes many forms and thus we can exercise
power over others, power with others, or power fo accomplish a goal" (p. 59). It is critical
to note how power did not live solely within the school leaders' beliefs or actions. While
they oversaw the school during the time in which it improved, the larger school
community turned around the school together. By engaging with and valuing students,
staff, and families' voices, identities, and experiences, the power to improve was shared
and distributed amongst key stakeholders. This power appeared to translate into

investment - investment into the overall school and the hard work to make it
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comprehensively better for all students. Participants dictated that they used power with
others fo accomplish a goal; the improvement of the school.
Conclusion

The leaders in this study sought to create environments where all people felt
welcome and included, as they attributed these feelings to the conditions needed to turn
around the school. This seemingly simple notion appeared in various capacities in the
responses from participants. None of the leaders in this study talked about quick fixes to
improve their schools but approached the work from a want to create real change in their
school community. Shields (2018) firmly noted, "that until schools provide inclusive,
equitable, and excellent learning environments in which all students are respected and
feel welcome, academic achievement for minoritized students will continue to elude us"
(p. ix). At the heart of the ability to do this well is the need to build open, authentic, and
respectful relationships with others. Shields (2018) included educators, their peers,
students, students’ parents, and the external community when noting the importance of
relationships to create belonging and learning experiences for students. Catherine’s
description of her leadership epitomized this aspect of transformative leadership in this
study. She discussed how she was diligent in being visible to her students, both at school
and in the community. She reveled in the idea that students, both past and present, might
approach her outside of school and feel personally connected to her as their principal.

Additionally, Henry's story of family and teacher report card night also showcases
how he valued relationships with people in his school community and how ultimately, he
believed it attributed to his ability to lead his school to large-scale improvement.

Furthermore, Margaret and Davis both articulated the importance of relationships when
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noting how connected their former students were to their school. They both provided
examples of how alumni from their schools would often return to visit their teachers and
other school staff when their high schools were not in session of school.

Each of these examples gives life to aspects of Shields' (2010; 2018; 2020)
transformative leadership theory and speaks to the overall breadth of this study’s findings
compared to the author’s framework. Shields (2010; 2018; 2020) transformative
leadership theoretical framework is quite large and all-encompassing of what is needed to
combat the systemic injustices and inequities in public education as a means to create a
genuinely democratic society, full of opportunity and choice for all. In this study, the
leaders cited various systemic issues plaguing public education as part of their motivation
to work in New Orleans public education and ultimately remain in this type of
challenging work. However, their energy needed to focus on what they felt most
important on their school’s campus. Students were consistently at the root of each
participants’ response; for both how they viewed their role and in how they behaved. The
sense of urgency to improve what they could for their students appeared to be the bottom
line of each participants’ leadership. While they behaved slightly differently in their
roles, they overwhelmingly conceptualized their roles the same. Even though their
leadership behaviors were somewhat different, “improving what was possible” could be
the motto for all four participants. This also meant skimming Shields' framework's
surface in several instances and omitting several fundamental foundational notions
associated with the author’s theory.

Their lack of discussion of how their school's improvement was related to

creating a more just and equitable society was not what required their time and energy.
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The students sitting on their campus each day were enough to consider and fight for.
Disrupting larger systems appeared to be a nice afterthought to participants. The students
sitting in their school every day deserved better. This simple idea seemed to justify their
omissions and divergence from Shields's (2020) theoretical framework. However, upon
closer examination, the difference between what participants said and what they did
became more apparent. Participants discussed wanting to devote their time and energy to
what they felt they could control on their school’s campuses, but also talked about justice
and equity; thus signaling how they actually viewed their work more widely and within
the larger public education system as a means to disrupt systemic oppression and
inequity. They also stated the need to advocate for resources, which presented additional
evidence of seeing the need to address inequities in the larger system. In these instances,
participants’ actions showed how they took a more activist stance in their leadership and
not that of simply as advocate as several of them explicitly noted.
Limitations of this Study

This study has several limitations. These limitations include researcher bias, the
school's context as charter institutions, the study's participants themselves, and data
collection processes. Since the researcher worked in New Orleans' charter schools as a
teacher, leader, and consultant after 2005, researcher bias requires consideration.
Furthermore, the researcher was a school leader in a turnaround school. However, all
potential biases are acknowledged and discussed in chapter 3, as the researcher accounted
for all trustworthiness measures there.

