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ABSTRACT 

 

Exploring Organizational Transformation Through Takeover: A Case Study of School Culture 

and Student Outcomes in an Independent Charter School 

By 

Aida Tatiossian 

Doctor of Education in Educational Leadership 

 The purpose of this retrospective qualitative case study is to examine a charter school, in 

a takeover situation, and the factors of an organizational takeover associated with a change in 

school culture and student outcomes from May 2012 through October 2013, under No Child Left 

Behind (NCLB), to the present day.  The study follows the historical course of the takeover of 

the school to present day and examines how changes initiated, during the period of the 

acquisition, have shaped school culture and student outcomes. School turnaround is still at the 

forefront of education; however, there is limited research on school turnaround and the factors 

that shaped school culture and student outcomes and even less research on, turnaround schools 

that have experienced takeover. 

For this study, the research site was a charter school in Los Angeles, with a population of 

approximately 900 students that experienced a takeover due to low student performance levels 

and financial concerns. Interviews utilized a stratified purposeful sample, and individuals 

directly involved in the acquisition or during the aftermath of the takeover were invited to 

participate. Document review was limited to those documents, having to do with the acquisition, 

which were provided by the school’s leadership and governing board. Current documents were 

also be analyzed to disclose recent events related to school culture and student achievement data. 

The research traditions included a single case study and grounded theory design, 

primarily associated with the research of Strauss and Corbin (1998), who co-authored a book that 
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described the use of grounded theory. I utilized a purposeful sample and interviewed seed 

teachers, new teachers, rehired teachers, and the current director and executive director.  Seed 

teachers were key employees who were transferred from the takeover organization (Cypress 

Charter) to Crepe Myrtle Elementary Charter School. New teachers were new to Crepe Myrtle 

during the time of the takeover, but not necessarily new to the teaching profession. Rehired 

teachers are those educators who were initially employed at Crepe Myrtle Elementary Charter 

School and then hired back by the takeover organization, Cypress Charter. Furthermore, not 

rehired teachers and one of the former directors also participated, since Crepe Myrtle Elementary 

Charter School prior, to the takeover, had a co-directorship model. Finally, I interviewed current 

board members who were involved during the takeover. These individuals appropriately 

informed this research along with relevant document review. 
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CHAPTER 1 

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

INTRODUCTION 

Contextual Background: Legislative Framework on Student Achievement and School 

Improvement 

 Federal statutes and policies have shaped school improvement methods throughout the 

decades. A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform, in 1983, outlined the need for 

higher standards and expectations, increased school days, highly qualified teachers, and 

fundamental leadership for America’s public schools, to turnaround failing schools (Goldberg & 

Harvey, 1983). Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994 (IASA) a federal Title I law, 

reiterated the need for increased teacher capacity and higher standards, while adding 

assessments, as a reform measure, to ensure accountability of public schools (Borman et at., 

2000).  

 In 2002, eight years after IASA, No Child Left Behind (NCLB) initiated yearly 

formalized student assessments in both English Language Arts and Mathematics for grades 3-12. 

These assessments were aligned with the state academic standards, requiring tests to “include 

individual student scores and be reported by race, income, and other” subgroups to identify “gaps 

between, and progress of, various subgroups” (McGuinn, 2006, p. 180).  No Child Left Behind 

brought about incentives, through funding from the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act 

of 2009 (ARRA), such as Race to the Top, which encouraged states to support innovation in 

education through a competitive grant program. The goal was to turn around failing schools 

(Howell, 2015). According to a study by Mass Insight Education and Research Institute, more 

than 4,500 schools were anticipated to be failing by 2009-2010 school year (Calkins, Guenther, 
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Belfiore & Lash, 2007).  Shortly thereafter, in 2011, President Obama presented waivers, from 

the then current stringent NCLB requirements, to states seeking to implement reforms that 

encouraged innovation for increasing instructional quality and student achievement (McNeil & 

Klein, 2011). The rollout of this waiver in 2011 pushed Congress to start “considering an 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) rewrite…for the first time in years” (Hess & 

Eden, 2017, p. 45).  

On December 10, 2015, President Obama signed Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) 

into law, which brought an end to No Child Left Behind (NCLB). Every Student Succeeds Act 

redefined school accountability for all schools, including turnaround schools. The current 

accountability procedures, under ESSA, measure annual student performance on state 

assessments, which includes the growth of all significant subgroups of students—a data point not 

highlighted in NCLB. Other accountability items include but are not limited to graduation rates, 

the performance of English learners, and suspension rates.  An essential change regarding school 

improvement, under ESSA, is that schools are required to develop and implement improvement 

plans that include evidence-based actions to increase student outcomes, which is in direct 

contrast to the one-size-fits-all mentality of NCLB. (Public Impact, Academic Development 

Institute, 2007). Understanding the improvement plans of this turnaround school, with respect to 

school culture and student outcomes, can assist other schools in improving their results. 

RESEARCH PROBLEM STATEMENT 

The problem this study addresses is the need to further explore school culture and student 

outcomes associated with school turnaround, through a takeover situation. School turnaround is 

still at the educational forefront with the passage of ESSA and the new accountability 

Dashboard. Districts must turn around their lowest-performing schools to ensure that parents stay 
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at their neighborhood schools instead of going to private, parochial, or other schools. 

Understanding the improvement plans of this turnaround school, with respect to school culture 

and student outcomes, can assist schools in improving their outcomes. Co-director, Bryan 

Hassel, of Public Impact, a renowned consulting agency that works for dramatic improvements 

in K–12 education argues that there are few turnarounds in education, and Viadero (2009) 

agrees. Hassel and Hassel (2009) assert, “turnarounds have been tried rarely and studied even 

less” (p. 21). The conditions for failing schools have been studied at length with research 

pointing to a high rate of poverty and low socioeconomic status of the community (Duke et al., 

2005; Murphy & Myers, 2008). However, limited research exists about turnaround schools, 

specifically charter schools that have displayed turnaround through a takeover and related 

changes in school culture and student outcomes. This is evident in the reporting of the U.S. 

Department of Education’s School Improvement Report (2001) that states, “We know more 

about the characteristics of high-performing schools than about the process of transforming low-

performing schools” (p. 6).  The report goes on to say, “Research on the process of turning a 

low-performing school into an effective school is much less plentiful and more difficult to 

interpret” (p. 27). Adding on to this, Arsen, Bell, and Plank (2005) report, “The process through 

which previously ineffective schools become effective remains mysterious” (p. 3). This study 

will add to the very limited literature on the process of turning a low-performing school around. 

RESEARCH PURPOSE AND SIGNIFICANCE 

 The purpose for this retrospective qualitative case study was to examine an elementary 

charter school, in a takeover situation, and explore factors of an organizational takeover 

associated with change in school culture and student outcomes from May 2012 through 

September 2013, under No Child Left Behind (NCLB), to the present day under Every Student 
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Succeeds Act (ESSA).  The study followed the historical course of the takeover of the school to 

present day and examined how changes initiated, during the period of the takeover, have shaped 

school culture and student outcomes. As the researcher, I explored the behaviors and actions of 

the school’s teachers, leaders, and board members in moving the school from underperforming 

status to achieving status within one and a half years, and then examined whether those same 

factors are effective in the post-NCLB era of ESSA. The purpose of this study was to gain a 

deeper understanding of how organizational transformation takes place in a takeover situation 

and the ensuing results.   

This study has significant implications for understanding what needs to be in place for a 

takeover organization to be successful in the transformation of the entity being taken over. 

Districts, administrators, teachers, and parents can use the information from this research to 

better understand the circumstances under which significant reform can take place. Beyond 

implications for practice, the findings of this study relate to future research too, as new areas of 

scholarly inquiry extend to research on whether the flexibilities of charter organizations can give 

charters an edge in the turnaround process over district schools and whether districts, by and 

large, would benefit from providing increased flexibilities to their schools. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The research questions for this qualitative case study are: 

1) How does a takeover organization shape organizational transformation of an independent 

elementary charter school in a large urban district? 

2) What factors of an organizational takeover of an independent elementary charter school 

are associated with a change in school culture and student outcomes? 
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OVERVIEW OF THE METHODOLOGY 

To explore the central phenomenon of transformation of a school, under new 

management, a researcher must ask questions, observe, and interact with the research 

participants, which is characteristic of qualitative studies (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016; Rossman 

& Rallis, 2012). For this study, the research site was an elementary charter school in Los 

Angeles, with a population of 900 students that experienced a takeover due to low student 

performance levels and financial concerns. Interviews utilized a stratified purposeful sample.  

