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We are all, at heart, gradualists, our expectations set by the steady passage 
of time. The world of the Tipping Point is a place where the unexpected 
becomes expected, where radical change is more than possibility. It is—
contrary to all our expectations—a certainty.  
  

                                                   – Malcolm Gladwell, The Tipping Point 
 

 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
A Startling Comment 
In January, 2001, I met for an afternoon with a group of twelve elementary school teachers 
from a large urban school district near Sacramento. I was preparing to conduct a statewide 
study of teacher retention and wanted to understand what motivated these teachers, who 
had volunteered to participate in this focus group, to remain in the classroom.  I also wanted 
to know what kinds of incentives might get them to transfer from their successful, middle 
class school to any of the high-poverty, hard-to-staff schools in their district.  My goal that 
afternoon was to hear comments that would help me construct the survey I planned to 
conduct with hundreds of other public school teachers in California.  What I didn’t know 
was that their comments would spark an idea that would become the core of a promising 
new strategy for California’s low-performing schools. 
 
This was a time when California had begun to experience a serious shortage of qualified 
teachers—a shortage due in part to substantial reductions in elementary school class size in 
1999, but also due to increasing rates of teacher attrition, especially in schools with high 
concentrations of poor children.  As an educator and researcher, I had come to believe that 
in order to solve the attrition problem, educators and policy makers would need to 
understand the reasons why so many teachers leave the profession, why many others stay, 
and the conditions under which those who stay would consider transferring to schools that 
are difficult to staff.   
 
The dozen teachers in my focus group explained why they remained in the profession. While 
their reasons varied, most spoke of being able to make a real difference at their current 
school and in the lives of their students.  When I asked each of them to describe, specifically, 
what allowed them to make a difference, they cited two things: consistent support from their 
administration and a strong group of teachers that worked closely as a team.   
 
I probed further to learn what might entice them to another school in the district, especially 
a “tougher” low-income school.  I asked, for example, “How much would it matter if you 
had enough money to buy all of the supplies and textbooks you needed?  What if you had a 
good principal like the one you have here?  What if most of the parents were actively 
involved in their students’ education?  Would you be more inclined to go if you were offered 
a salary bonus?  When I finished my line of questioning, I had a better idea of what type of 
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probing questions to include in my teacher retention survey.  Still, after listening to and 
watching the group react to my hypotheticals, I was not convinced that many of them would 
have been enthusiastic about transferring to another school in the district, even if one could 
promise that many of the items on my list—including the dollar bonus—would be there for 
them.   
 
When I shared this observation with them, one of the teachers made a comment that has 
truly changed my thinking about teacher retention, in particular, and school reform in 
general.  “Many of the things you asked about are really important,” she said, “but there is 
one thing you didn’t mention, and it’s probably the most important thing to me.  I would go 
to a tough school if we got the kind of support you have been talking about—the kind we 
get at this school.  But, most important, I would go if the rest of the teachers in this room went with 
me.  I have been working with most of them for eight years.  We’re really close.  We share 
ideas and solve problems together.  The administration trusts us and lets us make decisions.  
We’re good friends and we hang out together away from school.  This is why we’re effective 
here.  I’m not sure there is any amount of money you could pay me to go to another school 
by myself, and if I did go, I doubt I would be very effective.”   
 
I could tell by looking at her colleagues that these sentiments were not hers alone.  When I 
asked how many would go to a tough school if they could go together, all twelve responded 
affirmatively.  This was an admittedly small, but still significant, sample. On reflection, I 
believe theirs to be optimistic and heartening testimony. Though I could not be certain at 
this point that these teachers would uproot themselves and drive many additional miles to 
work in a more challenging, lower-income school, there was no doubt in my mind that I had 
tapped into something powerful, at least for these teachers.  If I asked the right kinds of 
questions in my teacher retention survey, I began to think it might reveal whether this 
“incentive”—the prospect of well-trained, inspiring teachers working together in tight-knit, 
well-supported teams even (and perhaps especially) in a low-income school—would be as 
attractive to teachers elsewhere.   
 
It would be some time before I would have the data from my retention study to test that 
hypothesis.  (The data from this study which has since been gathered and analyzed confirms 
this hypothesis.)  In the meantime I could not help ruminating on the powerful statement 
made by that teacher, and her colleagues’ affirmation of her opinion. I recalled my own work 
experiences, not just as an elementary school teacher, but as an apprentice carpenter and a 
wilderness guide during college.  What I had always wanted from a job was an interesting 
challenge, but when I reflected on the aspect of work that was most satisfying to me, it was 
great co-workers.  It wasn’t just the work that was good and satisfying; it was the people I 
worked with who made it that way.   
 
 
The “Tipping Point” as a Possibility 
This focus group meeting occurred shortly after I had finished reading a book about change: 
The Tipping Point, by Malcolm Gladwell.  I wondered if the basic theory of that book might 
explain the unexpected shift in interest among the teachers in my focus group.  Gladwell 
illustrates how situations in our everyday world can change rapidly and unexpectedly under 
the right conditions.  He is particularly interested in “social epidemics” and the 
circumstances that lead people suddenly to act very differently than they did before.  Why, 
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for instance, does criminal activity in a city suddenly drop?  Why do millions of people begin 
buying a particular brand of shoe?  Why, even, might large numbers of teenagers begin 
smoking despite a barrage of information telling them how unhealthy it is?  The interesting 
thing about social epidemics, Gladwell says, is that they often happen for the same reasons 
and within similar contexts.  That’s significant because if one creates the right context then, 
in theory, one can cause social epidemics to happen. 
 
It was fairly easy to see, in Gladwell’s well-written book, how marketing experts could pull 
off a “tipping point” phenomenon with the popularity of hush puppy shoes; it was less clear 
how city officials in a place like New York could get thousands of people to stop committing 
crimes.  But if even that seemingly impossible challenge were achievable by cleaning up the 
graffiti in subways, then perhaps there was a way to attract groups of well-prepared teachers 
to our toughest schools.  Perhaps what we had discovered in my focus group was a context 
that could lead to a positive social epidemic among teachers.   
 
If this were possible, if we had a way to staff the most challenging schools with well-
prepared, committed, and caring teachers—the single most important contributor to student 
learning according to most experts—then perhaps it was possible to get struggling schools to 
the point where they would “tip.”  Maybe the reason so few of these schools are able to 
escape from a cycle of failure is our failure to recognize that a tipping point exists for them.  
Maybe after seeing so many reforms fail and so much money wasted, educators and the 
public alike have come to believe there really isn’t a way to overcome the economic realities 
preventing so many impoverished schools from succeeding.  We invest modestly in one 
reform measure and another and celebrate even the smallest gains.  We urge people in failing 
schools to imitate “outlier” schools—the few schools that succeed despite their 
demographics and what appears to be their fated story—but that advice has been of little 
help because it hasn’t provided the means for becoming an outlier.  Some attempt bottom-up 
school redesigns that have shown promising results, but such initiatives have been difficult 
to sustain and even harder to replicate. 
 
If we look at the vast number of high-poverty schools that continue to fail decade after 
decade, we must admit that the remedies we’ve tried are capable of producing only limited 
results in most cases.  No strategy that teachers, administrators, and educational reformers 
have tried suggests that we know how to produce dramatic and lasting change in the vast 
majority of these schools.  What we haven’t tried, it seems, is a full-on, holistic approach that 
creates a context, all at once, for teachers and their students to succeed.  If it really were 
possible to trigger social epidemics among teachers, and if we were willing to create highly 
supportive and professional environments for them to work in, then maybe it was possible 
to accomplish what many of us in California still believe is possible: a systematic (and 
systemic) turnaround of our low-performing schools into the thriving, high-performing 
learning environments we wish they could be.  
 
 
Initial Response to the Tipping Point Theory 
I started talking to fellow educators about using Gladwell’s “tipping point” concepts as the 
basis of a turnaround strategy in California.  Could we really initiate social epidemics by 
motivating clusters of highly qualified teachers to transfer to struggling schools?  If that were 
possible and if we offered them the right kind of administrative, community, and collegial 
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support, couldn’t we jumpstart a process that would transform these schools into healthy 
and thriving higher performers?   
 
Excellence loves company. This notion seemed so optimistic as to border on being naive, 
but nearly three decades of my own teaching experience and study of education told me this 
theory might just be correct and, with adequate state support, one that could be 
implemented successfully. My own enthusiasm was obvious, but the initial response from 
colleagues and school reform experts was mixed.  Most were intrigued by the story from the 
focus group, but there were two major concerns. 
 
The first was money.  Where would we get the funds for things like program infrastructure, 
teacher recruitment, lower class size, on-site support staff, and additional team time during 
school?  These were valid questions, especially given the current economic climate, but it 
seemed that state policy makers or private foundations might fund a pilot to see if a short-
term investment in a promising reform strategy could produce significant and, potentially, 
lasting change.  If the pilot were successful in terms of staffing and student achievement, one 
could make the case that a larger initial investment in turning around low-performing 
schools was more cost effective in the long run than spending inadequate amounts year after 
year on poorly integrated reforms that yielded little results.  The success of the pilot and the 
effective management of this comprehensive program might convince policy makers to put 
more money in failing schools even in a tight economy.   
 
The second concern came from those worried about the staffing implications of my idea.  
“What about teachers at the low-performing schools who do not want to be part of your 
new teams?  What will you do with teachers who want to stay but who are not selected to be 
part of the new team?  What if you need a different kind of administrator?”  Some were 
more blunt on this point: “You’re talking about reconstitution.  That’s never worked and the 
teachers’ unions will never support it.” This, too, was a legitimate concern since several 
forms of reconstitution—making large staffing changes at a school—not only had failed to 
turn many failing schools around, but had led to long-lasting bitterness and resentment 
among those teachers (and parents) involved. Since my Tipping Point plan admittedly 
included an element of reconstitution, I would need to deal with these problems.   
 
I dived into the reconstitution literature and discovered two factors that help explain its 
failings.  First, reconstituting the staff was the sole reform strategy employed at many of the 
schools where it was tried, rather than one piece of a larger redesign and capacity-building 
strategy.  That went a long way toward explaining why reconstitution failed to transform 
failing schools into more successful ones.  The second factor shed light on the reasons for 
the deep and pervasive ill-will reconstitution caused in most cases I read about.  In 
reconstituted schools many, and sometimes all, of the existing staff were transferred 
involuntarily to other schools in the district.  District administrators defended such moves by 
pointing out that something drastic had to be done and that the collective bargaining 
agreement with teachers permitted such moves.  These administrators were probably right 
on both counts, but the fatal mistake they made was conveying a message, wittingly or not, 
that the teachers forced to leave were the reason for the school’s failure.  Therefore, rather 
than welcoming the new hand-picked staff to their school, parents and community members 
and the students themselves with loyalties to the teachers forced out were often resentful of 
their replacements.  This, combined with the sympathies felt by the replacements themselves 
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for their displaced colleagues, along with protests from the union, often created climates that 
were less than ideal for those who were now expected to turn around a failing school. 
 
This re-immersion in school reform literature also made me reflect on the problems of a 
rather scattershot approach to educational change.  For example, I found a consistent call 
for strong leadership, coherent and appropriate professional development programs, and 
smaller and more personal learning environments, especially within large high schools.  
Some argued for higher and clearer standards, more direct instruction, and a concentrated 
focus on curriculum essentials.  Others suggested that we pay teachers a lot more to attract 
the best and brightest and that we make it easier to get rid of the ones that aren’t effective.  
While proponents of these ideas offered evidence that their solution made a difference, I 
found little to demonstrate that any one of them, or even a combination of a few, led to 
sustained and widespread change.  From a tipping point perspective, perhaps this dismal 
yield was because implementing just a few of the improvements—no matter how sound any 
of them might be—was not enough to counteract the habits and myriad forces that resist 
change so effectively in these schools. I needed to define the set of interlinking, essential 
supports a failing school would need to turn itself around.   
 
Over the next several months, and with input from numerous teachers, administrators, 
union leaders, and school reform experts, I constructed a comprehensive school redesign 
plan based on a tipping point theory of change.  The plan would place teams of well-
prepared teachers in our lowest performing schools where they would find a broad range of 
supports including each other’s teaching strengths, time for planning and professional 
development, on-site technical assistance, class-size limits, and strong leadership.  The plan 
also included measures to avoid the pitfalls of reconstitution.  (For a fuller discussion of the 
reconstitution issue, see pp. 43-47.) 
 
In October, 2001, I shared this plan with Dennis Chaconas, then superintendent of Oakland 
Unified School District.  There were plenty of failing schools to pick from in Oakland, and 
the district was struggling to staff its classrooms with qualified teachers.  Mr. Chaconas liked 
my Tipping Point plan, but was unwilling to sell it to the district until we could secure 
enough money from outside sources to implement it.  After obtaining a commitment for 
$3,000,000 from an Oakland-based community foundation to conduct a pilot in three 
schools, Mr. Chaconas, some of his senior administrators, and I began taking steps toward 
implementation.  At a day-long retreat in January, 2002, we asked for input from a large 
group of teachers, administrators, union representatives, and local community members 
about how a Tipping Point pilot could be implemented in Oakland.  We responded to 
concerns and carefully documented their suggestions for conducting a successful pilot.  
There were some skeptics and a few with serious reservations, but the majority expressed 
overwhelming support for the plan.1   
 
 
Problems with the Initial Pilot Projects 
Unfortunately, we lost momentum during the ensuing months.  I worked and lived two 
hours away from Oakland and was unable to perform the daily tasks necessary to keep 
things moving, and we could not find a district employee with enough time to champion the 
pilot.  In the end, after months of collaboration, after getting buy-in from key stakeholders, 
even after getting $3,000,000 in foundation money to pay for the pilot, we had not done 
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enough to tip the district into conducting the pilot.  What I didn’t fully appreciate then was 
the nature and depth of the district’s problems.  The administration was already struggling to 
implement an ambitious small-schools reform agenda for its high schools.  Acrimony 
between the school board and the superintendent was building and there were signs of an 
impending budget crisis.  One year after the January, 2002, Tipping Point retreat, Dennis 
Chaconas was gone and the district was under the control of the state.   
 
I worried that my Tipping Point plan was flawed.  If it were as compelling as I thought, if it 
really could lead to dramatic change in our most struggling schools, then why wouldn’t it fly 
in a place like Oakland, where schools consistently rank among the lowest in the state?  On 
reflection, I realized the lessons from the Oakland pilot attempt were about the difficulties 
of getting school districts to change, about the tipping points that would need to be reached 
at the district level before embarking on the work of getting their individual failing schools to 
tip.  The fundamental concept of the Tipping Point plan was not the problem.  Finding a 
receptive environment to implement it was.  
 
While working in Oakland, I had had emailed and then spoken with Malcolm Gladwell and 
explained how I was hoping to utilize his ideas about momentum and social epidemics in a 
plan for improving California’s low-performing schools.  He captured fundamentals of this 
idea in the Afterword to the second edition of The Tipping Point.   After describing the 
problem I was attempting to solve, Gladwell offered this observation:  
 

 
On playing fields and battlegrounds, challenges that would be daunting and impossible if 
faced alone are suddenly possible when tackled in a close-knit group.  The people haven’t 
changed, but the way in which the task appears to them has.  Futernick thinks the same 
principle ought to hold true in the classroom, that teachers would be willing to take on a 
daunting assignment if they felt they were surrounded by other experienced, high quality 
teachers.  That’s a lesson from The Tipping Point that I never thought could have 
application in the inner city of Oakland.2 

 
By the time this edition of Gladwell’s book hit the streets, my Tipping Point plan was dead 
in Oakland, but I received an unexpected wave of interest from readers around the country 
eager to learn more about the project.  A number of educators from northern California 
wanted to know how they could get involved.  I explained what had happened in Oakland 
and told them that I was now working with another school district, Del Paso Elementary, a 
few miles north of Sacramento.  Here, in this smaller district closer to home, I had gotten 
the school board and teachers’ union to agree to a Tipping Point implementation plan for 
one of its five schools.  While I was working to raise money for the project, both the 
superintendent and the principal he had selected to lead the effort resigned, a sobering 
reminder that administrative turmoil was a fact of life in most of the districts I wanted to 
work with.   
 