The school leaders in this study represent four experiences in turnaround

leadership, and unfortunately, are amongst the small population of leaders having met the
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criteria of this study. Therefore, the participants in this study are few, but as of 2019, this
study represents the majority of the leaders eligible for this study. Additionally, given the
complex and challenging nature of school turnaround, current leaders of turnaround
schools may not have been the school leader during the initial stages of the turnaround. In
this instance, information collected in interviews may be regarding events and practices
several years ago. Furthermore, this study's data collection process was only that of single
interviews; therefore, participants' responses may have changed over time. It is
imperative to note that participant responses to notions of equity or justice may have
changed after their single interview given the political climate and Black Americans'
racial killings by police, causing increased civil unrest during 2020.

Charter schools are autonomous and operate as individual entities but remain
publicly funded institutions. Therefore, this study's findings are limited due to this
fundamental definition of charter schooling. The educational landscape in New Orleans
after 2005 is particularly unique compared to other educational communities where
school choice is available to students and families. As of 2018, New Orleans' charter
schools served 95% of the student population attending public schools, the largest
percentage in the United States (Babineau et al., 2018).

Recommendations

Implications for policy and practice. The findings of this study have several
implications for policy and practice. Overall, this study’s findings point to the importance
that school leaders placed on their schools being places where diverse people and
perspectives were included, felt safe and welcome, and where staff, students, and

students’ families felt a deep connection to the school. Having this as a foundation, the
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leaders in this study voiced their ability to carry out the arduous tasks of turning around
their schools. While this study focused on turnaround schooling in New Orleans, there
are several lessons about impacting low performing and failing schools within the public-
school system to be learned regarding school leaders serving America's minoritized and
marginalized students. This study can influence turnaround leader preparation programs,
and continued professional learning of sitting school leaders in New Orleans and other
urban systems with large populations of charter schools. It should be noted that the small
sample size of this study limits the degree to which large policy changes might be
advocated for and enacted.

School leaders. At the core of school turnaround is not the federal policy in which
it was born, but the hope that poor urban students can have the same opportunities as
their wealthier white peers (Pappano, 2010). Leithwood, Harris, and Strauss (2010) stated
that "high-poverty schools can achieve high academic performance, but this is unlikely
without effective leadership" (p. 38). Scholarly literature is clear that aside from the
classroom teacher, the school leader is the most important in affecting students'
educational outcomes (Leithwood et al., 2010). However, little knowledge of effective
urban, turnaround leadership is available in existing literature (Leithwood et al., 2009;
Leithwood et al., 2010; Lochmiller & Chesnut, 2017). How the leaders in this study
conceptualized their role and subsequently acted appeared to mirror distributive
leadership elements (Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond, 2004). The investment of other
leaders in the school community appeared to be critical to improving each leaders'
school. Trust also mattered. While there is conflict and tension between the time

pressures of school turnaround and what is asked of these leaders to do in a limited
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amount of time, there did not appear to be significant challenges for the leaders in this
study to build trust. Leaders needing to build trust in short amounts of time have to keep
this at the forefront of their daily actions and decision making endeavors. Because the
leaders in this study were seemingly able to build trust quickly, they were then able to
allow other leaders to carry out most of the difficult work in the day-to-day interfacing
with students. Thus, leading to their ability to engage in elements mirroring distributive
leadership.

The work to turnaround a school is too great to do alone or think that one person
can affect the type of change needed in a low-performing or failing school. Distributed
leadership practices are needed under these circumstances. School leaders working to
vastly improve and affect the status of their low-performing or failing school need to
surround themselves with others that are not only deeply invested in the difficult work,
but are knowledgeable about various aspects of the work to turnaround a school. Given
the findings of this study, the school leader needs consistent support from others on
hiring and retention, support and development of all staff members, diversity, equity, and
inclusion best practices, and authentic community engagement.

Additionally, school leaders described the importance of remaining authentically
connected to the entire school community, particularly students, staff, and students'
families. This part of schooling in New Orleans is imperative and an overall part of New
Orleans's culture. Being connected to a school's alumni community is part of most
citizens' identity in New Orleans. Therefore, another member of the school's community
should be tapped into and considered by school leaders - the network of those peoples

having attended the school before the takeover by a charter network. While most schools
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were re-named by charter networks after 2005, many are going back to the original
neighborhood names of schools to show respect and reverence for the neighborhood,
former staff, and alumni. In connecting with the alumni of their school from years ago
and building a relationship with them, their voice can be heard and contribute to the
school's overall improvement. As this study suggested, when others feel connected to the
school community, they appear to be more likely to engage more authentically and
critically to do whatever is necessary, no matter how difficult the work. Communities of
people passionate about a school are more likely to donate time, resources, and positive
word of mouth, which in a system of choice is particularly important for staff and student
attraction and retention. Additionally, as staff sees the growing community in support of
the difficult work to comprehensively improve a school, they may be more likely to
contribute in any way possible. They know they have many people depending on them,
and their expertise might better affect student outcomes.