Individuals directly involved in the takeover or during the aftermath of the takeover were invited 

to participate. Seeking the perspectives of many members of the charter school, including but not 

limited to board members, teachers, and school administrators revealed information and patterns 

about the systems in place that supported the transformation of the school (Bloomberg & Volpe, 

2016; Rossman & Rallis, 2012).  

The research traditions that I used included a single case study and grounded theory 

design, primarily associated with the research of Strauss and Corbin (1998), who co-authored a 

book that described the use of grounded theory. According to Creswell (2005), grounded theory 

strategy "is a systematic, qualitative procedure used to generate a theory that explains...a process, 

an action, or an interaction about a substantive topic" (p. 425). Grounded theory offers the 

structure and step-by-step approach to data analysis with a standard format.  In addition, 

Creswell states that grounded theory offers a systematic approach to data analysis that is used to 

discover new theory, based on the data that the research reveals.  Since not much research has 

been done on the topic of takeover organizations and the conditions that are needed to support 

the transformation efforts in schools, the grounded theory tradition seems highly appropriate. 
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LIMITATIONS 

 Limitations of a research study are those conditions that may weaken the study. On this 

point, Bloomberg and Volpe (2016) argue, “you need to explicitly acknowledge these 

[limitations]” (p. 114). The first limitation of this study is that I examined only one elementary 

school with a high population of English Learners and a high percentage of socioeconomically 

disadvantaged youth, albeit the school did have a large student body of about 900 students. 

Given that I explored only one elementary school, the results may not be generalizable; however, 

the study can have transferability (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016). Further, the study is bounded by 

a specified timeframe. The study provides a detailed description of a specific temporal and 

spatial boundary (Merriam, 1988). Attending to place and time brings context to the structures 

and relationships that are of interest. However, we must acknowledge that, the results that 

emerged from this bounded system may not necessarily apply to other situations. Despite these 

limitations, a qualitative case study was still the best way to meet the study’s purpose. Data 

collection methods were restricted to in-depth personal interviews with a small sample of the 

population that was represented through a stratified, purposeful sample. In addition, document 

review was limited to those documents, having to do with the takeover, which was provided by 

the school’s leadership and governing board. Current documents were also analyzed to disclose 

recent events related to student achievement data. Finally, the role of memory of actual accounts 

may have been a limitation, since this study was retrospective in nature.  As a result, I asked 

participants to “recreate” their experiences to gain insight that is more detailed and guided them 

to re-live those moments in time (Glesne, 2016). This process provided more accurate data for 

analysis. 
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DELIMITATIONS 

 The delimitations of research identify the boundaries of the study (Bloomberg & Volpe, 

2012). The purpose of this retrospective case study was to discover the factors that led to the 

development of school culture and increased student outcomes from May 2012 through 

September 2013. Covering this one-and-a-half-year period where the turnaround was most 

evident, the study focused on the experiences and systems that were set during that time. 

Additionally, the study moved to present day and examined whether the factors associated with 

change, as a result of an organizational takeover, are still creating positive outcomes in the 

present. 

The stratified purposeful sample of participants provided insight into this time period. 

Seed teachers were interviewed. The seed teachers were the core leadership team that transferred 

to the school that was being taken over. The team had experience in the takeover organization’s 

workings, had knowledge about the takeover organization’s philosophy, and was clear about the 

takeover organization’s vision and mission.  Additionally, new teachers were interviewed. These 

individuals were new to the takeover organization and new to the organization being taken over, 

but not necessarily new to the teaching profession. Rehired teachers are those who were 

returning to the organization being taken over, after being rehired post takeover. Furthermore, 

teachers who were not rehired back by the takeover organization were also be interviewed. It was 

critical to hear their perspectives as well. Additionally, a former director, the takeover 

principal/director, who transferred to the school shortly before the takeover, as well as the 

executive director who successfully led the takeover organization since its inception were 

interviewed. Finally, current board members who were involved during the takeover time period 

were interviewed. These individuals appropriately informed this research.  
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STRATEGIES TO ENHANCE CREDIBILITY, DEPENDABILITY, AND 

TRANSFERABILITY 

With respect to credibility, I am familiar with the culture of charter schools as a current 

administrator working on the charter authorization side. I have had opportunities to understand 

the culture of charter organizations even before the data collection phase.  Lincoln and Guba 

(1985) recommend prolonged engagement with and knowledge about the participating 

organizations. With this knowledge, I ensured that my biases did not come into play by 

frequently engaging in member checks and relying on critical friends to give subjects an 

opportunity to approve the interpretation of the data that was provided (Doyle, 2007; Glesne, 

2016; Merriam, 1998; Rossman & Rallis, 2012). I was honest, open about the work, and had 

“explicit negotiation with research partners and participants about data ownership.” (Glesne, 

2016, p. 173). As a result, during the interviews or shortly after analysis, I will ensured that my 

interpretations of the conversations and findings were in alignment with the intentions of the 

participants. Accurately portraying their voices was a critical piece for the overall quality of the 

research.  

With respect to credibility and dependability, the strategies that I employed to enhance 

credibility was data source triangulation. Rossman and Rallis (2012) define triangulation as the 

utilization of multiple sources of data, numerous types of data, and various points in time. 

Specifically, I got insight from a variety of participants including seed teachers, new teachers, 

rehired teachers, not rehired teachers, former and current administrators, and board members. 

This stratified purposeful sample ensured that all perspectives were included. Additionally, I 

reviewed key documents to gain information and see related patterns. Document review, such as 

improvement plans, emails pertaining to the takeover, and charter petition among other artifacts 
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provided background information that helped with finding consistencies and relationships in 

individual testimonies during the interview phase. 

 For transferability, the results of this qualitative case study may allow researchers to 

adequately assess the extent to which this study is transferable. Here, I provided as much context 

about the elementary charter school as possible. Additionally, I provided detailed information 

about the data collection methods, the time period over which data was collected, and the 

number and type of participants, which assisted with not only transferability but also 

dependability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

ORGANIZATION OF THE DISSERTATION 

 The dissertation’s organization begins with the current chapter, which contextualizes the 

study, presents the purpose and significance, introduces the basic components of the 

methodology, and presents limitations and delimitations. This is followed by Chapter 2, a review 

of the literature, which positions the study in the context of previous research. The chapter 

presents the themes discovered related to school turnaround in empirical research and the gaps 

related to the findings. Chapter 3 describes the methodological tradition, with a rationale for 

using that approach, the research design and tradition, setting, and research sample and data 

sources. Additionally, Chapter 3 describes the data collection methods and analysis. Chapter 4 

presents the results, using the raw data, and Chapter 5 engages in a robust discussion and 

provides recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE  

Research Purpose and Questions 

 The purpose of this study is to explore how a takeover organization shapes organizational 

transformation of an independent elementary charter school in a large urban district—with a 

specific focus on the factors of how organizational takeover shapes school culture and student 

outcomes. I explored the strengths of the takeover organization, the strategies used to redefine 

the school, and approaches used to gain buy-in. As complex and whole entities, the roles of the 

governing board, the school’s leader(s), and the teachers needed further examination to 

determine the relationships and contribution of each in the school’s turnaround process and how 

that process impacted student outcomes and school culture. 

The research questions for this study are: 

1. How does a takeover organization shape organizational transformation of an independent 

elementary charter school in a large urban district? 

2. What factors of an organizational takeover of an independent elementary charter school 

are associated with a change in school culture and student outcomes? 

Chapter Organization 

First, I explored the historical and current contexts for turnaround schools with a 

discussion of No Child Left Behind (NCLB), and Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). General 

patterns related to school turnaround, including a definition of turnaround is outlined. This is 

followed by the options for failing schools and conditions for a turnaround. Furthermore, I 

discuss research on the school turnaround process. Next, I review school culture and its effect on 
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student outcomes, and finally, I explore the consequences of reconstitution on school culture and 

student outcomes. 

HISTORICAL AND CONTEMPORARY CONTEXTS FOR TURNAROUND SCHOOLS  

Schools that needed to improve quickly due to their low proficiency rates were supported 

by incentives such as the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA). Investing 

billions in education through a program called Race to the Top, ARRA encouraged states to 

support innovation in education through a competitive grant program.  Furthermore, federal 

legislation provided the framework for school accountability and guided districts and schools in 

measuring school success; thereby, providing the context for school turnaround based on 

predetermined expectations and requirements. NCLB, discussed in detail in Chapter 1, provided 

drastic sanctions to schools that were not achieving according to the set criteria. In contrast to 

this past legislation, ESSA is less prescriptive, includes more metrics than just student outcomes, 

and allows for more local control (Hess & Eden, 2017).   