At this point I needed help developing a better strategy for getting a Tipping Point pilot off 
the ground. In November, 2004, I convened a meeting in San Francisco with a group of 
education experts from whom I had received input on my initial plan.  I was especially eager 
to share the findings from the teacher retention survey which I had now completed and 
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which, to my pleasant surprise, reinforced the hypotheses I had formed after meeting with 
the initial twelve teachers in my focus group.  One of the participants at our strategy meeting 
was Linda Darling-Hammond, a leading authority on teacher quality and school reform 
issues, and education professor at Stanford.  She underscored her support for the underlying 
concepts of my plan and volunteered to have Stanford’s School Redesign Network assist 
with the project once we found places to test it.3  All of the participants offered to serve in 
an advisory capacity, and some expressed interest in providing the external support to our 
pilot schools (see Appendix E for a current list of advisors).  Our challenge now became 
clear: to obtain enough funding either from the state or private sources to conduct a pilot 
that would be a sustainable incubator for the turnaround, Tipping Point strategy.  
 
The foregoing has been an account of how I came to believe that Malcolm Gladwell’s 
Tipping Point theory of change could be applied to a turnaround strategy for California’s 
lowest performing schools.  It is also an account of the formidable challenges I have 
encountered in my quest to test the strategy in a live setting, despite the overwhelmingly 
positive response it has generated within the education community.  In the next section, I 
offer a brief analysis of the problems faced by many low-performing schools in California 
and a description of recent reforms undertaken by the state to solve these problems.  I then 
present a turnaround strategy based on Tipping Point principles.  
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CALIFORNIA SCHOOLS FACE SEVERE CHALLENGES 
 
Fourteen years ago, the writer Jonathan Kozol revealed in chilling detail the “savage 
inequalities” experienced by millions of poor children in America’s schools.  Describing the 
filth and disrepair in the inner-city schools he visited, he wrote, “I often wondered why we 
would let our children go to school in places where no politician, school board president, or 
business CEO would dream of working.”4 
 
Today in California the inequalities are particularly severe.  Students in the poorest and 
lowest-performing schools are subjected to insufficiently maintained, overcrowded facilities, 
outdated textbooks, and a shortage of materials.5  Not surprising, there are hundreds of poor 
and low-performing schools in California where few teachers would even think of working.  
In addition, a critical shortage of teachers throughout the state has forced many districts to 
hire people who do not meet the licensing requirements for teachers.  These 
“underprepared” teachers have not demonstrated subject matter competence, do not have 
formal training as teachers, and many do not have prior experience teaching children.  The 
problem is especially severe in schools with high concentrations of poor children because 
they have the greatest difficulty attracting and keeping well-qualified teachers.   
 
As reported recently by SRI International, approximately 9% of all teachers in California 
were underprepared in 2003-04.  In the state’s poorest schools—those in which 90% or 
more of the students qualify for free or reduced lunch—15% of the faculty lack teaching 
credentials.  Making matters worse, these high-poverty schools also employ 
disproportionately higher numbers of beginning teachers because the experienced ones 
gravitate to other schools where poverty is not such an intractable and dispiriting problem.  
While these figures are lower than they were four years ago, a new wave of teacher 
retirements is expected to cause an increase in underprepared faculty in the coming years.6   
 
Just thirty years ago, California’s K-12 public schools were among the best in the nation.  
They were well-funded in comparison to other states and there was no teacher shortage.  
Today, state funding for schools is well below the national average and many poor children 
in this, one of the wealthiest states in the country, are subjected to sub-standard classroom 
environments.  Most alarming, many of them lack the single most important contributor to 
educational success: a qualified teacher or, even better, a qualified teacher highly committed 
to that particular school and the students in it.  Therefore it should not be surprising that 
academic performance of public school students in California ranks among the lowest 
among all states.7   
 
Some argue that California’s schools will never earn the excellent reputation they once 
enjoyed until the state regains the will and capacity to fund these schools adequately.  Until 
then, the argument goes, they will have to get by with limited resources and hope for greater 
support in the future.   
 
There is no guarantee, however, that the arrival of new money for education will lead to the 
improvements we hope for—especially in high poverty, chronically-failing schools.  What 
these schools will need is a proven, comprehensive strategy that anticipates and counteracts 
the powerful factors that will resist these efforts for reform.  In the absence of such a 
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strategy, we run the risk of investing significant new money, once again, in large-scale, 
untested reforms with little to show for it.  Failed investments would serve only to bolster 
the claim made by some that money is not the solution to school failure, making it even 
harder to obtain money for promising alternatives.  
 
At a time when resources are scarce, the state would be well-advised to conduct pilot studies 
of promising turnaround strategies such as the Tipping Point plan outlined in this proposal.  
If successful, these pilots could yield critically important knowledge to guide large-scale 
redesign initiatives in the future.  What follows in the remainder of this proposal is a plan for 
such a pilot. Before describing the plan, I will look briefly at California’s recent school 
reform efforts and offer reasons why they have not succeeded in turning many of our poor-
performing schools around. 
 
 
Education Reform in California 
In recent years, California has adopted a number of initiatives to strengthen its public K-12 
schools.  In 1998, it reduced class size in grades K – 3 to 20 students.  Soon after, it adopted 
a rigorous set of content standards for grades K – 12.  To attract and retain fully-prepared 
teachers, it has offered financial incentives such as tax credits and forgivable loans to 
teachers who would agree to work in hard-to-staff schools, and performance bonuses to 
teachers whose students scored exceptionally well on achievement tests. The state has also 
invested millions of dollars in teacher recruitment campaigns as well as programs providing 
support and professional development for beginning teachers.   
 
In 1999, California passed the Public Schools Accountability Act (PSAA) to hold schools 
accountable for the academic performance of their students.  A key component of PSAA 
was the Immediate Intervention/Underperforming Schools Program (II/USP) that provided 
financial support to low-performing schools for changes leading to improved student 
achievement.  Schools failing to make adequate progress after three years would be subject 
to a variety of state sanctions, including state takeover and loss of control by local school 
boards. 
 
These reform efforts were reinforced by the federal No Child Left Behind Act passed in 
2001.  This legislation states that in 2005-06, schools receiving federal assistance will be 
prohibited from employing teachers not deemed “highly qualified” – and when their 
students do not demonstrate adequate academic growth their schools will be subject to 
federal sanctions that include reopening them as charter schools and turning school 
operations over to private companies. 
 
The results of these efforts have been mixed.  While the percentage of underprepared 
teachers has declined marginally, high-poverty public schools in California continue to 
employ disproportionately higher numbers of teachers who lack credentials and appropriate 
knowledge of the subjects they teach.8  And according to the state’s own evaluation of 
II/USP, the considerable financial investment in this program has yet to produce added 
value when achievement results of participating schools were compared with those from 
similar schools that did not participate in the program.9  At present, 144 of these II/USP 
schools representing over 100,000 students have done so poorly they are now subject to 
state takeover.  That said, the state has not revealed its intent to take control of them, nor 
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have experts suggested that doing so would be a good idea.  Without a plan, the future for 
these schools and their students’ education appears bleak. 
 
 
Why Change is so Difficult, and Even Harder to Sustain 
Failing systems tend not to operate very long in an intermediate state: they either get enough 
of what they need to thrive or they return to a state of failure.  Anyone who has had an 
illness treated with antibiotics knows one must take the full regimen in order to get well.  
Even though one is likely to feel better after a couple of days of treatment, doctors caution 
that the illness or infection will return if we do not take all of the medicine.  Here, a little 
help is equivalent to no help; in fact, with too little medicine we are probably worse off.  
Since some of the bacteria remain alive, the body figures out how to resist the therapeutic 
effects of the medicine, making it less capable of curing the disease the next time it is 
needed.   
 
And so it is with failing schools.  Unless they can be improved to a point of stability, most 
will eventually return to their prior state of dysfunction.  In fact, they may be worse off than 
before.  Just like the patient who builds up resistance to antibiotics when too little is taken, 
the school builds up its own resistance when too little is done to turn it around.  When 
people are asked to adopt new programs or new ways of teaching and the results fall short of 
expectations, many become cynical and uncooperative.  Not only have resources been 
wasted, but the school may be less able to respond effectively the next time a new plan is 
introduced, no matter how promising and potentially effective it might be.  And those in a 
position to support and fund future reform efforts may be less inclined to try anything similar 
to what was done before.   
 
The state’s approach to reforming the lowest-performing schools appears to have been 
guided by the conventional wisdom that educational change can only occur gradually, a view 
expressed in James Stigler’s popular book, The Teaching Gap. “Because teaching is a system 
that is deeply embedded in the surrounding culture of the schools,” he says, “any changes 
will come in small steps, not in dramatic leaps.”10  The belief implicitly expressed is: We do 
the best we can with existing resources and, even if we do not succeed in getting them to a 
level comparable to schools in wealthier districts, well at least we will have made some 
improvement.  Some help is better than no help. 
 
But if this theory about failing systems is valid and applicable here, if dysfunctional schools 
are bi-modal and prone to regress unless they reach a threshold of stability, then this 
gradualist approach to reform is misguided. The theory presented in this Tipping Point 
proposal, by contrast, suggests that whatever is done for these schools, it must be sufficient 
to ensure they reach a threshold where change can be sustained.  And it suggests that 
offering some help may be the equivalent of offering no help. In fact, more harm than good 
may be done if all that is provided to dysfunctional schools is the equivalent of two days’ 
worth of antibiotics.   
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Why “Outliers” Can’t Really be Imitated 
But what about the small number of schools in high-poverty areas that are able to attract 
competent and committed teachers; schools in which parents play an active role in the 
academic lives of their children, that offer a rich and engaging curriculum and achieve at 
exceptionally high levels despite the economic disadvantages of their students?  Though 
there is an impressive body of literature that describes how these so-called “outlier” schools 
operate, simply telling (or expecting) struggling schools to act like them does little good.  
The problem is that policy makers and educators do not know how to jump-start the process 
of turning failing schools into outliers.   
 
For instance, how does a low-performing, rundown school with few qualified teachers and 
little parent involvement suddenly get the strong, collaborative principal that is found in 
most outlier schools?  Even if such a school is lucky enough to attract such a person, how 
does she go about building a stable and committed teaching staff?  When accounting for the 
health and even the whereabouts of the school’s students is, by necessity, a higher priority 
than accounting for student learning, the school is operating in a crisis mode.  Further, if 
there are no substitutes to take the place of teachers who call in sick, when will she have time 
to meet with parents and persuade them to get involved with their own children’s education?  
When will she have time to evaluate and refine the school’s curriculum?  Where will she find 
the resources to create a clean and safe learning environment, or to purchase up-to-date 
books and materials?  How will she do all of these things while simultaneously meeting the 
day-to-day demands of a school that is operating in such a suboptimal mode?   
 
Unfortunately, many who try do not succeed, which is why even the most capable principals 
of these high-poverty schools leave (or want to) within a few years after arriving.  The 
problem these principals face is captured by Suzanne Pardington in the Contra Costa Times: 
 

With or without extra money to offer, the hardest thing for schools in poor, urban areas to 
overcome may be their reputations.  
 
At Pittsburg High School, where nearly half of the teachers last year were not fully 
credentialed, a history of labor disputes, a revolving door of principals, low test scores and a 
mistaken perception of tough discipline problems have made it hard to recruit qualified 
teachers, said Principal Steve Ahonen. 
 
‘Once we begin to show stability and when we begin to improve academically, I think people 
will be willing to come here,’ he said. ‘But it will take time to show stability and growth on 
our part.’11 

 
How does a principal like Mr. Ahonen create the stability and academic success, the kind of 
partnerships that can overcome the school’s reputation as a failure?  Will he have the 
stamina and patience to see it through?  Given what we know about thousands of schools 
just like his, chances are the school will have the same dismal prognosis—and Mr. Ahonen 
will be gone.   
 
The educational researcher, Paul Hill, explains the dilemma this poses for poor schools:  
“No wonder schools in poverty neighborhoods are turbulent and parents cannot develop 
relationships with teachers and principals.  The only principals who stay in such schools are 
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the heroes, who will fight for children whatever the odds, and the incompetent, who have no 
choice.”12   
 
Another factor that makes it difficult for low-income schools to successfully imitate outliers 
is the lack of transferability.  According to organizational psychologist Robert Evans’ reading 
of Roland Barth, an expert in educational administration, many leadership programs design 
their training on the following model:  
 

1. Find schools where pupils are achieving more than what might be predicted by 
their background. 

2. Observe principals in those schools and find out what they are doing. 
3. Identify these behaviors as “desirable traits.” 
4. Devise training programs to develop these traits in all principals. 
5. Enlist principals in these programs. 

 
This model, Barth suggests, is straightforward, compelling, logical—and surprisingly 
ineffective, in good part because conditions in one school are seldom similar to those in 
another.13 

 
Echoing Barth, educational theorist Michael Fullan offers further insight into the problem of 
transferability: 
 

…the products of other people’s reform efforts hide many of the subtleties of the reform in practice.  
[The] conditions that made it possible for an initiative to succeed in one location may not exist in 
another.  ‘Successful innovations,’ argue Healey and De Stafano, ‘fail to be replicated because the 
wrong thing is being replicated—the reform itself, instead of the conditions which spawned its 
success.’14 

 
There is much to be learned from outliers because they reveal important insights into the 
practices of high-achieving, high-poverty schools.  Outliers also serve as important 
reminders that these low-income schools are not destined to fail.  But if we hope to get 
hundreds of high-poverty schools to perform like outliers, we will need an integrated, multi-
tiered (in the case of the Tipping Point plan, 9-tiered) strategy that can not only jump-start 
the process, but also maximize the possibility of ongoing success.  
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Gladwell’s Theory of Change 
In The Tipping Point, Malcolm Gladwell reminds us that change does not always occur 
gradually; it sometimes happens suddenly and dramatically—the way a flu virus can sweep 
through a community in a matter of days.  Such a phenomenon is not confined to the worlds 
of biology and physics.  It can occur in much the same way in social settings, just as it did in 
the 1980’s when the suicide rate among teens skyrocketed in Micronesia.  Social epidemics, 
as Gladwell refers to them, can be positive, too.  Such was the case in New York City, which 
for decades experienced an exceedingly high crime rate before that rate suddenly plummeted 
in the mid-1990’s.   
 
The main point of Gladwell’s book is “to answer two simple questions that lie at the heart of 
what we would all like to accomplish as educators, parents, marketers, business people, and 
policy makers.  Why is it that some ideas or behaviors or products start epidemics and others 
don’t?  And what can we do to deliberately start and control positive epidemics of our 
own?”15  In other words, how do we trigger that “magic moment when an idea, trend or 
social behavior crosses a threshold, tips, and spreads like wildfire?” According to Gladwell:  
 

There is more than one way to tip an epidemic… Epidemics are a function of the people 
who transmit infectious agents, the infectious agent itself, and the environment in which the 
agent is operating.  And when an epidemic tips, when it is jolted out of equilibrium, it tips 
because something has happened, some change has occurred in one (or two or three) of those 
areas.16 

 
The school reform proposal presented in this paper is designed to spark small social 
epidemics that draw some of our best teachers and administrators to our most troubled 
schools.  It is based on the belief that when given the opportunity to work on a team with 
other qualified teachers who share the same vision, when placed in a carefully constructed, 
continually reinforced professional environment, teachers can actually jolt the school out of 
its disequilibrium or malaise and transform it into the high-achieving school where they 
themselves will want to continue to teach. 
 
 
Trying to Solve the Staffing Challenge 
In 1998, California instituted a program that capped class-size at 20 students in grades K-3.  
This created a significant demand for new teachers, but because the supply was not sufficient 
to meet this demand, many school districts were suddenly faced with a serious shortage of 
qualified teachers.  In 2000, 1 in 7 teachers in California taught without a credential; in high-
poverty schools, it was 1 in 4.   
 
To increase the supply of teachers, the state offered forgivable loans and fellowship grants to 
new teaching candidates who agreed to teach in high-poverty schools.  To keep veteran 
teachers from leaving the classroom, California offered other monetary incentive programs 
such as tax credits, signing bonuses, and monetary performance awards.  While some of 
these programs lost their funding soon after they were created, several observers questioned 
whether these efforts, even if they received ongoing financial support, were sufficient to 
ensure that all children would, once again, have access to qualified teachers.  In its analysis of 
state initiatives designed to solve the staffing problem, the Center for the Future of Teaching 
and Learning (CFTL) warned, “[a]lthough all these programs target a critical need, it remains 
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to be seen whether they, along with other investments, are focused and powerful enough to 
reverse the concentration of underqualified teachers in schools serving high numbers of 
poor and minority students.”17   
 
Unfortunately, the percentage of underprepared teachers working in California’s public 
schools has declined only marginally since 2000.  Nearly 15% of the teachers in high-poverty 
schools are still working without a credential, and many teachers who have a credential are 
assigned to courses for which they lack appropriate subject matter background.   
 