As seen in the findings of this study and in most modern leadership theories,
people matter. School leaders should remain diligent in their support and development of
their staff and students. While the teaching workforce in New Orleans does not yet mirror
the city's students' racial demographic, the percentage of teachers of color has been on the
rise (New Schools for New Orleans, 2020b). Therefore, in the wake of the civil unrest
and the racial killings of Black Americans re-emerging in 2020, it would be imperative
for school leaders to reimagine the support that others around them might need, and the
support that they might need themselves, as Black Americans or Americans of color. This
differentiated type of support veers away from the typical and traditional support

discussed by the study's participants and in the literature presented earlier in this study.
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However, given the country's political and social climate in 2020, it feels pertinent to
uplift and recommend. This type of support for others in the school community includes
students and their families and the potential need for heightened social emotional and
therapeutic support, potentially linking community partners with the school and the
school's community. The need is not for school leaders to become social workers or
therapists, but to continually recognize the level of support needed within the school
community so that school continues to be a welcoming, safe, and inclusive place. The
specifics surrounding this notion might change based on the external VUCA (volatile,
uncertain, complex, ambiguous) world (Shields, 2018). It is imperative for the
transformative leader to "challenge and overturn the inequities where [we] find them, and
engage daily in the tasks of transformative leadership as a matter of principle and
conviction" (Shields, 2018, p. 133.) Should school leaders fail to support students
appropriately in this light, this could be considered a direct failure of democracy. While
the school leaders in this study did not specifically address the interconnectedness of their
work to affect the greater good of democracy, the lack of support needed for
marginalized students, staff, and students' families could be catastrophic. If a student's
basic needs are unmet, their ability to participate in school is unlikely. Therefore, school
leaders must think critically about the holistic experience provided to students during
such uncertain times, as seen as a finding in this study. Leaders "attuned to issues of
equity, inclusion, excellence, and social justice...are making a difference where they are
that has the potential to ripple to more distant shores. One never knows, however, when
one might have the opportunity to teach a child who will one day become a university

president, a great scientist, an influential politician...each child must have this

127



opportunity" (Shields, 2018, p. 133).

District leaders. Much of the school performance scores and graduation rates
from New Orleans public schools after Hurricane Katrina suggest substantial growth.
But, in an email from late 2019 discussing the progress made by New Orleans' public
schools since 2005, New Schools for New Orleans stated, "as we acknowledge the
tremendous progress over the last fourteen years, we must continue to strive for better;
we work for the day when no child is in a "D" or "F" rated school. We will get there." To
this, Shields (2003) suggested that "what is needed is a new and more comprehensive
approach to educational leadership, one that requires leaders to take a stand, embrace the
chaos and ambiguity, focus on information sharing and relationships, and develop a
strong sense of the core organizational vision" (p. 11). Therefore, district leaders should
assist turnaround leaders to continually reflect on their practice, critical of their actions
regarding inclusion and equity, all while continually reviewing the school's goals and
ability to carry out its vision justly. Additionally, district leaders might consider how they
can broaden the criteria on which turnaround schools are judged and rated. Further
considerations might include levels of community engagement and partnership,
implementation and execution of culturally responsive pedagogies, and student and
family voice detailing their current schooling experiences. The narrow focus on
academics is in direct opposition to the focus and changes that the leaders in this study
described needing to devote their attention to. School turnaround, and comprehensive
school improvement in general, is much greater than simply the improvement of test
scores and school letter grades.

As described by the leaders in this study, turning around a school is urgent and
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almost chaotic, particularly in the beginning. District leaders might assist school leaders
in the same ways the participants in this study articulated supporting their teacher leaders
and other middle-level leaders. One study participant described leadership in a
turnaround school as lonely as well. To combat the feelings of urgency and chaos
coupled with loneliness, district leaders should serve as coaches and support systems to
turnaround school leaders. In this coaching and support-style relationship, district leaders
might ensure school leaders can be a part of a network of other leaders in similar contexts
and situations to assist them in sharing best practices and relations with others.