American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 

Designed to “stimulate the economy; support job creation; and invest in critical sectors, 

including education, in the aftermath of the Great Recession,” the American Recovery and 

Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA) invested $100 billion in education of which 4.35 billion 

dollars was earmarked for the formation of Race to the Top (RttT). RttT encouraged states to 

support innovation in education through a competitive grant program; the goal of this investment 

was to turn around failing schools (Howell, 2015). This initiative was in line with federal No 

Child Left Behind requirements. 
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On June 22, 2009, at the National Alliance for Public Charter Schools Conference, 

former Education Secretary Arne Duncan discussed the turnaround of the bottom five percent of 

schools and provided the following statistics: 

There are approximately 5,000 schools in this chronically underperforming 

category… This is a national problem…over the coming years, America needs to 

find 5,000 high–energy, hero principals to take over these struggling schools…and 

they will need a quarter of a million great teachers who are willing to do the 

toughest work in public education. We will find them in the union ranks and the 

charter community, the business world, and the nonprofit sectors. At a minimum, 

for a turnaround to succeed you have to change the school culture. In most cases, 

simply replacing the principal is not enough. We want transformation, not tinkering 

(Duncan, 2009).   

In this 2009 speech, Secretary Duncan referred to examples of takeovers by charter management 

organizations, which were steadily improving. However, in 2013, four years after this speech Mr. 

Duncan acknowledged only pockets of success in the charter community, documenting 

“extraordinary accomplishments” while recognizing that there were many “weak operators.” As 

a result, charter authorizers are increasingly closing underperforming schools. Secretary Duncan 

explained that charter closures doubled from June 2011 to June 2012, rising from six to thirteen 

percent. (Duncan, 2013).   

Every Student Succeeds Act of 2015 

Welcome, Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) of 2015. This 392-page bill has “ten 

major [sections]” (p. 59).  In 2016, about $16 billion in funding went to Title I- Education of the 

Disadvantaged. This is approximately 70 percent of ESSA’s total funding. The next largest 
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funded program under ESSA is Title II, Part A-Improving Teacher Quality with $2.35 billion in 

funding (Hess & Eden, 2017).  

ESSA has scaled back many of NCLB’s rigid and punitive elements such as standardized 

“accountability goals, school evaluation metrics, timelines, and school interventions” (p. 59). 

Every Student Succeeds Act, continues with NCLB mandates “such as annual testing in grades 

3-8, the disaggregation of student data for different demographic groups, accountability and 

required interventions in low performing schools, and a focus on narrowing the achievement 

gaps” (p. 60). ESSA has expanded the measures of accountability from one test measure to five 

that must be disaggregated by significant student subgroups (Hess & Eden, 2017).  They are 1) 

proficiency on annual assessments, 2) academic achievement that looks at student growth, 3) 

graduation rates for high schools, 4) progress of English learners to English proficiency, and 5) 

and another indicator of school quality- access to rigorous and broad-based coursework, school 

culture, or socioemotional learning (Hess & Eden, 2017).  

In a critical shift from NCLB, ESSA has abandoned the highly qualified teacher 

requirements, focusing more on teacher effectiveness (Hess & Eden, 2017). Critics of NCLB 

were against many of the law’s prescribed school turnaround methods. ESSA has addressed this 

by allowing states to develop locally approved approaches to school turnaround (Hess & Eden, 

2017). This flexibility permits states to implement a more thoughtful and rational method of 

identifying schools that need improvement with the utilization of local expertise in improving 

student outcomes and contributing to school turnaround.   

GENERAL PATTERNS IN SCHOOL TURNAROUND 

 Researchers have varied definitions of a turnaround. Some researchers agree that the 

distinction between a turnaround effort and organizational change is the length of time. 
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Turnaround is swift, significant, and more difficult than regular school improvement. 

Implementation efforts of turnaround initiatives are not methodical but marked by massive 

efforts to change multiple variables within the school setting simultaneously. School turnaround 

initiatives produce increased student outcomes within two years (Calkins et al., 2007; Hoffman, 

1989; Pappano, 2010). Pappano further asserts that a turnaround extends beyond student 

academic achievement data to include “school culture, attitude, and student aspirations.” (p.3). 

Pappano’s findings are in line with Ravitch (2013) who also emphasizes that there is more to 

reform than just increasing in test scores. Secretary Duncan also agrees that attendance and 

school culture can also be leading indicators of successful schools (Toppo, 2010). Many 

researchers also agree that turnaround, different from schoolwide reform models, is quick with 

differentiating factors guided by intensity and speed (Herman et al., 2008). 

 Moreover, Slatter (1984) contends, “there is no hard-and-fast definition of what 

constitutes a turnaround situation” (p. 13); there is “no single definition” (p. 18). Shuchman and 

White (1995) agree with Slatter when they state that a “review of the literature in this field shows 

that there is no unifying theory of turnarounds, no common taxonomy or classification system or 

even a universally accepted lexicon of terms” (p. 14). Furthermore, Lohrke and Bedeian (1998) 

state that all this “vagueness in terminology has arguably obscured both the essential turnaround 

processes being implemented and the successfulness of the ensuing results” (p. 10). When it 

comes to turnarounds, Boyne (2004) proclaims that “little academic theory or evidence on public 

sector organizations is available to help national bodies and local service providers in their quest 

for turnaround strategies” (p. 971). 
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Options for Failing Schools and Conditions for Intervention 

NCLB Era. The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 identified consequences for schools 

that did not demonstrate academic progress according to annual measurable achievement 

objectives (NCLB, 2002). Specifically, under the law, schools that failed to make progress 

within five years were required to restructure. There were five options to choose from: 1) convert 

to a charter, 2) replace staff, 3) hire an external entity to operate the school, 4) experience state 

takeover, or 5) implement another significant reform (Public Impact, Academic Development 

Institute, 2007). Similarly, Neuman-Sheldon (2006) states, “federal options for restructuring 

schools include assigning an outside organization to operate the school…replace most or all 

school staff…or undertake any other major restructuring of the school’s governance that 

produces fundamental reform” (p. 2). Gustafson, Keller, LaValle, Stewart, and Finance, (2010) 

define the conditions for intervention. They are 1) failure to meet educational outcomes; 2) 

failure to satisfy accepted accounting principles and fiscal management standards; and 3) failure 

to comply with the charter as written.   

ESSA Era. For the first time, since the state discontinued API in 2013, the California 

Department of Education sent letters to district superintendents identifying the lowest performing 

schools needing targeted assistance “because they are struggling to adequately serve students” 

(Romero, 2019, para. 2).  Every Student Succeeds Act, the federal education law, necessitates 

states to identify the lowest tiers of schools—that is, those at the bottom five percent. However, 

“schools that have been flagged for targeted support won’t be eligible for…support until the 

2020-2021 school year” (Romero, 2019, para. 5). We do not know what this support will look 

like in the present accountability system. However, a turnaround at a school site requires a 

change in multiple elements simultaneously.  Turnaround, in a short period of time, requires 
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quick and drastic changes (Calkins et al., 2007; Hoffman, 1989; Pappano, 2010). Therefore, 

districts and local educational agencies must take a hard look at themselves and create change 

from within. Even post NCLB era, it appears that school closure, combining schools, and school 

takeover, are still in current conversations as is evidenced by this quote garnered from LA 

School Report: 

Board members in recent meetings have also offered various ideas on how to help 

LA’s low-performing schools. They include creating a separate school district for 

them, closing or combining some of them, or creating smaller learning communities 

within a school. Other ideas are setting up a system of evaluating district schools in 

a similar way independent charter schools are assessed by the district, or changing 

the whole curriculum for low-performing schools so that every subject, such as 

social studies and art, includes a math and English component (Greanias, 2018, 

para. 20). 

Moreover, in February 2019, LA School Report identified 1,640 schools that needed 

assistance, which represents 16.5 percent of all public schools in California (Romero, 2019). Of 

these 1,640 schools, 300 were identified for “having a graduation rate under 67 percent. Here we 

have a plethora of schools that are in dire need of some form of intervention, support, and 

resources. These are the schools that are really struggling in the California School Dashboard’s 

indicators” (Romero, 2019, para. 14). Carrie Hahnel, co-executive director of the state advocacy 

organization EdTrust-West explained: 

Currently school districts are only required to release their plans for improving 

student achievement during the LCAP process each spring…there isn’t additional 

planning oversight that’s put on top of that. That’s something that I’d like to press 
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harder at the state level and I think parents should press on their school districts and 

find out what additional plan is going to happen (Romero, 2019, para. 23). 

As can be seen in the literature, options for failing schools are still being discussed at the 

federal, state, county, and district levels with the advent of ESSA and the new California School 

Dashboard.  