A recent study examining the effects of teachers’ signing bonuses in Massachusetts may 
provide insight into the disappointing results of California’s monetary incentives.  To lure 
people to the profession, school officials in Massachusetts offered $20,000 signing bonuses, 
but they soon discovered the bonus plan did not work as expected.  Researchers found that 
the bonus had not brought many new people to the field since most of the bonus recipients 
had planned to become teachers before they received the bonus.  In addition, the bonuses 
did not figure into the recipients’ decisions to continue teaching.  Unfortunately, many of 
them left within four years—before they had taught long enough to collect the entire bonus.   
 
The factor that did have the most impact makes intuitive sense. According to educator 
Edward Liu, “[W]orking conditions at the school site, which affected the new teachers’ 
ability to realize the intrinsic rewards they expected of teaching, played the biggest role in 
their decisions.”18  The stories told by the early “leavers” in Liu’s study reveal the kinds of 
working conditions that came into play: “whether they had assignments and teaching loads 
that were appropriate and manageable; whether they received adequate support and guidance from their 
principals and colleagues (italics mine); and whether they had the curriculum and resources they 
needed to do their work.”19 
 
 
Nonmonetary incentives 
A recent study of teacher retention and attrition in California, of which I was the principal 
investigator, corroborates these findings and my hypotheses about the real ‘draw’ of 
teaching.  Survey participants who said they plan to continue teaching cited the following as 
the 10 most important among 35 factors that were presented to them: 
 

1) The administration and teaching staff are given appropriate authority over 
curriculum, instruction strategies, school governance, and budgeting. 

2) I have close professional relationships with other members of the staff. 
3) The staff as a whole works effectively as a team and relationships generally are 

strong. 
4) I am able to make an important difference in the lives of my students. 
5) The principal is a supportive and effective educational leader. 
6) The salary and benefits package was adequate. 
7) I am assigned to classes that are appropriate given my credential and/or subject 

matter preparation. 
8) The district office provides reliable and appropriate administrative support. 
9) My credential program coursework prepared me to be successful in this school. 
10) There is positive morale among staff. 20 
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Findings from studies like these reveal the weaknesses of retention strategies that rely solely 
on monetary incentives.  They suggest that a more promising approach to retention would 
entail creating conditions that enable teachers to be successful and, to use a word we don’t 
often use in education, happy in their work.  Data from the teacher retention study also tell us 
something important about the nature of the working conditions that matter most to 
teachers.  Several of the reasons cited most frequently for staying where they are point to the 
strength of the relationships they have with colleagues.  In reading teachers’ narratives in response to 
the study’s open-ended questions about these factors, it becomes clear that being part of a 
team, having close personal and professional relationships with staff, and having a 
supportive principal are extremely important because they contribute so powerfully to the 
condition that matters most to them: being able to make a difference for their students.  
 
Many people who decide to become teachers don’t do it for the money; above all, they want 
to positively affect the lives of children and, in some small way, the society at large. This is 
what leads many beginning teachers to seek work in low-income schools where they believe 
they can make the biggest difference.  But large numbers of the teachers who begin their 
careers in these schools transfer away or quit altogether within a few years.  Not because 
they are paid too little or because the work is too hard, but because they lack the materials 
and support they need, they work in isolation, and their efforts do not appear to matter.  (It 
would be disingenuous, however, to imply that teachers do not care about monetary 
rewards.  The Tipping Point plan allows veteran teachers recruited from other school 
districts to maintain or see an increase in their salaries. In addition, the summer intensives, 
discussed on pages 42-44, allow all of the teachers to receive stipends for an additional 24 
days of work.)  
 
The lack of a vibrant community of fellow teachers can be the most dispiriting factor of all. 
If we want to attract well-prepared teachers to struggling schools and want to increase the 
potential that the school will retain them, we must devise a strategy to ensure these schools 
are rewarding places to work.  Places where teachers and principals, working collaboratively 
as teams, are able to succeed, and that means making a real and positive difference in the 
lives of their students.  
 
The Tipping Point plan that follows represents such a strategy. 
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FEATURES OF TIPPING POINT SCHOOLS 
 
In this section I will describe nine features of the Tipping Point plan that can help persuade 
teachers and administrators that they can make a sustainable and positive difference in our 
lowest-performing schools.  Many of these features will look familiar to those acquainted 
with the literature on school reform, but what’s unique about the Tipping Point plan is the 
requirement that all of them become part of a comprehensive redesign strategy for the 
school.  The nine features are: 
 

 Teams 
 Time 
 Physical Environment 
 Class Size Reduction 
 Autonomy and Shared Governance 
 Leadership 
 A Well-Rounded Curriculum 
 External Support 
 Parent/Community Involvement 

 
 
Teams 
 

[W]hen a team becomes more aligned, a commonality of direction emerges, and individuals’ energies 
harmonize.  There is less wasted energy.  In fact, a resonance or synergy develops, like the “coherent” 
light of a laser rather than the incoherent and scattered light of a light bulb.  There is commonality of 
purpose, a shared vision, and understanding of how to complement one another’s efforts.  Individuals do 
not sacrifice their personal interests to the larger team vision; rather, the shared vision becomes an 
extension of their personal visions.21 

 – Peter Senge, The Fifth Discipline 
 
The creation of highly competent, collaborative teams is central to the Tipping Point plan.  
Unfortunately, most schools in America operate on a model that discourages collaboration 
and makes schools isolating places to work.22  Teacher quality expert Linda Darling-
Hammond observes: 
 

Teachers and students have limited time together, teachers do no joint planning, and 
curricula and materials are designed by others.  When this approach is not effective, more 
special programs, and thus new slots in the bureaucratic matrix, are created.  In this 
assembly-line conception of teaching, relationships matter little.  Policy makers see little 
need for collegial consultation and planning, for close work with individual students and 
parents, or for substantial professional development.  Thus teachers have little time for these 
activities.23 

 
Teaching in low-performing schools can be an especially lonely experience.  Parents seldom 
volunteer their time in the classroom.  Each teacher is segregated in his or her own 
classroom for the bulk of the school day.  The daily challenges that accompany teaching 
students who live in poverty—e.g., serving as a “surrogate” parent, providing snacks to 
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those who are hungry, keeping students safe from violence while at school, making sure they 
have a safe place to go to after school—further limit the time teachers have to plan, evaluate, 
and problem-solve together.  And it is virtually impossible to build strong professional 
relationships with low morale and high teacher and administrator turnover.  Even harder 
when a significant percentage of the staff is underqualified and therefore unable to offer 
much assistance to their colleagues. 
 
Michael Fullan pinpoints the consequences of isolation and how they severely restrict the 
potential of a school to grow:  
 

Isolation is a problem because it imposes a ceiling effect on inquiry and learning.  Solutions 
are limited to the experiences of the individual.  For complex change you need many people 
working insightfully and committing themselves to concentrated action together.24 

 
The findings from the teacher retention study cited earlier point to another serious 
consequence of school environments in which a sense of team is absent: it drives teachers 
away from the profession.25  An eleven-year veteran teacher who recently left his high school 
described the “silo” mindset this way:  
 

A mentality of getting the most for your own department prevented the school from working as a 
team. The English department wanted smaller learning communities and that was their mission. 
The World Language Department wanted a language lab. The PE department wanted to reduce its 
class size. Math was struggling to raise student achievement in Algebra. What each department 
wanted conflicted with another department. We all had our own buildings for our departments and 
we stayed in them.  Never did we eat lunch in each other's building unless it was a staff luncheon. 
Thus, each department went ahead with its own agendas, never checking with another department to 
join forces. 

 
Elsewhere in the world, schools are not so isolating.  In Japan, Italy, and Australia, for 
instance, teachers spend only about 15 to 20 hours of each workweek in direct contact with 
their students—considerably less than the time teachers spend here with students.  With 
extra time away from their classrooms, teachers engage in a variety of professional activities: 
They observe other teachers, discuss instructional strategies, plan and conduct research, 
participate in shared school governance, and work with parents.26  This is accomplished by 
having more teachers at the school and restructuring their schedules to provide the time 
necessary to engage in these activities.  But even with additional teachers, the overall costs to 
operate schools in these countries do not exceed ours because they rely much less on non-
teaching support staff. 
 
There is evidence that when schools in America create collaborative environments they, too, 
benefit.  In fact, this collaboration is a common characteristic of the outlier schools 
described in the University of Texas-sponsored report, “Hope For Urban Education: A 
Study of Nine High-Performing, High-Poverty, Urban Elementary Schools”: 
 

[A]ll educators shared a sense of responsibility for school improvement and the attainment 
of the school’s goals…Principals at these schools emphasized the importance of each 
individual’s contribution to the work of the school. Principals modeled their commitment to 
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collective responsibility by including the input of various staff members in decisions. Often 
teachers were given the responsibility of making important decisions. In other cases, 
principals made key decisions but they gave teachers and other staff substantial 
opportunities to contribute their thoughts and ideas…, [E]ducators talked about 
themselves as part of a “family” of adults responsible for the well-being of “their” 
children.27 

 
Elsewhere in the report, researchers attempt to explain “exemplary status” results achieved 
at Baskin Elementary School in San Antonio, Texas:  
 

The deepening levels of mutual support, respect, and trust that developed among the school 
members have led to conversations that have played and continue to play a critical role in 
the transformation of the school. Initially, discussions among school members centered 
around grade-level issues and concerns, but as teachers came to view themselves as part of 
the same endeavor, the conversations broadened to include school-wide organizational 
teaching practices and their impact on student learning and performance. The principal 
said, “Eventually it became necessary to create a second opportunity where teachers could 
discuss and problem-solve instructional issues across grade levels. We created networking 
sessions held after school on a regular basis.” It was during the networking sessions that 
teachers began to engage in reflective dialogue on a consistent basis.28 

 
The instrumental value of collaboration is indisputable, but the intrinsic value of teams should 
not be underestimated.  Most people like working with others, not just because the 
interaction enables them to be more successful and knowledgeable, but because the 
interactions and the sense of human connection are fulfilling in their own right.  In The Fifth 
Discipline, a book about systems, Peter Senge observes: 
 

When you ask people about what it is like being part of a great team, what is most 
striking is the meaningfulness of the experience.  People talk about being part of something 
larger than themselves, of being connected, of being generative.  It becomes quite clear that, 
for many, their experiences as part of truly great teams stand out as singular periods of life 
lived to the fullest.  Some spend the rest of their lives looking for ways to recapture that 
spirit.29 

 
A similar view is expressed by the authors of The War for Talent, a McKinsey & Company-
researched book about recruiting, developing, and retaining talent within companies.  
 

[T]he very nature of managing means being plunked into the messy, marvelous path of 
human traffic.  For so many people the most enjoyable part of work is the other people they 
work with.  Colleagues can vex and peeve and disappoint us, but mostly, if we’re lucky, 
they engage and stretch and inspire us.  Each person at work has the opportunity to learn 
upward, downward, and laterally, and that is often the real reason we enter our offices each 
day.30 

 
The success of the Tipping Point plan depends heavily on the ability to tap into the desire 
many people have to achieve something significant as part of a great team.  The 
administrators and teachers who become the school’s Tipping Point team must have the 
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desire and the capacity to work effectively in highly collaborative settings.  It cannot be 
overstated: the rewards are rich for the teachers, and the students are the true beneficiaries.  
 
 
Time  
 

The managers of many organizations seem to regard time to talk and get together as an 
unaffordable luxury, but we believe that this apparent luxury is in fact a necessity, an essential 
social capital investment.  Building relationships takes time.  We are not talking about large 
chunks of free time or even about time away from work—trust relationships develop in the 
course of working together—but relationships and networks need some time, some breathing 
space to grow. 31 

– Don Cohen and Laurence Prusak, In Good Company 
 
It is not enough simply to assign people to teams.  If they do not have ample time to work 
with one another and have a sense of shared mission, they will be mere collections of 
individuals—not true teams.  The Tipping Point model provides a significant amount of 
time for the team to work together before they begin their work at the target school.  The 
process for selecting a Tipping Point team is described later in step 7 of the implementation 
plan (p. 38), but once formed, it will have several weeks of concentrated time during the 
summer “intensives” (described in step 8 of the implementation plan, pp. 39-40) to study 
and plan for the challenge that awaits them.  The team will meet with parents and learn 
about the surrounding community.  They will establish a common mission and adopt a set of 
educational goals for their students.  They will construct and embark on a professional 
development program to strengthen the specific instructional skills they will need at the 
target school.  And they will develop a strategy to ensure there will be sufficient time for 
team activities after they begin their work.  Through this process, they will learn to 
communicate, compromise, and trust one another. 
 
As mentioned earlier, many teachers elsewhere in the world have considerably more time for 
professional collaboration than do teachers in the United States.  With lower teacher-to-
student ratios, they have opportunities to meet and plan while their students continue to 
receive instruction from other qualified instructors.  To achieve similar opportunities, the 
Tipping Point plan calls for a teacher-to-student staffing ratio that exceeds, by 10%, the 
normal district ratio.  For instance, a school that would normally be staffed with 30 teachers 
would be staffed with an additional 3 teachers.  
 
During the summer “intensives,” the team will have an opportunity to examine staffing and 
time management practices and to decide how best to ensure the team’s having adequate 
time for collaboration once their work begins at the school.32  Some of these practices are 
discussed in Peter Senge's Schools That Learn, a book sure to be a valuable resource to the 
teams: 
 

 Scheduling time and space for teachers to meet and talk 
 Interdependent teaching structures 
 Physical proximity 
 Communication structures 
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 Teacher empowerment and school autonomy 
 Rotating roles33 

 
The team will also be encouraged to consider how they will enable new teachers and staff to 
become fully functioning members of the team once school is in session.  As Cohen and 
Prusak note, “Some of the most important time investment is made during the first hours, 
days, and weeks that new employees spend in organizations—an investment that companies 
where new staff must ‘hit the ground running’ refuse to make.”34 
 
In schools, new teachers are usually hired at the moment they are needed in the classroom. 
Either a teacher unexpectedly leaves or enrollment at the beginning of the year is higher than 
expected.  While these circumstances cannot be avoided, the Tipping Point teams will be 
encouraged to develop a plan to ensure that new members of the team will become fully 
functioning members of the team.   
 
 
Physical Environment 
 

Worrying about graffiti at a time when the entire [subway] system was close to collapse seems as 
pointless as scrubbing the deck of the Titanic as it headed toward the icebergs.  But [David] Gunn 
insisted.  “The graffiti was symbolic of the collapse of the system,” he says.  “When you looked at 
the process of rebuilding the organization and morale, you had to win the battle against graffiti.  
Without winning that battle, all the management reforms and physical changes just weren’t going to 
happen.35 

– Malcolm Gladwell, The Tipping Point 
 
When David Gunn, director of the subway system in New York, insisted on cleaning up the 
graffiti, critics thought he was crazy.  But Malcolm Gladwell cites his decision and the results 
it achieved as the “power of context,” which holds that people are so sensitive to their 
immediate environment that when surroundings change in just the right way, it can tip an 
epidemic.  This, Gladwell believes, is exactly what led to the sudden drop in crime in New 
York City.  It is true, he says, that other factors such as an improving economy and declining 
drug use played an important role, but none fully accounts for the suddenness of the change.  
What caused the crime rate to drop so precipitously, Gladwell posits, was something quite 
small: eliminating the graffiti in the subways.  But how could something seemingly so 
insignificant lead to such dramatic change?  According to Gladwell, it is the Broken 
Windows phenomenon:   
 

Broken Windows was the brainchild of the criminologists James Q. Wilson and George 
Kelling.  Wilson and Kelling argued that crime is the inevitable result of disorder.  If a 
window is broken and left unrepaired, people walking by will conclude that no one cares 
and no one is in charge.  Soon more windows will be broken, and the sense of anarchy will 
spread from the building to the street on which it faces, sending a signal that anything 
goes.36 

 
When one applies this to the education system, it seems quite plausible that if one were to 
walk into a school and see broken windows, graffiti, leaky roofs, dirty classrooms and 
bathrooms in disrepair, one would conclude that no one cares, that no one is in charge and 
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anything goes.  If students (or, by referral, their parents) draw these conclusions, how can 
they be expected to take their education seriously, much less succeed academically?  If 
teachers draw these conclusions, how can they be expected to stay at these schools, much 
less succeed in teaching their students?  The dilemma for students is that they are forced to 
stay in these inferior schools while their teachers are free to leave—which, we know, many 
do shortly after they arrive.  
 