Additionally, district leaders might connect school leaders with the necessary
support needed by their staff and others in the school community. These types of supports
might vary from instructional expertise to teacher curriculum needs to social, emotional
professional development. However, at the heart of the implications for district leaders
engaging in school turnaround is the need to ensure that school leader's connection to the
school community so that any success attained by the leader in efforts to improve the
school has the potential to be sustained.

Given school leaders' need to stay abreast of all the moving pieces to
comprehensively improve a school, district leaders might serve as those responsible for
turnaround leaders' professional development. Scholarly literature is incomplete
regarding the type of ongoing professional development needed by turnaround leaders.
However, given the findings of this study, school leaders must be nimble, flexible, and
responsive to the school community. The school's context and community greatly matter,
as does the mindset of the school leader. Given the need for turnaround school leaders to

remain focused on equity, justice, and inclusion, district leadership should help leaders
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ensure their beliefs and constructs are continually challenged and growing. Therefore,
professional learning communities are important to establish, and a constant gauge of the
school leaders' individual needs is critical to the success of the school.

Institutions of higher learning. Institutions of higher learning in education might
consider having students study transformative leadership theory and see it in action. Most
educational leadership scholars study a plethora of leadership theories throughout their
program of study. However, transformative leadership theory (Shields, 2010; 2018; 2020)
is not consistently highlighted and analyzed. Given the emphasis on equity and justice in
American society in modern times, this leadership theory should be examined more
frequently alongside other theories with similar, and in some instances, overlapping
implications: leadership for social justice (Theoharis, 2007; 2009), servant leadership
(Greenleaf, 1970), distributive leadership (Spillane et al., 2004), and transformational
leadership (Burns, 1978).

Educators seeking to improve marginalized and minoritized students' educational
experiences could benefit from examining Shields' (2020) eight tenets of transformative
leadership theory as this theory transcends turnaround schooling. With a deep focus on
justice, equity, emancipation, and inclusion, Shields (2020) articulated a framework
centered upon addressing inequities in order to affect change and, in doing so, create
success for all students in hopes of positively impacting global connectedness and
democracy. In studying transformative leadership theory (Shields, 2020), educators
seeking to disrupt the status quo in public schooling for all students may find a path
forward through the moral courage needed to carry out the framework. Embodying

transformative leadership has only been characterized by Shields (20200) and, in smaller
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instances, Theoharis (2009). Therefore, there is also a need to first identify authentic
transformative leaders and then provide educational leadership students the opportunity
to see their work in action.
Implications for Further Research

For three of the four participants, others working close to them in a previous role
saw something in the leaders, causing them to pursue their leadership for the low-
performing or failing school. According to their responses, each of these three leaders
suggested that most could do their job well, but the research says differently. As outlined
in chapter 2 of this study, the outstanding body of literature on turnaround leadership
notes that it is extremely urgent, often chaotic, and challenging of one’s own time and
energy; as this is just the surface of what is required to turn around a low-performing or
failing public school. This study did not seek to directly understand the other critical
pieces of turnaround akin to academic strategy or student achievement. This study sought
to examine the very foundations of what it took to improve a low-performing or failing
school in a very specific public-school landscape and community; New Orleans' public
education after 2005. Therefore, additional research is needed to explore and examine the
various instructional models that effective turnaround schools employ. Additionally,
analyzing whether or not school performance scores, or school state report card ratings,
are good measures of overall school effectiveness could contribute to additional research
stemming from this study. Lastly, an examination into the student experience while
attending an effective turnaround school could be studied as a means to display the most

important, but often omitted, voice in designing educational experiences - our students.
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Conclusion

Shields (2010) stated that "notions of promise, liberation, hope, empowerment,
activism, risk, social justice, courage, or revolution do not automatically evoke images of
educational leaders in charge of schools and systems, working within the dominant
political and bureaucratic frameworks of the 21st century" (p. 559). L, too, would agree.
However, the participants of this study pushed me to think a bit differently about Shields'
statement. While the participants in this study do not represent the majority of leaders in
New Orleans after 2005, there is something critical to note in their collective voice that
gave a nod to promise, liberation, hope, empowerment, activism, risk, social justice,
courage and revolution as Shields' (2010) proclaimed "at the heart of transformative
leadership" (Shields, 2010, p. 559). Participants held strong beliefs in these ideals. Thus,
they may have had a great deal to do with their ability to lead their school out of low-
performing or failing. I would also present the argument that because these leaders were
operating within a system as decentralized as New Orleans public education, they were
able to make decisions faster and more independently than a school leader in a
traditional, centralized district. Each of these leaders appeared to present an attitude of
seeking forgiveness after the fact, rather than first seeking permission in making
decisions and carrying out what they felt was best for their students and their campus.
Through their actions and words, each of the school leaders in this study insinuated they
felt a great deal of agency from the leadership in their CMOs as they trusted them to act
accordingly and did not interfere with their ability to lead their school in alignment with
their personal visions. Furthermore, participants never appeared to shy away from

difficult or quick decisions; thus additional evidence of Shields’ (2010) transformative
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leadership framework.