Organizational Environment of School Closure and Takeover  

Research conducted by Corbett (2015) suggests that school turnaround initiatives are 

more difficult and complicated than start-ups, even though start-ups have many significant 

unique challenges (p. 4). In reflecting on the difficulty and challenge posed by the Lock High 

School conversion, Mark Petruzzi, CEO of Green Dot Public Schools, said “it [is] a different 

animal.” In a turnaround world, the key is flexibility and problem solving quickly and efficiently, 

“on the fly” (p. 11). The turnaround world, during the NCLB era, was fast moving because 

results were expected quickly, within a short timeframe. 

Charter schools have autonomy in exchange for accountability. This accountability piece 

presents a significant challenge to charter school authorizers who “are expected to intervene in 

schools that do not meet their education and fiscal management responsibilities” (Gustafson et 

al., 2010). The charter is “held” by the governing boards of schools, and it is they who are 

responsible “for providing the most direct level of oversight” (Gustafson et al., 2010). Board 

members of the charter school are the ones ultimately responsible for ensuring that the public’s 

resources are appropriately utilized and that the utilization of such produces appropriate levels of 

student achievement (p. 6). The governance structure of high performing schools has stability of 

leadership as noted in the research of Hamilton, Heilig and Pazey (2014).  
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Furthermore, Geyer (2005) reports that authorizers initiating a school closure must be 

cognizant of, not only the challenges that lie ahead but also the impact that the “closure will have 

on the school’s…constituents…including the students, teachers, families…” (p. 2). One of the 

significant challenges that are noted during a school takeover is ardent stakeholder opposition to 

changes (p. 2). In line with this thinking, Corbett (2015) provides a specific example of a family 

initially selecting the charter school because “the classes are separated by gender” and that is 

what would be best for their child; however, post charter school takeover, “the new charter 

school operator may combine genders in classes” (p. 7). Programmatic changes may be one 

reason why parents may oppose the takeover. Clearly, both closure and takeover scenarios 

impact families and communities in significant ways. Unrest, anxiety, distrust, and other 

negative emotions surface as schools are closed or as new management steps in. 

Organizational Environment of Unsuccessful Schools 

To completely understand turnaround schools, we must look beyond the underperforming 

state data and focus on environments of those schools, including their leaders and teachers.  

Chronically underachieving schools share many challenges. Therefore, it’s important to review 

the literature which studies the school environments that are considered challenging, failing, or 

in high need. One condition that seems to be shared in chronically failing schools is a high rate 

of poverty or a large percentage of economically disadvantaged students. The literature reveals 

that the low socioeconomic status of a school community is more often than not identified as a 

reason for a low-performing school (Duke et al., 2005; Murphy & Myers, 2008). Levels of high 

poverty increase the need for schools to provide more wraparound services to students that may 

include mental health, dental care, adult education and preschool learning (Corallo & McDonald, 

2001).   
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 Although the home conditions of children living in poverty play a critical role in their 

performance at school, this level of performance is not due solely to living conditions and family 

circumstances. The school experience also plays a role in students’ academic progress as studied 

by Gezi (1990). Several aspects play a role in low-performing schools.  Poor teacher quality 

(Duke et al., 2005; Murphy & Myers, 2008), high teacher turnover (Corallo & McDonald, 2001; 

Murphy & Myers, 2008) and ineffective leadership (Murphy & Myers, 2008) are all issues 

connected to low student performance. Other factors include unaligned curriculum, discipline 

challenges, and lack of a team approach to solving problems (Duke et al., 2005).  

 Additionally, educators’ beliefs in how students learn and their practices also play a role 

in student outcomes. Blaming students and their family situations for failure and having low 

expectations of students (Corallo & McDonald, 2001) are characteristic of underperforming 

schools. Duke et al. (2005) describe the conditions of a dysfunctional and non-productive culture 

in which educators are unreceptive and display punitive attitudes towards students who exhibit a 

lack of achievement. It is important to note that underperforming schools may also have low 

parent involvement where the home-school connection is weak (Clubine, Knight, Schneider, & 

Smith, 2001).  

 Moreover, as Milburn and team have revealed for business organizations, “it is the 

internal environment that is often the culprit in an organization’s crisis even if the culprit appears 

to be the external environment” (Milburn, Schuler, & Watman, 1983, p. 1150). Beliefs, systems, 

and structures or a lack thereof may be part of an organization’s failure or struggle.  Along the 

same lines, Stopford and team found that “firms were failing because their structures and 

systems had become ossified, making them incapable of responding adequately to the changing 
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environment” (Stopford & Baden-Fuller, 1990, p. 402). Although their findings were from the 

business field, the same concepts can be transferred to educational organizations.  

 In summary, as evident from the literature, turnaround schools function in challenging 

environments. These issues must be taken into consideration when trying to turn around failing 

schools. Although not all the circumstances above may apply to all schools needing a turnaround 

effort, they are common enough to exemplify the challenging situations that educators face in the 

context of turnaround. 

UNDERSTANDING SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT AND TURNAROUND 

School Principal as the Most Important Factor in School Turnaround 

Much has been written about leadership and specifically transformational leadership. The 

premise that school leadership is a crucial ingredient in school improvement and in a successful 

academic program seems almost intuitive. However, that intuition is also backed up by a 

multitude of research from Waters, Marzano and McNulty (2003); Leithwood, Seashore-Louis, 

Anderson & Wahlstrom (2004); Cotton (2003); and Tschannen-Moran, (2013) as cited in 

Goodwin & Babo (2014).  Similarly, Nash (2012), who conducted a qualitative multi-case study 

of two urban comprehensive high schools, found that school success is highly dependent upon 

the school’s leader. Much of the literature on school turnaround cites robust and consistent 

leadership as a necessary ingredient.  Huber and West (2002) claim, the school leader is cited, 

more often, as the key figure in a school’s development, by either facilitating changes or 

blocking them, and acting as a conduit for development and regeneration. In fact, Paton and 

Mordaunt (2004), have found that successful leaders who have headed turnaround efforts have 

done so despite constraints imposed by policy. Furthermore, the agreed upon changes at 

turnaround schools were required by the school’s leadership; they were not optional (Duke et al., 
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2005; Galvin & Parsley, 2005; Kim & Mauborgne, 2003). As noted by a multitude of 

researchers, the school principal is an essential player in school success. In other words, one of 

the characteristics of a successful school includes a strong leader. 

Trust in a school leader is critical. Trust takes time to build and is an important factor 

in school success, according to the quantitative study of 65 elementary school principals 

conducted by Leithwood and Montgomery (1984). In fact, their research found that “work over 

extended periods with staff” is a prerequisite to the building of trust. The research data revealed, 

“To accomplish this required a tenure of five to ten years in a school. Principal transfer policies 

that shortened that tenure were seen as dysfunctional” (p. 84).  This finding, if true on a broader 

scale, has major implications for school success. The finding here is that trust builds slowly and 

incrementally and that stability in leadership is important. Hanford and Leithwood (2013), in 

their qualitative study of 24 randomly selected teachers in six schools identified the 

characteristics of trustworthiness as “competence, consistency and reliability, openness, respect, 

and integrity” (p. 208). Kouzes & Posner (2012) agree with the researchers above and claim, 

“Without trust, you cannot lead. Without trust, you can’t get people to believe in you or in each 

other” (p. 219). In fact, the book discusses high-trust versus low-trust organizations and asserts 

that the former outperforms the latter.   

Focus on Student Support and Instruction as Determined by Student Outcomes 

Socioeconomic status, lifestyle, level of parental support, parental expectations, and 

parental education all can affect the degree to which students succeed. According to Gibson 

(1997), student academic performance can be affected by these factors. At-risk students find it 

difficult to connect to adults in a meaningful way according to a survey of 1,425 adults and 614 

youth aged 12 to 17 conducted by Scales and Leffert; Scales, Sesma, and Bolstrom (2004). 
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Therefore, it is imperative that educators make an extra effort to connect with their students. 

Students who have an adult connection are more likely to do better in school than those who do 

not (McNeely, 2005).   

Additionally, social support is critical to ensure the social-emotional wellness of students, 

which, in turn, results in better academic outcomes (Davis, Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, 

Myerson & Finance, 2005). According to research conducted by Scott and Walberg (1979), the 

home, the students themselves, and the school affect school achievement. The economic context 

is an essential aspect of how students are supported.  During times of feast when revenue is 

abundant, schools can support students by reducing class size and providing added classroom 

support. (Hoff & Pandey, 2006).   

Furthermore, as cited in the research of Robinson, V. J., Lloyd, C. A., and Rowe, K. J. 