Just how bad is the physical environment in California’s schools?  In a class action lawsuit 
brought against the State of California (Williams v. California), the American Civil Liberties 
Union (ACLU) alleged that many schools with students of color suffer from “degraded, 
unhealthful facilities and conditions” that include: 
 

 Extremely hot or cold classrooms, with broken or nonexistent air conditioning or 
heating systems 

 Toilets that don't flush; toilets that are filthy with urine, excrement, or blood; toilets 
that are locked 

 Lack of working water fountains 
 Unrepaired, hazardous facilities, including broken windows, walls, and ceilings 
 Vermin infestations 
 Leaky roofs and mold 

 
In August, 2004, the State of California and the ACLU reached a settlement in the Williams 
case.  This settlement led to legislation which allocated close to one billion dollars to correct 
these conditions. 37 
 
Because of the importance of environmental conditions, the Tipping Point teams will be 
encouraged to identify every available resource early in the planning year to resolve the 
health and safety problems at their target school.  School officials must also ensure that 
Tipping Point schools have sufficient facilities to accommodate new classes of students 
generated by class-size reductions.  Working together with volunteers from the community, 
with parents and with students, these teams should develop a plan to create an environment 
that is not just safe and clean and properly maintained, but also celebrates learning, creativity, 
and a sense of community.  Imagine what message would be sent to students, parents and 
staff if these newly designed schools were tastefully painted, if artwork representing the local 
culture hung from the walls, and if the school did not repel or intimidate but, instead, invited 
people in.  Imagine what could be accomplished if the place where children came to learn 
instilled pride and ownership among the entire community.   
 
There is, of course, nothing novel about this particular feature of the turnaround strategy.  
Indeed, many who have worked in low-performing schools have succeeded in creating 
remarkably attractive, student-friendly workplaces, but with little to show in terms of 
improved student learning.  This serves to underscore a central thesis of this proposal: doing 
what is necessary to effect dramatic and lasting change (in this case, improving the physical 
environment in coordination with all the other elements of the turnaround strategy) is not 
the same thing as doing what is simply palliative or sufficient.   
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Class-size reduction 
 

Smaller class sizes allow much more one-on-one time with children—more time to 
meet their individual needs.  It's a total management issue. It's not nearly as 
stressful having a smaller class size, especially in preparation, in delivery, in 
planning, in talking and meeting with parents. When you have fewer students, 
you have more time to do all those things.38 

 
–Elementary teacher in a high-poverty school in Los 
Banos, California 

 
In 1996, California adopted an expensive class size reduction program (CSR) in grades K – 
3, limiting the number of students per classroom to 20.  The program was implemented 
statewide in 1998.  Despite state budgetary constraints in recent years, policy makers 
continue to support this highly popular and costly reform. 
 
And they should. Teachers and parents overwhelmingly support smaller classes because they 
are more manageable and allow for more individual attention.  The research on class size 
reduction, most notably the large-scale, longitudinal evaluation of Tennessee’s STAR project, 
has shown a positive link between reduced class size and increased student achievement, 
especially in high-poverty settings.39  Class size also plays an important role in retaining 
teachers: 50% of the “stayers” who participated in the recent study of teacher retention in 
California said this was an important factor in their decision to remain in the profession (see 
Appendix A).  There are, however, some educators and policy makers who question the 
wisdom of further CSR investments in California because research findings correlating its 
implementation with increased student achievement have been inconclusive.   
 
This Tipping Point proposal calls for class size reductions in all grades in which the 
turnaround strategy is implemented.  But given the substantial costs of class size reduction in 
Tipping Point schools, as well as concerns that certain individuals may rightfully have 
surrounding CSR’s efficacy in California, it is worth taking note of the findings and 
recommendations from the research on CSR in California.  It is equally important to 
counteract the concerns that have been raised by researchers and show how each potential 
pitfall of CSR can be avoided in the Tipping Point strategy.  
 
One of the reasons it has been difficult to determine CSR’s effect on student achievement is 
the lack of statewide achievement data prior to its adoption in 1996.40  There were also three 
problems with implementation that further complicated the analysis, according to a 
consortium of research organizations that published a report, in 2002, of the effects of CSR 
in California.41 First, CSR was implemented very rapidly, preventing many schools from 
finding adequate facilities in which to house additional classes.  Second, teachers were not 
given an opportunity to adopt instructional strategies designed to take advantage of small 
class sizes.  Third and most serious, the sudden increase in demand for new teachers led to 
increased reliance on underqualified teachers, particularly in schools with high 
concentrations of poor children.   
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Authors of a report on CSR in California, by the Public Policy Institute of California offered 
the following major recommendations on how to improve the effectiveness of CSR.  Below 
each point, I will show how each recommendation dovetails with the Tipping Point strategy: 
 

Recommendation 1.  Improve the effectiveness of the current CSR program by 
integrating and aligning it with other reforms.   
 

Dovetail with the Tipping Point Strategy:  CSR is but one component of a 
comprehensive, systemic set of reforms designed to produce significant and lasting 
improvements in California’s low-performing schools.   

 
Recommendation 2.  Further test CSR’s potential to improve the achievement of low 
income/minority students by providing additional resources to create and evaluate pilots 
with even smaller class sizes in selected schools.  
 

Dovetail with the Tipping Point strategy:  While the Tipping Point strategy does not 
call for class sizes smaller than 20, it is designed specifically to effect change in 
California’s lowest performing schools whose students are predominantly from 
minority and low-income families.  In addition, the proposed pilot would provide an 
opportunity to evaluate CSR in grades 4 – 12.   

 
Recommendation 3.  Further explore why and how CSR works by identifying best 
instructional practices in small classes. 
 

Dovetail with the Tipping Point strategy:  On-site, external support teams will 
coordinate professional development activities at Tipping Point schools.  These 
activities will provide an opportunity for teachers to learn about instructional 
practices that take advantage of smaller class sizes. 

 
Recommendation 4. Before undertaking any statewide effort to expand CSR to additional 
grades, policymakers should ensure the state has sufficient facilities and qualified teachers.42 
 

Dovetail with the Tipping Point strategy:  A central component of the Tipping Point 
strategy is the formation of effective, collaborative, highly qualified teams of teachers.  As 
discussed in the section on Physical Environment (pp. 21 - 22), Tipping Point schools must 
have adequate facilities, and they must be clean, safe, and conducive to learning.   
 
CSR, as a component of the Tipping Point strategy, is justified based on the body of 
research demonstrating its potential to improve student learning, especially in California’s 
lowest performing schools whose students are predominantly from minority and low-income 
families.  In addition, the strategy is not only consistent with all of the recommendations of 
the CSR research consortium cited above, but it actually exceeds them, especially in the area 
of teacher qualifications. 
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The table below shows the student-to-teacher ratios and funding sources that the Tipping 
Point proposal calls for at various grade levels.  
 

Grades Maximum student-to-teacher ratio Funding source 
K – 3 20:1 Existing state CSR funds 
4 – 8 25:1 Quality Education Investment 

Act (QEIA)* 
9 – 12 25:1 Quality Education Investment 

Act (QEIA)* 
 
In 2006, Governor Schwarzenegger signed Senate Bill 1133 which provides long-term 
funding for the state’s lowest performing schools. QEIA-funded schools will receive the 
following amounts per pupil for 7 years: 
 

• $500 per pupil for students in grades K-3 
• $900 per pupil for students in grades 4-6 
• $1,000 per pupil for students in grades 9-12 

 
QEIA schools must ensure that class sizes conform to the student-to-teacher ratios listed in 
the table above.  
 
 
Autonomy and Shared Governance 
 

People pursue excellence and strive for improvement because they believe in what they are 
doing.43 
 

– Robert Evans, The Human Side of School Change 
 
Much has been written about the merits of site-based management and shared decision-
making in education. Many experts correctly believe that democratically run schools are 
positively associated with higher job satisfaction, stronger professional commitment, better 
teacher retention rates, increased parent involvement, and increased academic achievement.  
In her analysis of restructured schools, Linda Darling-Hammond found that the successful 
ones consistently provided opportunities for ownership and invention:   
 

The greater control over their work that staff gain from their participation in decision making is 
a powerful incentive to remain in the school and in the profession as well as to continue the work 
of change.  The psychology of positive action—of doing rather than being done unto—is 
important for developing self-efficacy and for motivating purposeful effort.44  

 
Democratically run schools are often more successful not just because parents and teachers 
acquire a sense of ownership and commitment; they are also more successful because critical 
decisions about the mission of the school, the way it is organized, what is taught and how, 
are better informed.  And teachers in these schools are far less likely to leave teaching.45   
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But just because the autonomy gained through site-based management is positively 
correlated with educational success, this does not mean autonomy is easily achieved—
especially among people who are not used to having it.  Robert Evans observes:  
 

Participation and collegiality may ultimately improve a school’s effectiveness, but they are 
very difficult to achieve.  They ask of people a remarkable sophistication and commitment, 
a fundamental shift in roles and perspective that is hard for any workforce to develop, 
especially if it must maintain its traditional functions and master other innovations at the 
same time.46 

 
Evans believes that the most serious challenges to autonomy come in two forms: resistance 
and complexity.  Resistance is evident among teachers who prefer the status quo and see no 
reason for change—particularly from those who doubt that their ideas for improvement will 
be taken seriously.  Resistance also comes from teachers who are unwilling to give up the 
little free time they have for additional meetings.  And because the governance process can 
be complex, teachers often struggle because most have little training and experience with 
such matters.  Then poor decisions get made and participants begin questioning their 
collective ability to make sound decisions.   
 
Michael Fullan, a strong advocate of site-based management, also warns of the perils of 
“hyper-collaboration.”  Simply giving people the power to make decisions and the 
opportunity to collaborate does not necessarily lead to improvement.  He argues that 
misguided collaboration can lead to a culture of “groupthink” in which participants do not 
dissent and they conform to a single norm.  And it can lead to “balkanization” when factions 
form and begin working against one another, or when the entire school cuts itself off from 
the outside.   
 
We know that it is important for all members of a team to participate in an effective 
collaborative environment, but we also know that it is unrealistic, even counter-productive, 
to involve teachers in every administrative decision that is made at a school.  
 
With these challenges and pitfalls in mind, how then do the Tipping Point teams take 
advantage of the benefits associated with increased autonomy from the school district?  
Clearly, they begin by avoiding the assumption that merely giving teams the authority to 
make decisions will lead to positive outcomes. Instead, they continue by learning from the 
experiences of those who have attempted to conduct schools democratically.47  To be 
successful, the teams may want to follow these steps: 
 
Before the teams are formed, obtain clear and specific guidelines from the superintendent’s 
office (and, if appropriate, the Board of Trustees) regarding the level of autonomy that will 
be given to the school.  For example, to what extent will the team be allowed to set the 
school’s educational mission, educational goals, curriculum, instructional approach, and 
methodologies for evaluating student and teacher performance?  What funds will be 
available to the school?  What discretion will the team have in allocation of these funds? 
Recruit administrators and teachers who thrive in a dynamic, changing environment.  Not 
everybody falls into this category.  Despite the way people want to see themselves, many 
really are more comfortable working in settings that are somewhat static and predictable.   
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During the planning period, teams should develop an arrangement that ensures democratic 
participation but does not interfere excessively with instructional activities.  These 
arrangements should enable the team to make decisions and move forward with plans even 
when a consensus among team members cannot be achieved. 
As discussed earlier, the school must be structured so that teams have sufficient time away 
from the classroom in order to participate in a variety of activities including school 
governance.   
 
 
Leadership 
 

The Law of the Few says that there are exceptional people out there who are capable of 
starting epidemics.  All you have to do is find them.  48 
 

– Malcolm Gladwell, The Tipping Point 
 
One thing common to almost every successful urban school is a strong and competent 
principal.  Unfortunately, the conditions principals face in these schools are often so 
demanding and stressful that many—even the successful ones—do not stay long.  What are 
the qualities that effective administrators bring to these schools and what, specifically, are the 
qualities needed to lead the Tipping Point teams?  How do we create an environment that 
enables principals to be inspiring and effective leaders and entices them to stay?  Much of 
the current literature on school leadership paints an image of an effective school 
administrator that contrasts sharply with ideals popular in the past.   
 

Our traditional views of leaders—as special people who set the direction, make key 
decisions, and energize the troops—are deeply rooted in an individualistic and nonsystemic 
world view.  Especially in the West, leaders are heroes—great men (and occasionally 
women) who ‘rise to the fore’ in times of crises…At its heart, the traditional view of 
leadership is based on assumptions of people’s powerlessness, their lack of personal vision 
and inability to master the forces of change, deficits which can be remedied only by a few 
good leaders.49 

 
The fact that so many urban schools have such a difficult time attracting good principals is 
surely due to the perception, even if it is not the reality, that they must perform heroically.  
But not only are principals-as-heroes hard to come by, they are not as effective as we might 
think.  This is because they leave untapped the wealth of skill, expertise, and leadership 
potential of many teachers and parents.  An overly dominant, take-charge administrator who 
lacks confidence in others’ ability to make important decisions usually makes matters worse 
by alienating staff and lowering morale.  Without an opportunity to lead or to take an active 
role in the governance of the school, many teachers become passive and simply do what they 
are told.  Others, of course, resist and refuse to cooperate.   
 
“By contrast,” Fullan says, “the new leader’s work for the future is building learning 
organizations.”50  An effective administrator develops capacity for success within the school 
and the community, not just through his or her intrinsic skills and talents.  He or she must 
have genuine confidence that teachers, staff and parents are capable of constructing a 
coherent vision for the school, managing change, and serving as competent leaders 
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themselves.  Many principals who are successful in today’s schools are engaged in the 
following types of activities, precisely the kinds in which a Tipping Point team leader should 
be engaged:  
 

 They help establish and preserve a school mission that is learning-centered and child-
focused.   

 They have a vision but are willing to have it shaped by teachers, parents, and other 
stakeholders. They work to ensure that every policy, practice, and decision is guided 
by the mission of “what we, together, can do for children.” 

 They build a team by developing trust and loyalty, and by maintaining an 
environment that encourages dialogue and cooperation.   

 They know how to manage conflict and how to avoid the common pitfalls of 
collaboration.  Unlike many principals who failed in reconstituted schools, they 
understand that the needs of students and those of teachers are not mutually 
exclusive—that one cannot support students without also providing support for 
teachers.  

 They recruit teachers with potential for effective leadership and cultivate leadership 
skills among existing staff.  

 They provide opportunities, time, and support for those who want to lead.  Such a 
principal might, for example, call upon a group of teachers to construct and 
coordinate the professional development plan for the school.  A group of teachers 
and parents might be called upon to review the school’s evaluation practices and 
recommend changes that would make them more useful.  

 They encourage experimentation and risk-taking in order to establish the school as 
an organization that learns.  In such an environment they expect mistakes to be 
made but insist on “failing forward.”51 

 They engage constantly with others in inquiry, data gathering, and evaluation of 
performance against the school’s mission and appropriate standards and 
benchmarks. 

 They seek to understand the systemic complexities of the school and its relationship 
to other entities (e.g., the district, the union, parent and community groups, and the 
state).   

 They facilitate a process of shared governance.  They strive to achieve consensus but 
insist on moving forward even when a consensus cannot be reached. 

 They understand and have experience dealing with the kind of challenges presented 
at the target school. 

 
This is a tall order and arguably describes the better meaning of “heroic.”  But there is one 
additional skill that will be especially important to this person, something that Gladwell 
discovered people have when they start social epidemics.  She must be an effective 
salesperson.  She must be capable of selling the Tipping Point team concept and, just as 
important, herself, to prospective teachers.  After all, this is a significant commitment—even 
a leap of faith—that she will ask these teachers to make.  Many of the teachers will have job 
security and be successful and satisfied in their current assignment.  Joining a Tipping Point 
team would require some to drive considerable distances to unfamiliar and unsafe 
neighborhoods, to work in a school where few have wanted to teach before, and teach 
children who may be far less prepared to learn than those they are accustomed to.  The 
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concept of the Tipping Point team is a compelling one, but given the tough, challenging 
environment of the high-poverty schools that will be targeted, no one should underestimate 
the recruitment challenge faced by the people who will be asked to sell the program.   
 