It is no secret that educators enter the field for a plethora of reasons. I believe
most educators, like the participants in this study, feel placed or called to this work. Three
of the leaders in this study were placed in their roles without applying or asking for the
position in any way. Others saw something in these leaders that pushed them to believe
that at their core, they could rally large groups of people - educators, students, the outside
community- and trusted their abilities to make their school better. Interestingly, none of
the participants described their work as test prep driven or strictly academically focused.
Instead, they viewed these as the byproducts that would come to fruition once they
established school communities where people wanted to be and felt invested in and
welcomed. Once invested in the vision and firmly on the same team, everyone in the
school community began to pull in the same direction. This first step led to the more
difficult next step of improving the school academically, and therefore, the school's
report card rating from the state.

Schools that are just, equitable, inclusive, and thus safe for marginalized and
minoritized students are so because of conscious decisions as they designed. Therefore,
they are not afterthoughts of leaders and teachers and prioritized after test prep or
managing student behavior. These elements construct the fabric of school leadership and
how the overall schooling experience for students is reimagined. ESSA (2015) allows
states, districts, charter networks, and schools to interpret the leadership actions necessary
to best complete the turning around of failing schools. School leaders working to change
students' K-12 educational experience but doing so from the perspective of what is just

and equitable could be revolutionary in our nation's public schools. The national mood is
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growing increasingly vocal about equity and the fight for what is just for all. Future
federal education policy will be enacted from the successes or failures in the current
reform efforts to improve the country's failing schools (Pappano, 2010), as our actions in
schools are unequivocally related to the neighborhoods and communities in which our
nation's public schools are so firmly located (Miller et al., 2011). As Shields (2010)

noted, "...let us persist courageously in that task" (p. 202).
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Appendices

Appendix A: School Leader Interview Protocol

Thank you for agreeing to speak with me today. I am a Graduate Student at The George
Washington University, and I am conducting research on the practices of New Orleans’
charter school principals having shown academic growth on the Louisiana annual school
report card ratings.

The interview should last about 30-40 minutes. Everything you say will be kept
confidential; your name and school or organization will not be associated with any
specific comments or conclusions expressed in the study. You may be identified by
position (e.g., principal), but your school will not be attached to that description.
Additionally, the sample includes several principals in New Orleans, further protecting
and shielding your identity. I will be recording our interview today for purposes of
transcription. Your recording will not be used in any publication or presentation. The
files containing the recording will be de-identified as soon as possible. The only identifier
on them will be a pseudonym that cannot be connected to your name by anyone but
myself. If needed, I will contact you to provide you with an opportunity to review your
transcript. If during the interview you would like me to turn off the recorder, let me know
and I will turn it off at any time. Otherwise, I would like you to feel comfortable enough
to speak freely. If there is a question you do not feel comfortable answering, please let me
know and we can move on to the next question. If you need me to repeat or explain a
question, please let me know. Also, please refrain from using names of specific people in

responses to protect their privacy and confidentiality.
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Do you have any questions before we start?

Do I have your permission to record this interview?

Tell me about yourself. What was your K-12 schooling experience?
a. Why did you want to lead a turnaround school?
b. How did you perceive your role as the leader when you joined the team?
c. How would surmise your leadership philosophy?
Let’s talk about power and privilege. What first comes to mind when I say those terms?
a. Whose voices are heard in your school?
b. Can you provide some examples?
c. Whose voices are unheard?
d. How are you addressing this?
Your school has shown academic growth under your leadership. Talk me through the
major initiatives that you implemented leading to the academic gains your school has
seen.
What does inclusivity mean to you as a school leader?
a. How does it manifest in your school?
Tell me about your students.
a. What does it mean to do what is best for all students?
b. Describe your role in the lives of your students.
c. What about the roles of your teachers?

d. Describe how you support your teachers.
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Tell me about how you think your staff would describe you, beginning with the staff
members that feel most fondly about you.
a. Additionally, how would the remainder of your staff describe you?
b. Why do you think that is how your staff would describe you?
. If I were to ask those closest to you about what you are most passionate about in
education, what would they say?
a. What evidence of this is in your school?
How did you know that your school was improving?
a. What was the tipping point?
b. What do you think needs to happen for your school to continually
improve?
. What are you most proud of when reflecting on your school?
a. What are you most proud of when reflecting on yourself?
That concludes the questions I have prepared for this study. Do you have anything you

would like to add that would add value to this research? Thank you for your time!