(2008), successful schools put “greater emphasis on ensuring that staff systematically monitored 

student progress” (p. 662). Research indicates that schools that maintain a laser-like focus on 

instruction improve both the teaching and learning occurring at the school site. Gauging student 

progress through the regular monitoring of data, presented by periodic assessments, and 

adjusting classroom strategies accordingly provide the best results. The schools that increased 

student outcomes all set instructional goals based on data analysis (Conzemius, 2000; Duke et 

al., 2005; Johnson & Asera, 1999; Whiteside, 2006). The Johnson and Asera study (1999) found 

that schools and districts must “create clear, measurable, and rigorous school accountability 

provisions” (p. 23). Monitoring student outcomes and changing instruction to meet the needs of 

students were found to be very successful (Conzemius, 2000; Duke et al., 2005; Johnson & 

Asera, 1999; Whiteside, 2006). Johnson and Asera (1999) go further and state that having the 

time to “align instruction to standards and assessments” (p. 23) was one of the most valued 
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supports that teachers can receive. Additionally, teachers analyzing student work and test scores 

in collaborative or grade level teams seemed to have been most beneficial. 

Distributive Leadership and Teacher Input 

  Although the principal’s role is critical in leading a school, all stakeholders, and 

especially teachers, must be involved and invested. Consistent with Dinham (2005), 

“involvement of stakeholders, particularly teachers, is seen as a vital aspect of educational 

leadership” (p. 340). Furthermore, Hallinger and Heck (2010) define collaborative leadership as 

“strategic school-wide actions directed toward improvement in student learning that are shared 

among teachers, administrators, and others” (p. 228). One may think that distributed leadership is 

easy because it is passed down to the teacher level; however, findings from a study by 

Leithwood, et al. (2007), suggest that distributed leadership does not require less leadership at 

the top but requires the formal leader to build capacity, coordinate, monitor, and provide 

constructive feedback. Along the same lines, “the leadership of higher performing schools is 

distinguished by its active oversight and coordination of the instructional program” (Robinson et 

al., 2008, p. 662). Richard F. Elmore, in his book School Reform from the Inside Out defines 

distributed leadership as “multiple sources of guidance and direction, following…the expertise in 

the organization, made coherent through a common culture” (p. 59). Elmore (2004), further 

states that distributed leadership is effective when the leaders leverage the skills and knowledge 

in the organization, create common expectations of the teaching and learning happening in the 

classrooms, and hold individuals accountable for their personal progress as well as their progress 

in contributing to the whole. 

In a turnaround study, Leithwood and Strauss (2009) found that as a school went through 

the stages of improvement, the school’s leader became more collaborative through substantial 
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staff involvement and input. Distributed leadership has had a positive impact on student 

achievement of turnaround schools based on a study conducted by Hallinger and Heck, (2010).  

EXPLORING INSTITUTIONAL CULTURE:  

EFFECTS OF SCHOOL CULTURE ON STUDENT OUTCOMES 

Student outcomes have often been connected to school culture. In fact, leadership skills 

in facilitating a favorable school culture and climate stimulate student achievement (Fullan, 2006 

& Spillane 2006). In a mixed-methods study of four elementary and four secondary schools, 

Leithwood and Strauss (2009) found that the principal cultivated the culture of collaboration and 

learning in schools. According to Mai (2004), “a learning organization is one that actively works 

to improve itself by casting present practices under critical scrutiny and by seeking new and 

better ways of doing things” (p. 212). Critical scrutiny is the reflective piece that is facilitated by 

the school’s leader in an effort to develop better and more efficient instructional approaches as 

found by a qualitative study of over 800 teachers (Blase & Blase, 1999; Mai, 2004). Reflection is 

a critical piece on the road to improvement or change in practice.  

Many factors influence school culture and climate, but what are they? According to 

research conducted by Ross and Cozzens (2016), which analyzed Reginald Leon Green’s 

“Leadership Behavior Inventory” of the thirteen core competencies that positively influence 

school culture, five stood out as critical. “To achieve academic goals, principals…need to adjust 

their leadership practices to be more conducive to innovation, collaboration, reflection, diversity, 

and professionalism” (p. 171). Hoyle, English, and Steffy (1985) linked school culture and 

climate with student achievement by stating, “School climate may be one of the most important 

ingredients of a successful instructional program. Without a climate that creates a harmonious 

and well-functioning school, a high degree of academic achievement is difficult, if not downright 
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impossible to obtain” (p. 15).  Dumay and Garland (2012) further contend, “That the more 

schools are characterized by cultural strength, the more teachers feel they can, as a team, enhance 

students’ learning” (p. 725). According to Rindler (1987), “In a turnaround, culture is vital” (p. 

221). Shelly and Jones (1993) agree, “The pervasive impact of culture on every aspect of [the 

organization] makes it the most important factor for sustaining a turnaround process” (p. 71). 

Furthermore, Connelly (2010) found that principals of turnaround schools believe that all 

students can learn, achievement can improve, and that they, themselves, are lifelong learners. 

The leader of a school has a responsibility to not only improve the learning of students but also 

to enhance the knowledge and build the capacity of teachers (Rhodes & Brundrett, 2009). 

Furthermore, Fullan (2006) describes, “re-culturing” versus restructuring. A change in school 

culture involves a definition of guiding beliefs, expectations about teaching and learning, and 

engagement in the collaborative change process. This collaboration marks a shift in behaviors, 

values, and norms that exhibit new ways of interacting, such as sharing of best practices, joint 

problem solving, and distributed leadership. Tightly knit collaborative communities are able to 

generate quicker and better solutions to complex problems. Collaboration among colleagues also 

leads to higher levels of trust, improved instructional practices, higher teacher satisfaction, and 

improved outcomes for students (Dufour, Eaker, & Many, 2006; Fisher & Frey, 2003; Fisher, 

Grove, & Sax, 2000; Friend and Cook, 2007; Joyce & Showers, 2002). 

Organizational Conditions that Deteriorate School Culture 

  The importance of school culture cannot be underestimated.  In fact, California Chief 

Deputy Superintendent Glen Price released initial recommendations that would place school 

climate and culture to the head of the state’s school improvement and accountability system 
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(Fensterwald, 2017).  As such, conditions that deteriorate school culture must be identified and 

attended to in an expeditious manner. 

Group relations change because of organizational distress, which negatively impact 

school culture and climate.  Rindler (1987) highlighted that when staff is not happy it is a sure 

sign of a downward spiral. “Decreasing morale” is noted by Goldstein (1988, p. 42) and growing 

apathy (Crandall, 1995) and “passivity and helplessness” (Kanter, 2003, p. 61) tend to increase in 

organizations that are in trouble. Greenhalgh (1983), cites the destruction of “the social fabric of 

the organization” (p. 239) which gives rise to “mutual distrust and hostility” (Khandwalla, 1983, 

p. 20) and “alienation, apathy, conflict, and buck-passing” (p. 35).  “Divisive organizational 

politics” takes over (Greenhalgh, 1983, p. 239) and the “formation of cliques” surfaces 

(Khandwalla, 1983, p. 20). The aforementioned conditions are some of the “cultural dimensions 

that inhibit…the improvement process” (Shelly & Jones, 1993, p. 70). The success of 

turnarounds requires that the leader “articulate a new set of values and help[s] employees 

internalize them” (Rindler, 1987, p. 221). The goal is to develop a positive culture and school 

climate by “reshape[ing] the beliefs and recipes of organizational members” (Castrogiovanni, 

Bahga, & Kidwell, 1992, p. 37). 

EXAMINING EFFECTS OF RECONSTITUTION ON INSTITUTIONAL CULTURE:  

CONNECTIONS TO SCHOOL CULTURE AND STUDENT OUTCOMES 

 Research shows that school culture has a significant influence on students’ academic 

achievement and motivation to learn, not to mention the increased retention rate of teachers due 

to their job satisfaction. When students and staff members feel safe, respected, valued, cared for, 

and engaged learning inevitably increases (CDE & WestED, 2011). In fact, there is a proposed 

California law, Assembly Bill 2820, introduced by Assemblyman Kevin McCarty, that sets up a 
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Community Engagement and School Climate for Continuous Improvement Block Grant, which 

provides school districts a venue of using state-approved school climate surveys and use results 

to improve working conditions and school culture (Bammer, 2011). According to Goldstein, 

Kelemen, and Koski (1998) “the decision to reconstitute a school has a profound impact on [the] 

school community” (p. 17). Borman et al., (2000) found “clear tensions between the new 

teachers and the pre-reconstitution veterans who were hired back” (p. 56). Also, returning or 

rehired teachers “often feel personally blamed when a school is reconstituted” (Goldstein et al., 

1998, p. 17). Rice and Malen (2003) found that some returning or rehired teachers “mourned the 

loss of colleagues and friends who were no longer a part of the school” (p. 655). The research on 

reconstitution is inconclusive. Some schools improve student outcomes, while others do not. 