In Why Teams Don’t Work, Harvey Robbins and Michael Finley say one of the myths of 
leadership is that it ensures success.  “Strong leadership is useless if the people following the 
leader are incompetent or uninterested in the team task.  A fundamentally bad team cannot 
be ‘led’—except perhaps to a place of execution.”52  Even if a principal selected to lead a 
Tipping Point team possesses all of the other characteristics necessary to make the school a 
success, it simply won’t matter if she, or perhaps someone else working with her, cannot sell 
the idea at the outset to the pool of competent prospects.  
 
This is key, for unless competent teachers are willing to go to and stay at these low-
performing schools and create an aggregation of excellence and collegial support, no amount 
of leadership will be sufficient for turning these schools around.  If effective teachers do 
choose to create vital and supportive clusters, then this positive educational epidemic stands 
a chance of tipping low-performing, high-poverty schools toward sustainable success. 
Excellent leaders are necessary. So are excellent followers. 
 
 
A Well-Rounded Curriculum 
 

Many teachers’ instinctive discomfort with rationalized curriculum schemes is supported by recent 
research on learning.  This research has found that students taught to memorize bite-sized pieces of 
information and to apply simple algorithms are able to parrot back information on exercises that 
resemble the style in which the information was delivered, but these students have little capacity to use 
the information in novel circumstances or to connect ideas across lessons, subjects, or domains of 
thought.  That is, they have not truly understood.53 

– Linda Darling-Hammond, The Right to Learn 
 
As pressure mounts on schools to produce higher test scores, many have begun to narrow 
the curriculum: to eliminate or reduce time spent on tasks that do not appear to have an 
immediate impact on achievement scores.  It is not just art and music that have been cut.  
Many elementary teachers have virtually abandoned mainstream subjects like science and 
social studies, although some teachers willing to take the risk admit that they “sneak” these 
other subjects in from time to time. 
 
Those who defend the heavy emphasis on “basics”(i.e., reading, writing, and computation) 
argue that if students do not know how to read, they cannot possibly learn about science and 
social studies.  Those who are far behind academically, the argument goes, cannot afford to 
take time for non-essential subjects.  How can they be expected to gain an understanding of 
the world or to think critically if they cannot read, write, and compute?   
 
However, one could argue that unless these students have an opportunity to experience a 
rich, varied and stimulating curriculum, there is little chance any of them will really get the 
“basics.”  Nor will they learn much about art, music, science or social studies—some of the 
most fundamental and meaningful aspects of life.  The fact is that no matter how much time 
is spent teaching a subject or how much pressure is exerted on students to score well on 
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tests, in the absence of a stimulating, well-rounded curriculum, little learning of any kind will 
take place. Most students will become disengaged, only confounding the problem of poor 
academic achievement.  And when will students learn about social studies and science?  Can 
we assume these students will somehow pick up all the richness that was set aside sometime 
later in their education?  Students in low-performing schools do not need more exposure to 
highly-scripted, teacher-proof reading programs; they need well-prepared teachers who know 
how to teach reading and who will present a balanced and stimulating curriculum—the same 
things most students in wealthier schools get.  
 
Ironically, the prospect of teaching disinterested students, the inability to offer a well-
rounded curriculum, and the pressure to raise achievement scores only make it more difficult 
for these schools to attract and retain qualified teachers.  Teachers who take their craft 
seriously and have devoted considerable time to strengthening their pedagogical skills, who 
have learned to construct meaningful learning activities that lead to a genuine understanding 
and appreciation of subject matter are not drawn to schools in which their expertise is largely 
irrelevant.54   
 
If, however, we offer teachers the opportunity to construct and teach a rich and varied 
curriculum in a low-income school, there is good reason to believe many more will be drawn 
to these schools, especially if we give teachers the time, resources, and a supportive team 
environment in which to work.  This is evident in many successful high-poverty schools 
where considerable attention is paid to subjects not typically deemed basic.   
 

Teachers at KIPP [in New York] are in school during the week from 7:30 a.m. to 5:00 
p.m., four hours on Saturday, and for two months during the summer.  Yet KIPP has no 
difficulty attracting good teachers. As Mike Wallace reported in a recent episode of 60 
Minutes, many teachers leave their posts in other public schools and come to KIPP precisely 
because they want to be a part of a school that works—no matter what the demands are. 
“We put in 60, 70, 80-hour weeks here,” says Josh Zoia, a science teacher at KIPP in 
New York. “I was doing that in my old school and it wasn’t working. I was driving myself 
crazy. Here you put those hours in and look what happens.”55 

 
At another “outlier” school, George Washington Elementary in Chicago, music and the arts 
are popular categories of discretionary spending.  The school’s principal, Craig Ergang, 
maintains that any successful school must invest in the arts.  “ ‘Art is the key to success for 
so many students.  For low-income children it exposes them to so much they would never 
get elsewhere.’ Ergang even pays his music teacher extra to assemble the band in the 
morning before school starts.”56  Researchers who studied what 21 outlier schools have in 
common report that, “[a]t KIPP in New York, Rozelle in Memphis, and GAMP in 
Philadelphia—all high-achieving, low-income schools—the arts comprise the largest 
component of the school’s spending on instruction.”57 
 
Contrary to the belief that subjects like art and music are unnecessary and costly frills, the 
evidence from outlier schools demonstrates that an engaging, well-rounded curriculum may 
be a necessary condition for attracting good teachers and achieving academic excellence.  
When Tipping Point principals begin recruiting teachers, they will want to take full 
advantage of the selling power of this “incentive.”  
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To some, this argument may sound glib, even slightly smug. After all, not even the most die-
hard “Back to Basics” reformer would completely discredit the benefit of music and art to 
public school students.  But, California’s current content standards consist of five separate 
strands: English Language Arts, Mathematics, History-Social Science, Science, and Visual 
and Performing Arts.  The fact that schools are tested on and held accountable primarily for 
results in English and Math has led many schools to place less emphasis on, and in come 
cases, completely ignore student learning relative to the other standards.   
 
Still, one should not assume that a call for a rich, well-rounded curriculum is a radical one or 
extends beyond what is expected by the state.  This proposal simply calls for a curricular 
emphasis upon all of the state’s content standards and not just the ones that are tested.  The 
evidence from outlier schools indicates that an emphasis upon a well-rounded curriculum by 
well-supported, committed teams of teachers will lead to increased student learning in all 
areas. 
 
 
External Support 
 

…all of the success stories in this book are founded on strong ongoing relationships between external 
support groups and internal teams.58 
  

– Michael Fullan, Change Forces 
 
Successful school reform efforts begin with strong internal leaders who share a promising 
reform agenda and the confidence of their colleagues.  But the likelihood of ultimate success 
is dramatically higher when this internal team has a strong partnership with an effective 
external school-reform partner or support provider. 59   
 
What particular value does the external partner bring to the reform process? 
 

 Advocacy for the future: Few activities face greater day-to-day operating pressures 
than schooling: The teacher must deal right now with the unexpected needs and 
problems that arise in the course of his day, and he must be prepared for tomorrow 
(or experience a terrible day).  The principal faces similar pressures.  As each of the 
many daily demands for action presents itself, it is hard to refer constantly or 
sometimes even at all to the school’s reform vision and values, and even harder to 
devote time on a sustained basis to planned reform initiatives.  Share of mind is 
generally dominated by the urgent.  External partners can serve as a powerful 
counter-balance to the tyranny of the day-to-day. Since they are engaged explicitly to 
advance the reform process, their presence alone reinforces awareness of the reform 
agenda.  Moreover, external partners can prompt meetings on key reform initiatives 
and otherwise keep the reform process alive in people’s minds and actions.   

 
 An insider-outsider perspective: Leaders of school-reform processes, like anyone 

trying to accomplish something important and difficult, need both to immerse 
themselves totally in their organization and step back conceptually.  An “outsider” to 
the organization—if sufficiently knowledgeable about the organization and 
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committed to the leaders’ vision and values—can serve as the mirror and thought 
partner that leaders need in order to take that step back and see, think, and interpret 
afresh.  

 
 Organizational disciplines that may be new to the internal team: In order to develop 

the kind of organizational effectiveness that high-performing schools need, their 
leaders and staffs must develop ways of thinking and working that generally are new 
to most of them.   For example, Partners in School Innovation, a school-reform 
organization that concentrates on serving schools in low-income communities 
throughout the Bay Area,  has identified three “core competences” that such schools 
need to develop: 

 
1) A systemic approach to teaching and learning—constantly examining 

diagnostic assessment data and other information to ascertain what’s working 
for which students, and continuously making adjustments in order to 
advance the learning of all students.  This helps close the achievement gap 
between students from low-income backgrounds, most of color, and their 
more affluent peers. 

 
2) Learning-focused leadership of the school as a whole—organizing and 

running the school so that priority attention and active leadership are given 
to progress in students’ learning and to teachers’ continuous learning and 
improvement in performance (rather than to the behavior management and 
administrative requirements that become preoccupations in so many 
schools). 

 
3) Sustained management of ongoing reform processes—management that 

internalizes continuous-improvement disciplines and ultimately makes the 
“advocacy for the future” role of the external partner unnecessary. 

 
Whatever the organizational development agenda of a particular “tipping point” school, it is 
much more likely to establish effective new ways of working—different from those that its 
staff members have experienced in the past—if it has an external partner with expertise in 
building the kind of organization that the school aspires to become.  
 
Practical implementation help: In the best circumstances, an external partner can take on 
some direct reform responsibilities (under the overall guidance of internal leadership), thus 
deepening and accelerating the process.  This can involve facilitation of internal discussions 
and, occasionally, conflict-resolution processes that can be difficult for insiders to handle.  
And with certain external partners, it can include delegating staff work in preparation or 
follow-up of specific meetings, analyzing data more extensively than school staff have time 
for, or doing some of the legwork to establish relationships with community organizations. 
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Parent/Community Involvement 
 

Members of the [neighborhood] association reported that the school is committed to helping the 
residents restore pride in their neighborhood. One parent who served on the committee reported three 
different events involving the school and the community: “[First,] we had a barbecue two months ago. 
Everybody came. [Secondly,] when school first started, the school identified children who couldn’t 
afford school supplies. They bought everything they needed. [Finally,] the last two Saturdays, 
everyone came out to work: the superintendent, board members, high school and middle school 
students, Centerville kids [more than 50], the residents, with and without children, and teachers. 
We had our trash bags and we spent the entire day cleaning up and trying to make it beautiful 
again, the way it used to be.”60 

–The Charles A. Dana Center, Hope for Urban 
Education 

 
Highly effective schools have several things in common.  At the top of the list is a 
competent and caring staff, but most also have strong participation and support from 
parents.  In these schools parents don’t just show up at parents’ night or assist with school 
fundraisers; they help set goals, assist in the evaluation and planning process, and 
communicate regularly with teachers.  Most important, they know how their children are 
doing and provide the kind of support at home that enables their children to succeed in 
school.  Members of the community and local organizations also play an active role in 
helping these schools achieve success.  They, too, participate in setting the reform agenda, 
developing change strategies and, in many cases, bringing additional resources to the school.   
 
Unfortunately, such support is often missing in high-poverty, urban schools.  Many assume 
the reason for this is parents’ lack of formal education and their inability to assist their 
children with academic subjects.  Some suggest that these parents simply don’t care.   
 
The existence of more plausible explanations reveals the fallacies inherent in these 
assumptions.  While many parents are unsure how to help their children academically, few 
whose children attend high poverty schools receive specific guidance on what they can do.  
Many poor parents avoid contact with teachers because of their own negative experiences in 
school settings; others because they are not proficient English speakers. Consequently, many 
feel intimidated, even resentful.  A shortage of qualified staff also contributes to the lack of 
parent involvement in high-poverty schools.  The inexperienced teachers working in these 
challenging environments often operate in a survival mode, attending only to the most 
rudimentary elements of their work.  Few have the time or knowledge necessary to promote 
effective parent involvement.  If the school itself lacks stability, if it’s been without strong 
leadership, chances are it also lacks an on-going, well-organized parent involvement 
program.  These conditions only reinforce parents’ reluctance to get involved.  Furthermore, 
if the school is dysfunctional and the parents are not involved, there is little chance these 
schools will get support from the community—not for lack of concern, but because their 
support is perceived to be unlikely to make a palpable difference. 
 
When urban schools develop the capacity and commitment to involve parents and the 
community, results can be significant.  In their study of outlier schools, for instance, authors 
of “Hope for Urban Education” concluded that “[c]hanges in parental and community 
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relations were central to the success of each school.”61  The following is part of a case study 
of Burgess Elementary School in Atlanta, Georgia: 
 

Principal Carter, teachers, and parents highlighted the increase in parent involvement as 
one of the most noteworthy changes at Burgess. Six years prior, only one or two parents 
would help out regularly at the school; now, in contrast, ten or fifteen parents are generally 
at school on any given day. Likewise, attendance at the PTA meetings has grown 
tremendously. In the past, only 10 or so parents would attend sporadically held meetings. 
Currently, PTA meetings are held monthly without fail and attendance has soared. More 
than 100 parents attended the last meeting. 
 
At Burgess, efforts to increase parent involvement are primarily aimed at enhancing 
parents’ ability to support their children’s schooling. Carter, for example, constantly spoke 
of “raising parents’ awareness” so that they would push their children to perform and be 
better able to help their children with schoolwork. Toward that end, Burgess staff have 
worked hard to incorporate parents in the classroom and include them in special academic 
programs.62 

 
Developing support from parents and the community does not come easily or without a 
concerted effort from the school.  When parents and members of the community learn that 
their dysfunctional school is about to undergo significant reform, some will undoubtedly 
react with skepticism or resistance, especially if they have seen reforms come and go without 
making a lasting difference.  The first thing Tipping Point teams will want to establish with 
parents and community members is trust and communication.  To this end, they would be 
well-advised to follow a simple recommendation of the Education Commission of the 
States: “Listen to people first, talk later.”63  
 
Overcoming resistance and developing strong relationships with parents and the community 
will be vital to the success of the Tipping Point initiative.  Early in the initial planning phase, 
teachers and administrators will need to reach out and listen to all parents and community 
leaders, not just the ones who have come forth in the past.  They will need to discuss the 
rationale for the changes and invite interested persons to take an active role in the project.  
After the planning phase is complete, they will need to conduct regular assessments of the 
quality of involvement and take whatever actions are necessary to ensure that it remains 
strong and healthy.  This aspect of the project will undoubtedly prove challenging and time 
consuming for the Tipping Point teams, but the benefits will justify the effort.  
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PROPOSED IMPLEMENTATION PLAN 
 
Michael Fullan observes that “[m]ost reform initiatives at best have a theory of education, 
and rarely have a theory of action that addresses the local context or conditions.”64  What 
has been presented thus far in this proposal represents a theory of education and a theory of 
change based on concepts in Malcolm Gladwell’s The Tipping Point.  The following section 
lays out a theory of action and a broadly defined plan designed to guide the implementation 
of the Tipping Point model.  Since it purposely lacks specificity and local perspective, the 
plan is intended to serve only as a starting point for discussion.  A more comprehensive plan 
should be constructed by local stakeholders who understand the unique challenges that must 
be overcome in order to achieve success.  Further refinements will be made by members of 
the Tipping Point teams as they learn about the model and the conditions presented by the 
schools in which they will work.  
 
Step 1.  Learning About the Tipping Point Plan 
The Tipping Point plan is doable though perhaps a bit daunting in its comprehensiveness, 
for the plan only works if sponsors make a strong commitment to the fiscal, educational, and 
unabashedly hopeful components of the plan.  To help initiate this commitment, Dr. 
Futernick and members of the Tipping Point Advisory Team (listed in Appendix E) will 
present this proposal to:  

 state education officials 
 officers from foundations that support educational innovation. 

 
Once all questions have been addressed and a commitment to conduct a pilot of the Tipping 
Point plan has been made from either or both of these sources, those who choose to 
sponsor the pilot will need to inform school districts of the opportunity to participate, the 
criteria that will be used in selecting Tipping Point schools (criteria described below in Step 
5), and the district's role and responsibilities if some of its schools are selected. 
 
Step 2.  Local Commitment to the Tipping Point Strategy 
A critical first step is developing a consensus for the Tipping Point strategy among major 
stakeholders: the school board, administration, teachers and their union, school site council, 
parent groups, and local community organizations.  Representatives from these groups 
should have ample opportunity to hear and read about the plan and engage in open 
dialogues so that questions and concerns can be shared.  There is little chance the strategy 
will work if it is sought by, or imposed by, just one group or a small number of people, no 
matter how strongly they believe in it or how much authority they have to make it happen.   
 