152



Appendix B: Email Outreach

Hi

I am a doctoral candidate at The George Washington University conducting research on
leading schools that have significant academic growth. Since you meet this criterion, |

would love to hear about your experiences and leadership practices.

I work in the educational community here in New Orleans and I understand how busy
you are. I want to assure you that I will be very respectful of your time in regard to any
interviews. I can come to your school to ensure that your time is protected. I also want to
stress that this study is simply to learn about your experiences, it is voluntary,

confidential, and non-evaluative.

Please let me know if you’d be willing to sit down and talk for about 30-40 minutes.

Please feel free to use this email address or my phone number, 864-682-0015, with any

questions you might have!

Best,

Nancy Turner
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Appendix C: Information Sheet to Support Informed Verbal Consent
Introduction
You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by researchers at the
Graduate School of Education and Human Development at the George Washington
University in Washington DC. You are being asked to take part in this study because of
your role as a school leader associated with a turnaround school that has shown academic
growth. Your participation will contribute to an exploratory study of leadership in

turnaround schools.

What is Involved in Participating in this Study?

Your participation will include one interview scheduled in the late fall/early spring of the
2019-2020 school year. The interview will last about 30-40 minutes. Interviews will be
conducted during normal business hours at a location and time of your choosing at your
school. The researcher will use an interview protocol, take notes during the interview,

and will request to audio-record the conversation.

What are the Risks and Benefits to Participation?

Participation in this study poses minimal risk to you. In other words, the risks associated
with participation in this study are similar to those ordinarily encountered in daily life.
There is a possible risk of discomfort in answering the questions and a possible risk of
loss of confidentiality. If you feel that any interview question touches upon sensitive

issues, you may refuse to answer it.
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This research study provides no direct benefits to you or your organization; however, we
hope the study findings will inform the leadership practices of leaders in urban, charter

turnaround schools.

How will Information be Handled?

All information collected in this study will be treated as confidential. Notes will be stored
securely in password protected folders. No notes will include real names or locations.
Researchers will hold ALL information collected in this study strictly confidential, unless
required by a court order or law. All audio recordings will be destroyed at the close of the
study. If any publications or presentations result from this research, you and your
organization will not be identified by name. We intend to use a small number of de-
identified quotes to support a description of the partnership structure, its focus, and
perceived outcomes. Information will be kept securely stored for two years and then

destroyed.

What if I Change My Mind?
You may stop taking part in this study at any time. You do not have to participate in this

study if you do not want to. This is a voluntary study.

Will I Receive Payment for Participation in this study?

You will not be paid for taking part in this study.

What if I have Questions or Concerns about the Study?
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Research specific questions or concerns should be addressed to the principal investigator,

Professor Matthew Shirrell or mshirrell@gwu.edu. The Office of Human Research

(OHR) at The George Washington University can provide further information about your
rights as a research participant, at 202-994-2715, or you may send an email to OHR to

ohrirb@gwu.edu.

What Do I Need to do to Participant?
The researcher will seek your verbal response to the following questions:
1. Do you agree to participate in this study voluntarily?

2. Do you consent to having the interview audio-recorded?
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Appendix D: Demographic Collection Sheet

Please provide the following demographic information. This information will not be

connected to your name, school, or charter management organization. You may choose

not to answer any/all questions on this form.

Participant Code: (to be completed by principal investigator)

Race (Circle One)

Unspecified

American Indian/Alaska Native

Asian

Black/African American/Not of Hispanic Origin
Hispanic

White/Not of Hispanic Origin

Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander

Age (Circle One)
20-30
31-40
41-50
51-60

61-70
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Gender (Circle One)
Female
Male

Unspecified

Type of Institution Attended for K-12 Education (Circle One)

Predominantly Public

Predominantly Private

Predominantly Public, Charter

Other

Current Position Title:

Years of Experience in Current Position:

Years of Experience in Education:

Past positions:
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