“Given the swift rise of reconstitution as a policy tool, and given the dramatic nature of the 

policy, it is surprising how little we know about the efficacy of reconstitution” (Goldstein et al., 

1998, p. 1). Rudo (2001) concurs that it is “disappointing that research on the effects of 

reconstitution…is so very limited” (p. 3).  

MULTI-THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This study utilizes a multi-theoretical approach and includes the contributions of James 

MacGregor Burns and Kenneth Leithwood’s Transformational Leadership Models and John 

Kotter’s Eight-Step Change Model. Any type of school reform, including reconstitution, 

pressures school leaders to improve student outcomes, with little information on how to achieve 

this. Historically, accountability measures were based on high-stakes testing, which is not an 

effective way of measuring quality instruction and overall school success, because it is narrow 

and one-dimensional. The accountability movement brought about new research on the impact of 

school leaders on various outcomes. Terms like shared leadership, distributed leadership, and 



28 

 

transformational leadership began to emerge. “The emergence of these models indicated a 

broader dissatisfaction with the instructional leadership model, which many believed focused too 

much on the principal as the center of the expertise, power, and authority” (Hallinger, 2003, p. 

330). Additionally, the element of change, which is difficult for all organizations, brings about 

struggles that must be dealt with appropriately if the organization is to rise out of the ashes and 

improve.   

James MacGregor Burns and the Concepts of Transactional and Transformational 

Leadership 

In his pioneering book Leadership, Burns (1978) makes essential generalizations about 

leadership across time and various management settings. According to Burns, leaders should be 

judged by their capability to bring about social change. Burns suggests two forms of leadership: 

transactional and transformational. Transactional leaders approach their workers with the 

intention of exchanging one thing for another.  An example in education would be providing 

additional pay for an adjunct duty. In contrast, the transformational leader “looks for potential 

motives in followers, seeks to satisfy higher needs, and engages the full person of the follower” 

(p. 4). This type of mutual or shared relationship creates the foundation for converting followers 

into leaders. At this point, transformational leaders become moral agents as they try to find ways 

of gratifying the needs of those working for them, by paying close attention to goals, values, and 

motivations of their followers. Transformational leadership is at play when there is a symbiotic 

relationship where “followers…act for certain goals that represent the values and the 

motivations…of both leaders and followers” (p. 19). Burns’ work contributed to clearly 

conceptualizing the terms transactional and transformational leadership.   



29 

 

In summary, in transactional leadership, both groups recognize the power relationships of 

the other, and one person makes contact with the other for the purpose of exchanging a thing of 

value. These individuals or groups are not bound together by a similar purpose, but rather by the 

value of exchange. Transformational leadership, on the other hand, supports a common purpose 

where “human conduct and ethical aspiration of both the leader and [follower]” are raised to 

levels where there is increased commitment in achieving a mutual goal (p. 20). 

Kenneth Leithwood’s Transformational Leadership Dimensions 

The work of Kenneth Leithwood and colleagues has been critical in bridging the work of 

James MacGregor Burns as it relates to the field of education. Our knowledge base of how 

leadership affects the school environment has risen significantly through empirical research that 

has been conducted throughout the past two decades. According to research conducted by 

Leithwood and colleagues, there are six transformational leadership dimensions: building school 

vision and goals; providing intellectual stimulation; offering individualized support; representing 

or modeling professional practices and values; demonstrating high-performance expectations; 

and developing structures to foster participation in school decisions (Leithwood, 1994). 

Additionally, Leithwood asserts that favorable school culture is necessary for school success. 

Moreover, Leithwood argues that most representations of transformational leadership are faulty 

because their depiction lacks transactional practices, which are managerial in nature. Leithwood 

states that certain amounts of transactional practices are essential to organizational stability. 

Therefore, the following managerial dimensions are also included and are staffing, instructional 

support, monitoring school activities, and community focus (Leithwood, 1994; Leithwood & 

Jantzi, 2000). 
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John Kotter’s Eight-Step Change Model 

John Kotter’s Leading Change (1996), emphasizes that change happens when behavior 

alters.  Kotter identifies an eight-step process for change to be successful. The first step is 

creating a sense of urgency (Kotter, 1996), and a critical piece to this is convincing stakeholders 

as to why change is imminent. Turnaround efforts in schools are meant to acquire quick results 

and rapid improvements in student achievement. As mentioned previously, many researchers 

also agree that turnaround, different from schoolwide reform models, is quick with 

differentiating factors guided by intensity and speed (Herman et al., 2008). There is urgency 

when “federal options for restructuring schools include assigning an outside organization to 

operate the school…replace most or all school staff…or undertake any other major restructuring 

of the school’s governance that produces fundamental reform” (Neuman-Sheldon, 2006, p. 2). 

The school’s stakeholders naturally acquire a sense of urgency when a school is slated to be 

taken over or already has been taken over by an outside organization and results are expected, by 

the authorizing agency, sooner rather than later. 

 The next step, according to Kotter is forming a powerful coalition, followed by creating a 

vision for change.  Step 4 is communicating the vision and step five, in this model, is 

empowering others by removing obstacles and then celebrating short-term wins. According to 

Kotter, quick wins are just the beginning. In fact, lasting change is difficult because change must 

be engrained in the culture of schools as discussed above in the school culture section of this 

literature review. Step 7 is to build on the change and lastly to anchor the changes in the culture 

of the organization. 
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Linking the Multi-Theoretical Framework to this Study 

 This qualitative research study utilizes a multi-theoretical approach that guides the study 

with a focus on theory development through an inductive method during the phase of data 

analysis (Munhall & Chenail, 2008). Burns’ transformation leadership definition, Leithwood’s 

transformational leadership dimensions and Kotter’s eight-step model for change provide 

perspectives on leadership and change that can be highly connected to organizational 

transformation, within the context of a takeover, with a focus on factors that contributed to 

change in school culture and student outcomes. Specifically, Burns’ definition of and the 

distinction between transformational and transactional leaders describe the leadership 

relationships needed to shape organizational transformation. Leithwood’s transformational 

leadership dimensions relate to the first research question that seeks to find out how a takeover 

organization shapes organizational transformation and Kotter’s 8-Step Change Model is the 

foundation of the second research question that tries to find the factors associated with a change 

in school culture and student outcomes.  

SUMMARY OF EMPIRICAL LITERATURE AND  

STATEMENT OF RESEARCH PROBLEM 

Many researchers have studied principal leadership and its transformational effects on 

school culture and climate (Dumay & Galand, 2012; Kelley, Thornton & Daugherty, 2005; May 

& Sanders, 2013; Ross & Cozzens, 2016).  Others have studied school restructuring through the 

lens of academic achievement and student outcomes (Robinson et al., 2008; Shatzer, Caldarella, 

Hallam & Brown, 2014).   

The literature related to effective school leadership practices is extensive and 

comprehensive, and these practices have played an essential role in the turnaround of schools. 
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However, what we know from the literature related to practices does not provide understanding 

and insight into the process of transformation and how a chronically failing school turns into a 

successful one. There has been insufficient research conducted to examine how turnaround 

schools have been affected by a takeover organization—specifically related to school culture and 

student outcomes. In this case study, the school was the first charter school to be taken over by 

another charter school in the history of the large urban district in which it is situated.  This study 

explores the strengths of the takeover organization, the strategies used to redefine the school, and 

approaches used to gain buy-in. As complex and whole entities, the role of the school’s leader(s), 

teachers, and the school’s governing board need further examination to determine the 

relationships and contribution of each in the school’s turnaround process.  
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CHAPTER 3 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

 The purpose of this qualitative case study is to investigate how a takeover organization 

shapes the transformation of an independent charter school in a large urban district. The goal of 

this study is to explore strategies, structures, and systems related to school culture and student 

outcomes. The findings will help takeover organizations and schools to make informed decisions 

regarding the implementation of specific structures and systems related to improving school 

culture and student outcomes. Another goal of this study is to contribute to the limited body of 

existing literature on turnaround efforts through a direct takeover. The following research 

questions were central to this study: How does a takeover organization shape organizational 

transformation of an independent elementary charter school in a large urban district? What 

factors of an organizational takeover of an independent elementary charter school are associated 

with a change in school culture and student outcomes?  