Step 3.  Formation of a Tipping Point Design Team 
Once the district’s administration, board of trustees, and teachers’ union have agreed to 
implement the Tipping Point plan, the first step will be to form a design team consisting of a 
diverse group of stakeholders committed to the Tipping Point concept. Suggested 
membership: 
 

 Project leader 
 District administrator 
 Several teachers 
 Classified staff person 
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 Parent representative 
 Community representative 

 
The initial tasks of the design team would include: 
 

 Seeking support for the project from parents and community members 
 Selecting the target schools 
 Selecting the principal 
 Refining the implementation plan 

 
Step 4.  Recruitment and Selection of Principal 
The selection of a strong collaborative educational site leader is vital to the success of this 
project.  At the very start, this person must be capable of selling the Tipping Point concept 
in order to obtain a large pool of suitable teaching candidates from which tipping point team 
members can be selected.  Many of the qualities sought in this principal are described in the 
section on leadership (pp. 26-28), but the most important is that this person have a proven 
track record as a team-oriented leader willing to make a multi-year commitment to this 
project. 
 
The district’s “administrator application and interview process” should be examined and 
modified as appropriate for this position.  Interviewers should be knowledgeable about the 
Tipping Point strategy and qualities required by principals who will be asked to lead the 
turnaround effort.  
 
Step 5.  Selection and Preparation of Target School 
Principals hired to lead Tipping Point schools should work closely with the design team to 
determine which of the district’s schools are best suited for this project.   
 
Alternatively, specific site selection criteria might include:  

 Low academic performance despite ongoing participation in school improvement 
programs (e.g., II/USP, High Priority Schools Grant Program, NCLB Program 
Improvement) 

 High concentrations of students from poor families 
 High concentrations of English learners 
 High concentrations of underqualified and inexperienced teachers 

 
Step 6.  Recruitment of the Teams 
The recruitment of strong Tipping Point teams, which will ultimately include teachers 
administrators, and classified staff (e.g., classroom aides, secretaries, custodians), is crucial to 
the success of this initiative.  In order for effective recruitment to happen, the principal and 
hiring committee will want to draw from a large pool of qualified candidates from which to 
choose.  The following suggestions are offered to guide the recruitment process: 
 

 Establish a small recruitment team.  The recruitment process is a critical step, taking 
considerable time to do well.  The principal should seek the assistance of a core 
group of teacher-advisors who can: 

o Identify prospective teacher candidates 
o Help sell the Tipping Point team concept to prospective candidates 
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o Assist with the screening, interviewing, and selection processes 
 
Persons the principal might ask to serve in this capacity include: 

o Members of the Tipping Point design team 
o Teachers and school administrators whom the principal has determined will 

be part of the school team 
o Parent representatives 
o Members of the external support team 
o Representatives of the district personnel office 

 
 Construct the right message. The principal and design team should construct a clear 

and compelling message that will be conveyed to prospective team members. A 
written document should describe the underlying features of the re-designed school, 
provide a realistic picture of the challenges, and identify the kinds of teachers he or 
she is seeking.  (As starter material, certain items can be used from this document.)  
The principal should take full advantage of the features that will be attractive to 
teachers including: 

 
o Being part of a carefully selected team of teachers 
o Having significant, concentrated time for planning and professional 

development 
o Additional compensation for summer “intensives” 
o Additional teachers on staff to allow for team activities and time away from 

the classroom 
o Reduced class-size  
o Local decision-making authority  
o Opportunity to offer a well-rounded curriculum 
o Support for professional development  
o On-site, external support team 
o Strong, collaborative leadership  

 
• Finding promising candidates.  One approach could be to advertise positions 

throughout the region.  Certainly the position will be advertised throughout the 
district, but rather than casting a wide net through a highly visible advertising 
campaign, a more efficient and effective approach would be for the principal and 
recruitment advisory team to obtain recommendations on prospective candidates 
from trusted colleagues.  These persons could be contacted personally and invited to 
attend informational meetings.   
 

• Teacher pools to draw from.  Teachers who have worked at the target school should 
be invited to become part of the applicant pool.  Some will have considerable local 
knowledge that could be of great value to the team. 

 
Other teacher pools that can be drawn from include: 

o Easy-to-staff schools within district (pulling good candidates away from 
other hard-to-staff schools should be avoided) 

o Neighboring districts 
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o Local teacher credentialing institutions 
 
• Selling the idea. The principal and hiring committees must be committed to 

participating in dialogues with candidates.  They must listen carefully to the 
questions, concerns and suggestions offered by prospective teachers and be prepared 
to incorporate sensible suggestions into the implementation plans.  

 
After the initial meetings, time must be given for teachers to think about the idea and 
to talk among themselves.  Opportunities should be given for interested persons to 
meet again, ask more questions, and get to know those who might be part of the 
team.   
 
Customized employment applications should be given to interested parties.  This 
document would re-state the basic features of the plan and contain a personal 
message from the principal and design team.  Applicants would be asked, among 
other things, to explain their reasons for wanting to be part of this particular Tipping 
Point initiative and to describe the unique contributions they believe they could 
make.   

 
Classroom observations, follow-up phone calls with applicants’ references, and 
additional one-on-one interviews with applicants should be conducted to assist the 
hiring committee in making the final selection.  

 
Step 7.  Selection of the Team 
Individual qualities. First and foremost, teachers selected for Tipping Point teams should be 
competent and committed individuals.  Preferred characteristics include: 
 

 Instructional skills match needs of target population 
 Strong desire to work in diverse, low-income setting 
 Interest and ability to work collaboratively in team environment. 

 
Team qualities. Selection of teachers should also be made with careful consideration to the 
makeup of the team as a whole.  Preferred characteristics of the team include: 
 

 A majority with experience.  While there are good reasons to include some beginning 
teachers on the team, there must be enough veterans who have the time and 
expertise to mentor them. 

 Optimal match of teacher experience and expertise with needs at target school (e.g., 
technology, EL instruction, literacy, art). 

 
 
Screening process. The principal, along with the recruitment team, should employ multiple 
methods to gather information on teacher candidates including: 
 

 A review of their applications 
 Interviews (individual and group) 
 Classroom observations 
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 Observations in group setting (at this point, candidates will have participated in 
several group functions associated with this process.  It is important to see how well 
they interact with and listen to others.)   

 
Final selections. Ultimately the principal in consultation with a hiring committee should have 
final authority in selecting candidates for the team. 
 
Step 8.  Summer “Intensives” 
The Tipping Point plan calls for two “intensives”—one held during the summer before the 
redesigned school opens and the second during the summer after the first academic year is 
completed.  If planned and conducted thoughtfully, they will achieve several critical 
objectives: building strong relationships and a team ethic, an opportunity to establish a clear 
vision of what it expects to accomplish in the following year, and a plan for achieving this 
vision.  If it’s a second summer intensive, it should also reflect on achievements and 
mistakes of the previous year.   
 
Planning the “Intensives” 
Careful planning is necessary to maximize the value of the summer “intensives” and the 
principal and several team members would be well-advised to begin this process several 
weeks in advance.  Clearly defined goals and a detailed agenda should be established.  Given 
the advantages of conducting these types of events away from the school, alternative venues 
that are affordable and accessible to all participants should be explored.   
 
Participation 
In addition to the principal, teachers, and the external support team, everyone who works at 
the schools (e.g., aides, secretaries, custodians, volunteers, resource providers) should be 
considered part of the Tipping Point team.  In addition to all of the teachers and 
administrators, representatives from each of these groups, along with selected parents and 
community members, should be invited to participate in the summer intensives.  
 
Building Relationships 
The success of this initiative is predicated on building strong, trusting relationships among all 
members of the Tipping Point teams.  Those selected to work in these schools will have 
attitudes and dispositions conducive to collaboration, but this alone will not guarantee the 
formation of teams.  Building trust and community among all members will require 
deliberate action starting at the first summer intensive and it will require ongoing cultivation 
throughout the school year.   
 
As already mentioned, establishing strong connections with parents and the local community 
is central to the Tipping Point model, and it must occur early in the process.  Members of 
the Tipping Point team will doubtless be excited about the opportunity that awaits them, but 
many stakeholders away from the school site may have no knowledge of what’s taken place.  
Some will be misinformed and confused. Others will be skeptical or resentful of the changes 
that have taken place.  These questions should be raised at the first summer intensive: 
 

 What has been conveyed thus far to parents and the community about the school? 
 How extensively has this information been conveyed? 
 Are there misconceptions and resentments? 
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 What short-term strategies can be employed to respond to concerns? 
 What long-term strategies can be employed to ensure strong parent involvement at 

the school and with their own child’s learning?  
 
Developing a Shared Vision 
The development and articulation of a common vision should be one of the team’s earliest 
undertakings.  Teams should work together in identifying a sense of purpose, a core set of 
values, and the overarching goals that will guide their work.   
 
Identifying and Addressing Challenges 
Early in the planning process, teams must begin learning about the context of the work that 
awaits them.  For some team members, the school, the students, the parents, and the 
community will differ from what they are accustomed to.  Team members should spend time 
listening to teachers and staff who have worked at the school (before it became part of the 
Tipping Point team) and with students and parents in order to understand the specific 
challenges, opportunities, and critical issues that await them. 
 
Developing an Approach to Curriculum and Instruction 
The team will need to adopt an instructional plan that will best enable them to achieve the 
new mission for the school.  They will need to determine whether they want (or must) use 
district-adopted programs and materials, and whether they have sufficient resources to use 
alternatives.  They will need to determine the degree to which some or all of the instructional 
staff will adhere to particular instructional approaches such as project-based or integrated-
thematic learning.  Teachers across grade levels should determine how best to achieve and 
maintain continuity from one grade to another. 
 
A problem encountered by many charter schools is that they attempt to accomplish too 
much too soon.  Tipping Point teams would be well-advised to focus initially on achieving 
those goals that are most essential and achievable.  Though the basic vision of Gladwell’s The 
Tipping Point is non-gradual and non-incremental – i.e., all social epidemics are meant to take 
off ‘like wildfire”—in truth, all change invariably seeks and celebrates small and early wins. 
 
Participating in Professional Development Activities 
The team should construct a professional development plan that takes into account: 
 

 The specific instructional objectives it established for the school 
 The professional development needs of individual team members 
 The people and organizations that will provide professional development 

assistance (e.g., other teachers on the staff, members of the external support 
team, district and county personnel, outside agencies) 

 The timing and location of professional development activities 
 Budget requirements.  

 
Decision-making  
As discussed in the section on decision-making and shared governance, the team should 
develop an arrangement that ensures democratic participation but does not interfere 
needlessly with instructional activities.  This might be accomplished by having the team 
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delineate the kinds of decisions that need to be made at the school and then agree how and 
by whom these decisions will be made.  This process will help diminish resistance and enable 
the team to deal effectively with the complex problems they will face.  It will also enable the 
team to make decisions and move forward with plans even when a consensus among team 
members cannot be achieved. 
 
The Second Summer Intensive 
A specific agenda for the second summer intensive should be constructed by the team 
sometime in the spring.  This event will provide an opportunity to assess progress made and 
lessons learned from the first year.  The team will again want to set new goals for the coming 
year and establish a plan to achieve them. 
 
Step 9.  Execution and Continual Recalibration  
 
Once a plan is established and the school year begins, the team moves forward and 
implements its plan, continuing to collaborate and fine tune as the year unfolds.   
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Evaluation and Documentation 
Evaluations will be conducted for the first three years of the project.  Since a central purpose 
of this Tipping Point initiative is to create long-term stability of the teaching community and 
academic success of the students, provisions should also be made to evaluate progress at 
five-, seven-, and 10-year intervals.  Ideally, longitudinal studies of students who attended 
participating schools should be conducted in order to compare their educational progress 
with those in similar, non-participating schools.   
 
The following indicators should be included in the evaluation process:  
 

 Achievement 
o Teacher-adopted assessment tools for assessment of academic outcomes 

linked to state and district standards 
o Teacher-adopted assessment tools for non-academic outcomes 
o STAR/API 
o English Language Development Test 

 
 Students 

o Satisfaction with teachers, curriculum, and school 
o Personal sense of academic growth 
o Dropout rates 
o Transience rates 
o Truancy rates 
o Disciplinary actions (e.g., suspensions, expulsions) 
o Incidence of violence 

 
 Staffing 

o Teacher and principal qualifications 
o Retention rates  
o Satisfaction with project, leadership, external support team, curriculum, and 

school  
 
 Parents and community 

o Parent and family participation at home and at school 
o Satisfaction with staff, curriculum, and school as a whole 
o Satisfaction with progress of their own students 
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BEYOND RECONSTITUTION: A STAFFING PLAN BASED ON 
CHOICE AND CLEAR EXPECTATIONS FOR TEACHERS 
 
During the past two decades, a small number of school districts have employed a reform 
strategy called “reconstitution” to turn around failing schools.  When schools are 
reconstituted, the faculty is disbanded and replaced by new teachers, a new administration, 
and sometimes a new approach to instruction.65  Teachers and staff are typically allowed to 
re-apply for their positions but, in some instances, all or the majority end up transferring to 
other schools.  This strategy was first employed in the 1980’s when 6 schools were 
reconstituted in the San Francisco Unified School District.  Similar programs were 
implemented soon afterward in Chicago, Cleveland, Denver, Philadelphia, and Miami.  
 
In recent years, reconstitution has become less popular, not only because of disappointing 
results, but because of considerable criticism from those who believe it unfairly blames 
teachers for problems over which they have little control.  In San Francisco, where 
reconstitution has been put on hold, many teachers “refer to the policy as ‘punitive,’ ‘cruel,’ 
and ‘a scapegoating device.’”66  The National Education Association reported that, “[f]or 
school staff the process is frequently accompanied by high levels of anxiety and confusion, 
resentment on the part of those targeted for removal, and a deep frustration caused by 
blame for factors beyond staff control.”67 
 
Recent high-profile reconstitution efforts have also been criticized for stripping schools of 
their autonomy. Teachers speak with frustration about external decision-makers imposing 
unfair expectations for change.  Gary Orfield, a Harvard professor who has studied school 
reconstitution, explains some of its pitfalls:  
 

 [S]ome districts may have rushed into reconstitution as a seemingly straightforward—if 
radical—reform, without committing the proper time and resources to making it work.  
Another [factor]…is that the negative effects—such as a loss of seasoned staff members to 
help mentor new recruits—are often quickly and painfully apparent.  Your benefits don't 
come until three or four years down the road, but the costs are immediate, so it's very 
difficult politically… What seems like a simple idea turns out when you do it to be a lot 
more complicated.68 

 
Both supporters and opponents of school reconstitution point to the difficulties faced in 
recruiting qualified faculty to dysfunctional schools.  Some of these schools have, in fact, 
wound up with large numbers of inexperienced teachers.  John Flores, principal at a 
reconstituted middle school in San Francisco, reported reviewing “700 files trying to find 
veterans, some of whom committed and then backed out.”69  He ended up with a group of 
mostly young teachers who had no experience working in San Francisco schools. 
 
This example points to one of the problems of recent reconstitution efforts: a failure to 
implement systemic change in the school along with staffing changes.  Beyond the recruitment 
of new staff and the adoption of accountability standards, business in reconstituted schools 
has in most instances been conducted as usual.  Teachers, often with little teaching 
experience, entered a school facing many of the same obstacles as their predecessors: a lack 
of time to plan and work as a team, inadequate professional development, little parent and 
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community involvement, and minimal control over resources and curriculum.  Simply 
replacing teachers with new ones (no matter what expertise or experience they bring) is 
unlikely to make much of a difference.  One of the lessons learned from San Francisco 
seems to be that a failing school cannot be turned around, even with a reconstituted staff, 
unless systemic changes are made. 
 
There is another dimension of reconstitution that has been overlooked by many who have 
attempted it, and the consequences of this omission have been just as serious as the ones 
resulting from a failure to incorporate systemic changes in the reform effort.  In many 
districts, little attention has been paid to the teachers who are displaced by the new staff.  
While it is true that teachers in reconstituted schools typically have an opportunity to apply 
to keep their positions, quite often, many of them are not selected.  Those who are not, 
along with those who choose to leave on their own, are either let go (if the district has no 
contractual obligation to keep them) or are assigned to other schools in the district.  
Needless to say, most of these teachers are not happy about being transferred involuntarily.  
This process is particularly painful for those who have worked at a school for a number of 
years and have established close ties with students, parents and the local community.  
Perhaps more problematic than the physical move is the humiliation experienced by those 
who leave—especially the veterans.  Even though the district does not call them failures, it’s 
a label most carry with them.   
 
In 1997, after reconstitution had been implemented for three years in San Francisco Unified, 
about 500 teachers had been affected by personnel changes.  Joan-Marie Shelley, then 
president of the local teachers union observed, “You have walking wounded carrying a lot of 
depression and bitterness.”  Beth Reinhard, who interviewed some of the displaced teachers, 
reported: 
 

Three years after her school was reconstituted, Hene Kelly is still fuming. She 
taught English and health for 20 years at Wilson High School before it was 
restaffed in 1994. Now, she enjoys developing the district's curriculum on the 
Holocaust but sorely misses teaching.  
 
“I couldn't walk into another school and open myself up again after getting hurt 
like that,” Ms. Kelly said. “The kids were also hurt that their school had been 
branded.”70 

 
But some hardliners might ask, “What difference does it make if these teachers are a little 
put out?  After all, if their schools were failing, they’re partly responsible.  This is what 
accountability is all about.  Perhaps it will serve as a wake up call to other teachers who are 
not making the grade.”   
 
First, one should not assume that school failure is a consequence of incompetent teaching—
not without accounting first for a host of other factors that can contribute to poor school 
performance such as an unclean, unsafe working environment, out-of-date textbooks, and 
high administrator turnover. 
 
Second, even if some of the displaced teachers are not ideally suited for the new school 
environment, implementing the reform in a manner that causes them to feel humiliation and 
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resentment can jeopardize the entire reform effort.  Parents and community members with 
loyalties toward those being displaced may themselves become resentful and therefore 
unwilling to support their replacements. If other teachers in the district or the teachers’ 
union decide the displaced teachers have been treated unfairly, then relationships between 
the replacement teachers and their colleagues throughout the district will become strained.  
None of this is helpful at a time when the new team requires all of the support it can get 
from parents and colleagues.  Nor does this create the kind of atmosphere the district needs 
if it hopes to employ a re-staffing plan as part of a re-design strategy in other schools.  
 
 
A Staffing Plan Based on Choice and Clear Expectations for Teachers 
We believe there is a way that re-designed schools can achieve the goal of reconstitution 
while avoiding the problems associated with involuntary transfers.  Rather than requiring 
teachers to transfer to other schools if others determine they are not a good fit for the re-
designed school, teachers should be given the option to remain, but only if they agree to a 
clear set of baseline expectations that have been agreed to by a majority of teachers currently 
working at the school.  If a teacher does not want believe he or she would be happy or 
effective working in the re-designed school, or could not agree to meet the baseline 
expectations for teachers that have been agreed to by a majority of the current staff, then he 
or she should elect to transfer to another school.  Ideally, the district would offer teachers 
who opt out some type of preferential transfer option so they understand they are not being 
punished for making this decision. One such option would be to allow these teachers to 
interview first for vacancies in other district schools.  Districts might also consider offering 
an early retirement option to veteran teachers who do not want to remain at the school and 
who would prefer not to transfer to another school. 
 
Teachers who remain at the school and who agree to the agreed-upon expectations could, 
however, be forced to transfer to another school if, over time, there was clear evidence that 
they were not meeting the baseline expectations. For this process to work, the following two 
guidelines must be followed: 
 

1) The school must have a clear set of observable teacher expectations that are accepted 
by a majority of teachers at the Tipping Point school and that can be assessed by an 
elected evaluation committee at the school.   

2) Teachers must be afforded due-process and be allowed to appeal a decision made by 
the evaluation committee before having to transfer to another school. 

 
A sample set of baseline teacher expectations and a teacher evaluation process can be found 
in Appendix C.  
 
When implementing the Tipping Point model, administrators will be advised to take specific 
steps such as those listed below to gain widespread support for the plan and to avoid the 
pitfalls of reconstitution described above: 
 

1. Seek support from, and collaborate regularly with, parent groups and the teachers’ 
union. 
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2. Convey the message at every turn that teachers who opt out of the plan are not bad 
teachers.  Emphasize that the goal in selecting a Tipping Point team is to find the best 
fit among team members and the best fit for the students at the school. 

3. Work with the teachers’ union to give teachers who “opt out” high priority 
opportunities to pursue vacancies in schools of their choice. 

 
The following table describes the differences between reconstitution as it has been practiced 
in the past and what is called for in the Tipping Point model. 
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Comparison Between Reconstitution and The Tipping Point Staffing Model  
 

 
RECONSTITUTION TIPPING POINT STAFFING MODEL 

• Framed as a “sanction” or punishment 
for failure 

• Framed as an “opportunity” 

• Loss of school site autonomy • Increase in school site autonomy 

• Blames displaced teachers for school’s 
failures 

• Displaced teachers honored for their 
commitment, and treated 
professionally 

APPROACH 

• Generally opposed by unions • Similar to intervention strategy called 
“redesign” that has received support 
from unions 

   
• New principals given little time to 

recruit and build team 
• New principals given several months 

to recruit, build team, and develop a 
plan 

• Traditional approach to recruitment; 
few new incentives offered to attract 
teachers 

• Multiple incentives offered to 
prospective candidates 

• A short timeframe that often overlaps 
with key planning activities 

• A longer timeframe that doesn’t 
overlap with key planning activities 

RECRUITMENT 

• Veteran teachers recruited from 
outside district typically take cut in 
salary 

• Veteran teachers potentially recruited 
from outside the district maintain or 
see increase in salary 

   
• Three to four months of planning • Ten to twelve months of planning 
• Little support for professional 

development activities during or after 
planning phase 

• Extensive support for teacher-driven 
professional development during and 
after planning phase 

PLANNING 

• Emphasis on meeting external 
demands 

• Emphasis on team-building, 
collaboration, and a shared vision 

  
• No change in the level of staffing • 10% increase in staffing during initial 

years 
• Little or no change in access to 

resources to implement change 
• Increased access to resources to 

implement change 
• Little increase in time available for 

teachers to work directly with 
colleagues 

• More time available for teachers to 
work directly with colleagues; ongoing 
team development support 

• No on-site external support team • On-site external support team 

IMPLEMENTATION AND 
EVALUATION 

• Most expectations and benchmarks 
imposed externally 

• Many expectations and benchmarks 
developed internally and linked to local 
and state standards 

  
TREATMENT OF 
DISPLACED TEACHERS 

• All teachers forced to re-interview for 
their jobs 

• Teachers develop and adopt baseline 
expectations for teachers who decide 
whether to remain at or transfer away 
from re-designed school 

 • Displaced teachers left to fend for 
themselves; nothing offered beyond 
what’s required in collective bargaining 
agreement 

• Given priority options in district 
transfer process 
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CONCLUSION:  TIPPING SCHOOLS AFTER THE PILOT  
 
From a “tipping point” perspective, each chronically failing school cannot be helped with a 
slow, gradualist approach to reform even if the effort is led by a dedicated and competent 
principal.  Something more radical and immediate is needed to break the cycle of failure, 
something that enables a school to reach a tipping point—a point where it begins 
performing like an outlier. If the idea spreads successfully to other high-poverty schools, 
perhaps there will come a time when we no longer have to call them “outliers.”   
In other words, what is needed is a positive conflagration of low-performing schools 
performing uncommonly and improbably well.   
 
This proposal calls for a sustained and dramatic turnaround through a top-to-bottom 
redesign of these schools and a coherent system of support mechanisms that will attract 
teams of committed and competent teachers.  That is, teachers who will stay at a school and 
in turn encourage other committed teachers to join them and stay. The image is something 
like ongoing, healthy cell division.  In assessing the replicability and sustainability of the 
Tipping Point model, the following questions should be addressed within the evaluation 
framework: 
 

 What aspects of the plan are essential for successful implementation in similar 
schools?  What aspects are desirable, but not essential? 

 Where might resources be reduced or utilized differently in the future? 
 What were the unintended consequences of this project? 
 How can the expertise and enthusiasm from those at existing sites be leveraged to 

new locations or to a group that would provide technical assistance to new Tipping 
Point teams? 

 Would there be value in creating an institute or technical assistance center to 
disseminate findings and assist other districts in implementing the model? 

 
In addition to satisfying these concerns, the Tipping Point model must stand up to a variety 
of anticipated objections (see Appendix D).  For example, those who would claim that 
excessive resources could buy the same success at any failing school need to understand the 
enormous investment in reforms, financial and otherwise, that have produced little or no 
results. 
 
In the end, the success of the Tipping Point model will be measured on the ground, at the 
participating schools.  If this turnaround program succeeds in drawing competent and 
committed teachers to a few dysfunctional schools, if  those teachers really can make a lasting 
difference in the lives of their students and if policy makers and educators become 
convinced the model should be supported elsewhere, there is a good chance this Tipping 
Point strategy could lead to the kind of positive social epidemic that spreads to other 
districts facing similar challenges.  
 
The potential is nothing short of steady educational improvement in our state – a positive 
domino effect enabling students in some of the highest-poverty, lowest-performing schools 
to benefit from a stable, powerful, and rich educational experience up to now denied to so 
many of them.  Misery loves company, or so the saying goes.  The bigger truth is that 
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excellence loves company, and we can make that happen using a turnaround, Tipping Point 
strategy in California.  
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APPENDIX A: Highlights from a Study of Teacher Retention in 
California 
 
 

A Possible Dream: Retaining California Teachers 
So All Students Learn 

 
Principal Investigator: Ken Futernick, Ph.D. 

California State University 
© Copyright 2007, All Rights Reserved 

 
 
Overview of the study 
The purpose of the study was to better understand the staffing patterns of California’s diverse public schools—in 
particular to identify the reasons why some teachers remain where they are, why some transfer to other schools, and 
why some leave the profession altogether.  More specifically, the study sought answers to these questions:  
 

 What factors motivate teachers to enter the profession?  
 Among teachers who recently left the profession, what percentage left for reasons associated with 

compensation or working conditions?  
 Among teachers who have left the profession or transferred away from hard-to-staff schools what, 

specifically, were the reasons?  
 How do the reasons offered by teachers leaving the profession differ between those who worked in low-

poverty schools and those who worked in high-poverty schools? 
 Under what conditions would teachers who have left the profession be willing to teach again in a high-

poverty school?  
 Under what conditions would teachers working in low poverty schools be willing to transfer to a high-poverty 

school? 
 If additional compensation based on a measure of teaching performance were to be offered to teachers, 

how would this affect their plans to remain where they are or, in the case of leavers, to return to the 
classroom?  

 What reasons do teachers offer for staying and how do these reasons vary based on where and who they 
teach?  

 
Report Status 
A final report of the study will be released in March 2007.   
 
Findings 
The teacher retention study report contains over 45 tables with statistical data pertaining to: 
 

• reasons for entering the profession 
• demographics (e.g., age, gender, ethnicity, years teaching) 
• credentials and certifications 
• employment status (e.g., current or former teacher, student SES level of school, grades taught) 
• factors that account for teachers’ decisions to LEAVE the profession (disaggregated by school level, 

student SES, general education versus special education) 
• factors that account for teachers’ decisions to remain in the profession (disaggregated by school level, 

student SES, general education versus special education) 
• conditions under which teachers in low-poverty schools would be willing to transfer to high-poverty schools 
• effect that merit pay would have on “LEAVERS’” decisions to return to the profession and on “STAYERS’” 

decisions to remain in the classroom. 
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Findings that provide support for the Tipping Point Model 
 
Why “STAYERS” remain in the classroom 
 

 69% of the “stayers” said the following factor affected their decision to remain in the classroom 
(rank: 1 of 35) 

The administration and teaching staff were given appropriate authority over 
curriculum, instruction strategies, school governance, and budgeting. 

 
 64% of the “stayers” said the following factor affected their decision to remain in the classroom 

(rank: 2 of 35) 
I have close professional relationships with other members of the staff 

 
 64% of the “stayers” said the following factor affected their decision to remain in the classroom 

(rank: 3 of 35) 
The staff as a whole works effectively as a team and relationships  
generally are strong 

 
 63% of the “stayers” said the following factor affected their decision to remain in the classroom 

(rank: 4 of 35) 
I am able to make an important difference in the lives of my students 

 
 61% of the “stayers” said the following factor affected their decision to remain in the classroom 

(rank: 5 of 35) 
The principal is a supportive and effective educational leader 

 
 55% of the “stayers” said the following factor affected their decision to remain in the classroom 

(rank: 12 of 35) 
I have close personal relationships with other members of the staff 

 
 55% of the “stayers” said the following factor affected their decision to remain in the classroom 

(rank: 13 of 35) 
The school environment is clean, safe, and conducive to learning 

 
 50% of the “stayers” said the following factor affected their decision to remain in the classroom 

(rank: 18 of 35) 
The size of my class is manageable 

 
Why “LEAVERS” leave the profession * 
 

 42% of the “leavers” said the following factor affected their decision to leave (rank 5 of 34) 
The principal was not a supportive and effective educational leader 

 
 41% of the “leavers” said the following factor affected their decision to leave (7 of 34) 

The administration and teaching staff were not given appropriate authority over 
curriculum, instruction strategies, school governance, and budgeting. 

 
 36% of the “leavers” said the following factor affected their decision to leave (8 of 34) 

Not enough time was available for planning and collaboration with colleagues 
 

 35% of the “leavers” said the following factor affected their decision to leave (rank: 9 or 34) 
The staff as a whole did not work effectively as a team and relationships  
generally were not strong 

 
 34% of the “leavers” said the following factor affected their decision to leave (11 of 34) 

Most parents were not involved in school activities or their child’s education 
 
* “Leavers” in this study are defined as those who left the profession or plan to leave soon because of factors pertaining to 
compensation and/or working conditions.   
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Sample comments from “stayers” working in high-poverty schools 
 

No one goes into teaching for the money.  The rewards have to be other than that.  Over time, the pressures 
from the feds, the state, and the district related to standards-based testing and tying funding to test results 
have increased, and the freedom to be creative and the respect for professionalism and education of teachers 
have dwindled.  That takes away a lot of the reward…That erodes the joy for students and the satisfaction 
of parents, which also takes away a lot of the reward.  Our sense of "being in the same boat," being able to 
commiserate together and support each other when it feels like everyone is beating up on teachers and schools 
is key in keeping me in the job.  Otherwise I would just feel like no one supports teachers, we're disrespected 
and under-supported, we're micromanaged, and the fun of teaching and learning have been completely taken 
away.   Who would want to keep teaching under those circumstances if there was no support from colleagues 
either?  If one felt completely alone in this? 

– Elementary teacher in her 15th year of teaching. 
 
 
I feel that I can make a difference here.  I also work with a great staff.  The administration is very 
supportive (and I have worked in another district where this wasn't the case).  The other teachers are also 
very caring and professional.  The parents are  supportive.  I also feel that we have a voice in decisions at our 
school.   

– Elementary school teacher in her sixth year working in a high-poverty school 
 
 
I enjoy the school where I am working and the professional staff is better and works together better than 
most other schools.  I substituted for several years before getting my credential so I have had the opportunity 
to see a large number of schools, probably 50-60.  Very infrequently did I ever see a staff that was as 
concerned, as helpful or as interested in the students as I have here. 

–Elementary school teacher in her fifth year working in a high-poverty school 
 

Having people that you can talk to; I have a group of teachers and we meet for coffee before school every 
morning and that sets us up for the day.  I see several of the teachers that I work with on vacation; we go out 
to lunch, I see them as close friends.  Those kinds of relationships are hugely important to me.  One of the 
things we work really, really hard at is when we get new teachers, we call them our baby teachers, we make a 
huge effort to talk to them and include them and to be friends with them and make sure they come and eat 
lunch in the cafeteria at least a couple days of week so that they will feel comfortable because so many 
teachers leave in the first few years.  And we are friends, we really are friends.   

– Middle school teacher who has taught for 26 years at the same high-poverty 
school 

 
 
Sample comments from “leavers”  
 

I love teaching! I miss teaching! However, working 60-70 hours per week on unending paperwork with a 
completely unsupportive backstabbing political climate where everyone holds tenaciously to his or her own little 
classroom kingdom rather than working as a team for students benefit has me celebrating daily life outside 
teaching. 