 This chapter begins with a description of the research design and tradition, including the 

rationale for using the specified approaches. Then the research setting and context are revealed 

and justified. Furthermore, the research sample and data sources are discussed, followed by data 

collection instruments and procedures. Lastly, data analysis procedures are delineated, and 

researcher roles are revealed. 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

 Bloomberg and Volpe (2016) contend, “There are essentially four core paradigms that 

inform qualitative research and that identify how world views shape the conceptualization, 

practice, and nature of research” (p. 42). The paradigm that I am most interested in and agree 

with is social constructivism/interpretivism. I share the same view as social constructivists that 
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inquiry is “value-bound rather than value-free, meaning that the process of inquiry is influenced 

by the researcher and the context under study” (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016, p. 43). This research 

study naturally sought the perspectives of participants and revealed “multiple realities.” I saw it 

my job, as a researcher, to be able to make sense of those realities and come up with conclusions 

based on the data. I saw myself as a “passionate participant, [and] as the facilitator of multi-voice 

reconstruction” (Bloomberg & Volpe, p. 43). To fully understand the central phenomenon of 

transformation of a school, under new management, I asked questions, observed, and interacted 

with the research subjects, which is characteristic of qualitative studies.  

The research traditions used were case study and grounded theory design, primarily 

associated with the research of Strauss and Corbin (1998). With respect to the case study design, 

Merriam (2009) argues that a case study appears as a design if a phenomenon is “intrinsically 

bounded.” (p. 41). The technique described to identify whether a research proposal is a case 

study is to “ask how finite the data collection would be” (Merriam, 2009, p. 41). That is if there 

is a limit to the number of people who can be interviewed then the study is bounded and can 

qualify as a case study. This research study involved a finite number of people who experienced 

the takeover and worked to contribute to the school’s outcomes from May 2012 through 

September 2013; therefore, a case study is appropriate. In addition, Merriam (2009) discusses the 

distinctive features of qualitative case studies. One unique feature of a case study is that it is 

particularistic because it will focus on a phenomenon. The research questions in this case study 

focused on the phenomenon of transformation and the factors that contributed to it. Another 

feature of a case study is its descriptive nature, which needs to convey interactions possibly laced 

with rich vignettes and interpretations based on the data. Seeking, analyzing, and documenting 

the perspectives of many members of the takeover organization, and the organization being taken 
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over, revealed information and patterns about the factors that shaped the transformation of the 

charter school. Finally, the goal of a case study is not generalizability but rather transferability. 

Transferability is the extent to which the findings apply to other situations that are similar, but 

not necessarily identical (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016, p. 47). The results of this research study 

may be transferable since detailed information about the setting, data collection instruments, and 

data analysis procedures are provided to adequately assess the level of transferability to a similar 

setting or context. 

According to Creswell (2005), grounded theory strategy "is a systematic, qualitative 

procedure used to generate a theory that explains...a process, an action, or an interaction about a 

substantive topic" (p. 425).  Strauss and Corbin (1990), go further by emphasizing that 

“qualitative methods can be systematically evaluated only if their canons and procedures are 

made explicit” (p. 4). In fact, Strauss and Corbin proclaim that “qualitative studies are often 

judged by quantitatively-oriented readers” who judge research proposals “in terms of 

quantitative canons” (p. 4). Although social phenomena are complex and cannot be bottled in a 

neat package, the process of explicitly revealing every step of the grounded theory research 

makes it more verifiable, assists with consistency and precision, and increases reproducibility 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  As such, the design and execution of this research study is 

transparent. 

Grounded theory offers the structure and systematic approach to data analysis with a 

standard format. Data collection and analysis go hand-in-hand where the preliminary analysis of 

the data leads the researcher to the next interview or observation site. The incorporation of 

relevant issues into the next portion of interviews assists with precision (Charmaz, 1983; Strauss 

& Corbin, 1990). As the principal researcher, I made sure that recurring concepts that emerged, 
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through interviews and through document review, made their way into categories, more broadly 

defined, and made their way to the development of theory.   

As Creswell (1996) asserts, “interaction with the field depends on saturation levels, 

where patterns are revealed as more interviews are conducted” (p. 56). After initial data analysis, 

I assigned codes to sets of segmented text to reveal patterns; then based on the patterns; I made 

decisions on what data to collect next and where to find them.  In other words, theoretical 

sampling guided me to the next data collection point. This is the essence of concurrent data 

collection and analysis in grounded theory. The new data was continuously compared to the 

existing data to reveal either new categories or existing patterns that fit into the previously 

identified categories, a process labeled as the constant comparative method (Creswell, 1996; 

Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Strauss and Corbin (1998) declare that once preliminary concepts about 

the central phenomenon are identified, consistency is achieved by seeking those same concepts 

in subsequent interviews by asking “how consistently is it found?” and “under what conditions is 

it found?”  

To build a theory or explanatory model, a researcher must “specify the conditions that 

give rise to the phenomenon, describe how they are expressed through action/interaction, discuss 

the consequences that result from them, and identify variations of these qualifiers” (p. 9). A 

major piece of the research design was the verification process that consisted of not only 

searching for the qualifying evidence but also identifying the contrary evidence (Charmaz, 1983; 

Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Keeping a journal of the data analysis, chunking, identifying concepts, 

keeping track of arising questions, and revising based on new information, all provided greater 

conceptual detail that further supported elaboration and the integration of ideas. Finally, the 

design of grounded theory calls for collaboration; that is, one need not work singly. 
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Brainstorming with colleagues, professors, dissertation advisor, and other educational 

professionals who have experience in the same area of research have guarded me from biased 

conclusions, provided new insights, and increased theoretical sensitivity thus improving the 

analysis and subsequent related theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1998; Strauss, 1987). 

Since not much research has been done on how takeover organizations shape the 

transformation of independent charter schools, the grounded theory tradition fits well with my 

research purpose. Grounded theory approach allows for detailed descriptions and comparisons of 

data. This research study determines the behaviors and actions of the school’s teachers, leaders, 

and board members to move the school from underperforming status to achieving status within 

one and a half years and then examines whether those same strategies and structures are effective 

in the post NCLB era of ESSA. The goal of this study is to gain a deeper understanding of how 

the organizational transformation took place, in a takeover situation, and the ensuing results. 

Through theoretical sampling and concurrent data collection and analysis, strategies, systems, 

and structures utilized to turn the school around emerged. Distinct patterns surfaced that were 

incorporated into a working theory of organizational transformation, through a takeover. 

RESEARCH SETTING AND CONTEXT 

 My research questions guided the selection of the site for this study. The phenomenon 

that I investigated was unique in that it involved the turnaround efforts of a school under a 

takeover situation. In this study, my goal was to understand how the takeover organization, 

Cypress Charter, shaped the transformation of Crepe Myrtle Elementary Charter School 

(CMECS). The research setting was at CMECS, a large independent charter school with an 

enrollment of approximately 900 students in the greater Los Angeles area. This public school 

converted into an independent charter school in early 2000. During that year, CMECS became 
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the largest conversion charter school in that district. The school assumes a conversion status 

when it is an existing public school and, by a majority vote (from teachers, staff, or parents), 

converts to an independent charter school with its own governing board. This was the case with 

CMECS in early 2002.  

From early 2002 to 2012, CMECS made notable gains in the Academic Performance 

Index (API), in the establishment of community partnerships, and student programs. The charter 

school underwent its first renewal in 2007. After a five-year term, all charters are up for renewal 

and based on a number of factors such as student academic achievement, fiscal management, and 

complying with the terms of the charter they are considered for renewal. However, in preparation 

for its second renewal in 2012, the district had identified CMECS as a “focus” school because of 

stagnant API scores, a curricular program that lacked alignment, and inconsistent use of 

instructional strategies ([Redacted], 2012). As example, CMECS did not outperform the 

neighboring Schools Median, or California Department of Education Similar Schools Median.  

The school did not make adequate yearly progress (AYP), meeting only 9 of 17 criteria for both 

2009-10 and 2010-11 school years. Additionally, for the 2010-11 school year, Crepe Myrtle 

Elementary Charter School reclassified at a rate below neighboring Schools and California 

Department of Education Similar Schools Median. Furthermore, CMECS was in Program 

Improvement Year three. The school’s 2012 Statewide and Similar Schools ranks were two and 

three, respectively, out of a possible 10 (California Department of Education, ([Redacted], 2012). 

According to the district’s School Performance Framework, Crepe Myrtle Elementary Charter 

School’s performance snapshot from 2010-11 was “focus” which was the lowest tier of the five-

tiered system. This meant that Crepe Myrtle showed low performance on both the English 
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Language Arts and Mathematics portions of the California Standards Test (School Performance 

Framework, [Redacted], 2010). Based on all these factors, intervention was imminent. 

Gustafson et al. (2010) define the conditions for intervention. They are 1) failure to meet 

educational outcomes; 2) failure to satisfy accepted accounting principles and fiscal management 

standards; and 3) failure to comply with the charter as written.  Renewal, again, in 2012 did not 

look promising for CMECS.  