– Middle school special education teacher who taught for seven years before 
leaving the profession 

 
 

High-level district administration needs to seek input from classroom teachers and pay serious attention when 
it becomes apparent that morale at particular schools is very low, and take corrective action in removing or 
transferring site administrators.  Sometimes the principal really is awful and sometimes s/he is just not a 
good "match" with the staff already in place at the school.  I have worked for many VERY fine principals, a 
few so-so, and two who should have enjoyed some other line of work.  It is unfortunate that one of the latter 
was my last principal; but I've gotten over it.  

-– Former elementary teacher who taught for 34 years before leaving the 
profession 
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[T]he administrators decided how funds should be spent and purchased a basal reading program without  
consulting the teachers.  There was little teacher buy in.  Administrators like to mandate and use too many 
programs at once, rather than a few, strategically chosen assessments and curriculum products that we can 
actually use in the classroom.  There was no vertical or horizontal articulation, so teachers had to re-teach 
concepts at the beginning of each school year.  I found significant gaps in student learning throughout the year, 
as students had inconsistent mastery of academic content standards.  [Teachers need to be involved in] 
curriculum, assessment, governance, school climate…everything.  Doesn’t mean that teachers should 
necessarily make final decisions, but giving teachers some input gives them the feeling that their skills and 
knowledge are valued and that they have some ownership in their jobs.   

– Former elementary teacher who taught for 3 years before leaving the profession 
 
 
Circumstances under which “leavers” would consider returning to the classroom 
 

 29% said they would consider returning if the many working conditions presented to them were 
corrected, and if they were offered a sufficiently high salary 

 
 28% said they would consider returning if the many working conditions presented to them were 

corrected, even if they were not offered a higher salary 
 

 22% said they would not consider returning to the classroom 
 

 17% said they would consider returning if they were offered a sufficiently high salary, even if few 
of the conditions presented to them were not corrected 

 
 
 
Circumstances under which “stayers” in low-poverty schools would consider transferring to 
high-poverty schools 
 

 61% said they would not consider transferring to a high-poverty school 
 

 20% said they would consider transferring to a high-poverty school if the many working 
conditions presented to them were corrected, and if they were offered a sufficiently high salary 

 
 10% said they would consider transferring to a high-poverty school if they were offered a 

sufficiently high salary, even if few of the conditions presented to them were not corrected 
 

 8% said they would consider transferring to a high-poverty school if the many working conditions 
presented to them were corrected, even if they were not offered a higher salary 
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Sample comments about transferring to high-poverty schools: 
 
The only reason I would not consider teaching at a high poverty school is that, although teachers there are just as good as teachers 
elsewhere, they receive the brunt of the blame publicly for nonperformance of students and I do not believe this is true or fair.  I 
have many colleagues who love teaching at high poverty schools, but have much more stressful working conditions in everyway 
compared to mine. 

– Middle school teacher with 19 years of experience 
 

My school is the best example of high morale and professionalism.  The environment of competent and excited teachers combined 
with a caring student-centered principal, have made me not only excited about teaching, but also likely to remain teaching until 
retirement.  Also, having enough instructional assistants to really implement IEPs is an important factor.  If those conditions 
existed in other schools I would move if needed.  I have been to over 300 schools in the country and I would tell you I don't see the 
same professionalism at other schools. 

– Middle school special education teacher with 15 years of experience 
 

I would be willing to move if alternative programs were in place, such as a school within a school environment, as well as vocational 
programs leading to certificates and employment for special education students who cannot meet the more stringent high school 
graduation requirements.  It is important to me to be at a school with fewer students and a sense of community.  We have always 
had this sense of caring and community at [name of city], but it is now difficult to maintain with ,2700 students.  This school is 
twice the size it should be! 

– High school special education teacher with 17 years of experience 
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APPENDIX B: Cost Estimates for Tipping Point Implementation 
 

Assumptions Elementary School 
Middle 
School High School 

Estimated enrollment 600 600 1600
Estimated class size 22 25 25
Teacher Full Time Equivalents (FTE) 28 27 72
Average cost FTE/year $75,000 $75,000  $75,000 
External support team/year $100,000 $100,000  $150,000 
Summer intensives days/year 10 10 10
Summer intensive daily compensation $330 $330  $330 
    

Costs per year for initial two years    
External support $100,000 $100,000  $150,000 
Teacher compensation for summer intensives $92,093 $90,000  $211,200 
TOTAL $192,093 $190,000  $361,200 
TOTAL (per pupil) $320 $317  $226 
  

  
Ongoing annual costs  

Teacher compensation for summer intensives $92,093 $90,000  $211,200 
TOTAL $92,093 $90,000  $211,200 
TOTAL (per pupil) $153 $150  $132 
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Appendix C: Teacher Review Process and Baseline Teacher 
Expectations 
 
 

TIPPING POINT SCHOOL BASELINE EXPECTATIONS: 
TEACHER REVIEW PROCESS 

 
 

Tipping Point Teacher, 
 
The purpose of the baseline teacher review process is to ensure that teachers who elect to work at a 
Tipping Point school understand what is expected of them and to ensure there is a clear and fair process 
for evaluating teacher performance at Tipping Point schools. As a Tipping Point Teacher, you will be 
expected to participate in this review process and to complete the required self-appraisal report each 
term.  An elected teacher review committee will review the contents of your report and determine 
whether you have met the Baseline Tipping Point Expectations in your work with students, families and 
co-workers. These Expectations have been agreed to by a majority of teachers at your school. 
 

The self-appraisal report requires that you provide brief narrative descriptions together with 
supporting documents to demonstrate your accomplishments within each of the following areas: 
 

A)  Professional Development and Assessment: 
• Summer Intensive and Continuous Learning Participation 
• Active Participation in the Tipping Point Collaborative Classroom Observation Process 

 
B) Curriculum Development and Instruction: 

• Standards-Based Curriculum Implementation 
• Student Centered, Research-Based Instructional Strategies 

 
C) School-Wide Collaboration and Leadership: 

• School Activity and Committee Participation 
 

D) Home/Family Involvement: 
• Attendance at Important Home/Family Activities and Meetings 

 
E) General Workplace Expectations:  

• Basic adherence to attendance, confidentiality and student safety requirements 
 
You elected to work at a Tipping Point school and in so doing made a commitment to meeting certain 
baseline expectations.  If, however, your elected teacher review committee determines that your self-
appraisal report does not provide ample evidence that you have met the Baseline Teacher Expectations, 
you will have an opportunity to appeal this decision to an appeals committee. If the appeals committee 
agrees with the determination of the teacher review committee, the district has the authority to assign 
you to another school.  
 
The Tipping Point Teacher Review process is not designed to penalize teachers. Rather it is part of a 
comprehensive re-design reform plan adopted by the school to provide maximum support to a team of 
teachers who have agreed to explicit baseline expectations for teachers and a core set of reform 
principles. 
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TIPPING POINT TEACHER REVIEW: 
PROPOSED BASELINE EXPECTATION GUIDELINES 

(Teachers at Tipping Point Schools are encouraged to propose modifications) 
 Meets and/or  

Exceeds 
Does Not  

Meet 
Demonstration 

Methods 
A.  PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT & ASSESSMENT 

Participates in 
Continuous 
Learning 
Opportunities 

Actively participates in required 
professional development 
activities that have been 
coordinated for the school. 

Does not consistently and actively 
participate in required professional 
development (any absences are 
unexcused). 

Attendance 
sheets, instructor 
notes, etc. 

Participates Actively 
in the 10-Day 
Tipping Point 
Summer Intensive 

Participates in the full Summer 
Intensive Session each day. 

Has unexcused absences; arrives 
late on multiple days and/or leaves 
early with no acceptable 
explanation. 

Attendance log 
(indicating no 
unexcused 
absences) 

Participates Actively 
in the Collaborative 
Classroom 
Observation 
process as an 
observee (outlined 
in school’s 
“Observation 
Protocol”) 

Participates as observee in a 
minimum of two observations per 
year; complies with school’s 
“Observation Protocol”; actively 
considers and/or integrates 
recommendations from observers. 

Does not participate as an observee 
at least twice during each three 
month period; and/or fails to comply 
with school’s “Observation Protocol”; 
is clearly unwilling to consider the 
integration of observer 
recommendations. 

Classroom 
observation forms, 
notes, etc., and 
additional 
observable 
expectations as 
outlined by 
Tipping Point 
school 

Participates Actively 
in the Collaborative 
Classroom 
Observation 
process as an 
observer (outlined 
in school’s 
“Observation 
Protocol”) 

Participates as an observer in a 
minimum of two observations per 
three month period; complies with 
school’s “Observation Protocol”; 
actively provides colleagues with 
feedback and ideas for 
improvements to benefit students. 

Does not participate as an observer 
at least twice during each three 
month period; and/or fails to comply 
with school’s “Observation Protocol”; 
and/or is clearly unwilling to provide 
colleagues with feedback and/or 
ideas for improvement. 

Classroom 
observation forms, 
notes, etc., and 
additional 
observable 
expectations as 
outlined by 
Tipping Point 
school 

B.  CURRICULUM DEVELOPMENT & INSTRUCTION 
Develops and 
Implements a 
Standards-Based 
Curriculum 

Teacher demonstrates at least a 
basic understanding of the 
common standards-based 
curriculum and core content; uses 
materials aligned with standards-
based curriculum; implements 
core content instruction . 

Teacher needs training/remediation 
regarding his/her knowledge and 
understanding of how to implement 
the standards-based curriculum 
requirements; does not present 
instruction within the context of 
clearly stated goals or outcomes. 

Classroom 
observation 
findings, lesson 
plans, and student 
outcomes, 
learning materials 
and text books 

Incorporates 
Student-Centered, 
Research-Based 
Instructional 
Strategies 

Teacher demonstrates an 
understanding of how students 
learn and develop by creating 
instructional opportunities that 
reflect students ages, interests, 
and learning styles; uses 
research-based strategies to 
involve students, and corrects 
student errors or 
misunderstandings as they occur; 
generally presents learning goals 
to introduce new topic areas. 
 

Teacher instructs all students in the 
same manner with little or no 
consideration for student needs, 
interests and learning style 
differences; does not use research-
based strategies to involve students, 
and often provides confusing and/or 
inconsistent direction. 

Classroom 
observation, 
student 
assignments and 
work samples 

C.  SCHOOL-WIDE COLLABORATION & LEADERSHIP 
Participates on 
Committees with 
Coworkers 

Participates actively on at least 
one school-wide committee or 
collaborative project; attends 
regularly, contributes actively by 
offering ideas and 

Does not participate on at least one 
school-wide committee or 
collaborative project, and/or fails to 
attend regularly or work on tasks 
assigned to members. 

Meeting notes, 
attendance 
records, agendas, 
committee chair 
input, work 
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 Meets and/or  
Exceeds 

Does Not  
Meet 

Demonstration 
Methods 

recommendations and/or 
completing committee tasks. 

products 

Participates in 
Important School  
Activities (as 
determined by 
school) 

Regularly attends school activities 
designated as important; more 
specific expectations may be 
outlined by individual schools in 
their Tipping Point Proposal. 

Does not regularly attend school 
activities designated as important.  

Attendance 
records, additional 
observable 
expectations 
outlined by school 

D.  HOME/FAMILY INVOLVEMENT 
Communicates 
Regularly with 
Parents/Guardians 

Makes contact (in person or via 
phone) with every parent or 
guardian at least twice during 
each year to discuss student 
progress. 

Routinely fails to communicate with 
parents or guardians about student 
progress or intervention needs. 

Phone log, copies 
of letters, emails, 
etc. 

Attends Important 
Family Activities 
and Meetings as 
determined by 
Tipping Point 
school (e.g. back-to-
school night, 
science fairs, open 
houses, etc.) 

Regularly participates in important 
family activities (as determined by 
the school). 

Periodically fails to participate in 
important family activities (as 
determined by the school), and/or 
fails to attend full sessions with no 
reasonable explanation.   

Attendance 
records, meeting 
notes, additional 
observable 
expectations as 
outlined by 
Tipping Point 
schools 

E.  GENERAL WORKPLACE EXPECTATIONS 

Attendance 

No unapproved absences (as 
defined in district policy); timely 
notification prior to non-
emergency absences; punctual 
and dependable in the classroom 
and in meetings.   

Multiple unplanned and/or last 
minute non-emergency absences 
from work, and/or a pattern of 
frequent absences not excused for 
medical purposes; consistent failure 
to arrive for work and/or attend 
meetings in a punctual manner. 

Attendance 
records and 
management 
notes. 

Confidentiality 

Is attentive to confidentiality 
concerns involving students, 
families, and co-workers; refrains 
from discussing or otherwise 
sharing confidential information in 
inappropriate settings; does not 
need to be reminded to maintain 
confidentiality. 

Discusses or otherwise shares 
confidential information in 
inappropriate settings; has been 
seriously reprimanded and/or 
repeatedly reminded to maintain 
confidentiality. 

Management 
notes and results 
from complaint 
investigations 

Student Safety 

Takes reasonable steps to ensure 
student safety; complies with 
school safety policies and 
procedures. 

Disregards workplace safety issues; 
repeatedly fails to comply with 
school safety policies and 
procedures. 

Reports from 
campus security, 
records related to 
school safety 
compliance (e.g. 
permission slips, 
chaperone lists, 
accident reports, 
etc.). 
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APPENDIX D: Responses to Common Objections 
 
Objections 1: Any school, no matter how dysfunctional, could be turned around if it had the kind of money that will 
be required for Tipping Point schools. 
 

Response: Sums of money far greater than what is required for a Tipping Point implementation have been 
spent on reforms targeted at dysfunctional schools.  Most have failed to make a lasting difference.  While 
some have shown promising results, the fact that so many schools in California continue to rely on 
alarmingly high numbers of under-qualified teachers attests to the fact that we have not yet discovered an 
effective solution.   

 
Objection 2:  Unions will not support a program that allows management to force teachers to schools they do not 
want to teach in.  This is just another attempt at reconstitution—a failed reform strategy that has served only to 
alienate teachers and staff. 
 

Response:  Unions have historically opposed the practice of forced personnel transfers as a solution to the 
maldistribution of teachers.  And for good reason.  Nothing is gained when teachers are forced to work in 
schools they do not choose themselves.  When there is a shortage of teachers many will simply transfer to 
other districts where they can teach in a setting that better suits them.  Or worse, some will quit altogether.  

 
Unions are right to be wary of reconstitution and the wholesale replacement of staff, no matter how 
severely dysfunctional a school might be.  As discussed in the sections on reconstitution, the Tipping Point 
plan avoids the pitfalls of reconstitution and is consistent with a union supported reform strategy called 
“redesign.”  Within this Tipping Point model, teachers either agree to a set of baseline teacher expectations 
or they elect to transfer to another school.   

 
Objection 3: This is just a zero-sum game.  Since there is a shortage of qualified teachers, when qualified teachers 
leave their present jobs to join Tipping Point teams, they will be replaced by underqualified ones.  This plan simply 
shuffles teachers around and will not produce a net gain.   
 

Response: This objection would have some validity if the premise on which it is based were true.  There 
is, in fact, a shortage of teachers, but only for certain schools—poor, urban ones, typically.  Many other 
schools have no difficulty attracting teachers.  If some leave, they will have little difficulty finding 
qualified ones to take their place.   

 
Objection 4:  We cannot afford to spend time teaching a rich, broadly conceived curriculum if students lack 
essential academic skills.  How can they learn about social studies or science if they cannot read?  Nor should we 
spend time on subjects like art and music if students have yet to acquire “the basics”? 
 

Response:   
In the absence of a rich, broadly conceived curriculum, one that stimulates interest through purposeful 
classroom experiences, many students will disengage from the learning process, from their teachers, and in 
some cases, from school itself.  As a consequence, the challenge of teaching “the basics” becomes more 
difficult despite the extra time that is allotted to it.  The evidence from outlier schools suggests that 
offering a well-rounded curriculum is not incidental to their success in achieving basic academic skills.   
 
Furthermore, many highly skilled teachers refuse to work in schools that force them to teach a narrow, 
lackluster curriculum to disengaged students.  The loss of qualified teachers further exacerbates the 
conditions that others thought would improve by a narrowing of the curriculum.   
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APPENDIX E: Tipping Point Advisory Team 
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 John Rogers, Associate Director of UCLA's Institute for Democracy Education & Access (IDEA) 

 Pia Wong, Professor of Education, CSU Sacramento 

 Julien Phillips, Founder, Partners in School Innovation 

 Margaret Gaston, Director, Center for the Future of Teaching and Learning 

 Karen Hunter-Quartz, Research Associate, UCLA 
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