This prospect of non-renewal presented an extreme challenge for the community of the 

charter school and the district in which it was authorized. The staff at the charter school, many of 

whom were former employees of the district, were the ones who petitioned to become an 

independent entity that was approved in early 2002. Non-renewal was now looming ten years 

later, and the options were few. The charter school could revert to a district school, the charter 

school could be taken over by another entity, or the charter school could close. Each possibility 

had its own complications, but these were some of the options for CMECS. Public Impact 

Academic Development Institute (2007) identified five options for intervention: 1) convert to a 

charter, 2) replace staff, 3) hire an external entity to operate the school, 4) state takeover, or 5) 

implement another significant reform. Since the school was already a charter, number one was 

not an option. Therefore, options two, three, and four became viable options. 

Prior to the takeover, the independent charter school’s program had three key features: 

Thirteen of fifty-one classrooms had a multi-age configuration. These classrooms centered 

around multiage classes where kindergarten, first-grade, and second-grade students were grouped 

based on their academic levels. Similarly, third, fourth, and fifth-grade students were grouped 

according to their performance levels. The community took great pride in their supportive 

environment. According to the charter petition, which is a public document: 
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This supportive environment is able to develop because the students are grouped 

together for more than one year and are with the same teacher for three years. 

There is also a supportive and caring relationship that develops between the 

teacher and the parents through the three-year program ([Redacted] Charter 

Petition, 2007, p. 35). 

The rest of the classrooms were traditional set-up with single grade levels in each classroom. The 

second key feature was the charter school’s strong collaboration with parents through its Parent 

Center, which the petition claimed, was a hub of learning for parents. According to the charter 

petition, this collaborative parent connection can be seen: “[Charter School has] continued to 

staff a full-time parent educator who supervises a range of classes held at the Parent Center – 

ESL, nutrition, parenting, math, etc.” ([Redacted] Charter Petition, 2007, p. 19). The third key 

feature was the strong ties that CMECS had with the community. In fact, CMECS partnered with 

Entertainment Studios (pseudonym), “New Schools Better Neighborhoods (NSBN), a non-profit 

organization which worked to bring together different community organizations in order to better 

serve communities” (p. 20), and “The Young Storyteller’s Program (YSP) which provided 

students with the experience of writing their own screenplay with the support of a mentor, and 

having their work come to life” ([Redacted] Charter Petition, 2007, p. 21). 

Evidence of Improvement after Takeover 

 When the 2013 Academic Performance Index (API) results were published, huge 

increases were noted by the California Department of Education accountability reports.  Crepe 

Myrtle Elementary Charter School increased from a 2012 base API of 743 to 809, exceeding the 

800 API benchmark for all schools.  Additionally, significant academic gains were made in 

student subgroups. For example, the Latino subgroup increased by 65 points; the 
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Socioeconomically Disadvantaged subgroup increased by 68 points; and English Learners 

increased by 77 points. All subgroups exceeded their growth targets.  Additionally, the school’s 

2013 Statewide and Similar Schools ranks increased to five and nine, respectively (California 

Department of Education, [Redacted], 2013). Furthermore, the ranking of the school on the 

School Performance Framework increased from a level of “focus” to a level of “Achieving,” 

which was second to the highest level possible. This meant that CMECS showed high 

performance on both the English Language Arts and Mathematics portions of the California 

Standards Test (School Performance Framework, [Redacted], 2013).   

Contextual Background on State Accountability Measures and Governance Structures at 

Crepe Myrtle Elementary Charter School 

The salient features of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001 included ranking 

schools based on the performance of standardized state assessments that were grounded in the 

state standards. This system identified failing schools through their “adequate yearly progress” 

(AYP) status, and since the Act was based on a reward and penalty system, those not making the 

“grade” were threatened with reconstitution or takeover. In fact, the Act was so far-reaching that 

24 states adopted accountability structures that exposed low performing schools to reconstitution 

or takeover, regardless of their Title 1 status (Olsen, 2004). This was the case with CMECS. The 

school had been a school of focus with stagnant Academic Performance Index (API) scores that 

was the result of misaligned curriculum across the grade levels, as well as other factors, which 

prevented the progress of student outcomes. 

The governance structure of many conversion charter schools, that is those district 

schools that decided to convert to independent status with their own independent governing 

boards, initially converted with a majority of their boards being made up of school employees 
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(teachers, administrators, and classified staff). However, many of these conversation charters 

changed the composition of their boards shortly thereafter to include a majority of neutral 

stakeholders or individuals who were not employed by the school to avoid conflicts of interest 

and the need for recusals, which may influence their decision-making ability. 

Student Demographics at Crepe Myrtle Elementary Charter School  

The demographics of CMECS during takeover was 92% Hispanic; 6% African 

American; 55% English Learner (“EL”); 91% qualifying for Free or Reduced-Price Meals 

(“FRPM”); 9.8% Special Needs. As can be seen by the data, CMECS had a high population of 

Latino students, a high population of English Learners, and a high population of Socio-

Economically Disadvantaged youth. Additionally, the school served around 900 students during 

the time of the takeover. 

Sampling Strategy and Access to Crepe Myrtle Elementary Charter School  

The sampling strategies utilized for the selection of the site were criterion and 

opportunistic. Accordingly, a certain set of criteria needed to be met in order to consider the site 

for study. Based on the research questions, the site chosen had to be an elementary school that 

had experienced a turnaround, through a takeover situation. The takeover aspect was vital and 

was the determining factor in selecting a school that exhibited a change in school culture and 

student outcomes. 

With respect to opportunistic sampling, I had access to the site based on my current 

position as an administrator in the department that oversees charter schools under the 

authorization of the large urban district.  CMECS was part of the department’s portfolio of 

schools. I was aware of the potential difficulties from this “backyard research” (Glesne, 2016). I 

understood that there were political ramifications to this type of research study. “Interviews 
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[may]…uncover…dangerous knowledge or information that is politically risky to hold, 

particularly for an insider” (Glesne, p. 49). Takeover situations are never easy, whether friendly 

or hostile. My heightened awareness of the potential difficulties assisted me in mitigating these 

potential complications. Nevertheless, the focus of this study was the shaping of an organization 

through the lens of school culture and student outcomes. Maintaining this focus was vital to 

appropriately answering the research questions. My research questions and interest in this study 

developed during my assignment at CMECS, post-takeover.  I wanted to learn more about the 

takeover aspect of the charter school and the types of structures, strategies, and systems that were 

implemented to help turn the school around. 

RESEARCH SAMPLE AND DATA SOURCES 

 I used a combination sampling strategy of stratified purposeful, snowball, and theoretical 

sampling.  For my stratified purposeful sampling strategy, once the gatekeepers gave me official 

permission to use the site for my study, I requested a listing of the charter school’s entire staff 

roster and identified teachers by their direct experiences with the takeover situation, between 

May 2012 and September 2013, for a stratified purposeful sampling strategy. I requested that the 

school’s current principal, at the time of the takeover, identify the seed teachers (teachers who 

came to work at CMECS from the takeover organization’s other school—Cypress Charter 

School), new teachers (those hired new to CMECS, but not necessarily new to the teaching 

profession), rehired teachers (those teachers who were employees of CMECS prior to takeover 

and who were rehired by the takeover organization) and not rehired teachers (those teachers who 

worked at CMECS prior to the takeover and were not hired back, after applying, post takeover). 

Capturing the voices, of this stratified purposeful sample of teachers was critical to ensure that 

all aspects of organizational change, from all perspectives, were gathered. After identifying the 
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stratified sample of teachers, I used the snowball approach to lead me to those individuals who 

actually participated from each identified subgroup (seed, new, rehired, and not rehired). 

 Moreover, I sent an email to the executive director and principal of CMECS, as they were 

the gatekeepers of this study. The email introduced myself, explained the research purpose, 

communicated the expectations for participation, and underscored the confidential and voluntary 

nature of this study. The research invitation, which can be found in Appendix A, was used after a 

potential research participant was located through the snowball strategy. To fully understand 

how the takeover organization shaped the organizational transformation of CMECS and to 

uncover the strategies, structures, and systems associated with change in school culture and 

student outcomes my task was to discover how CMECS was before the takeover took place in 

order to understand the reforms implemented after the takeover. This, lack of understanding and 

knowledge, meant that I also needed to interview teachers who applied at CMECS, post 

takeover, but were not chosen to continue employment there. As Patton (2002) explains, “the 

purpose of a stratified purposeful sample is to capture major variations rather than to identify a 

common core…each of the strata would constitute a fairly homogeneous sample” (p. 240). As 

mentioned earlier, my stratified purposeful sample included seed teachers, new teachers, rehired 

teachers, and not rehired teachers. 

Similarly, I also used snowball sampling for teachers who were not selected to continue 

employment at CMECS. Through this snowball strategy, I thought that the school’s employees 

or leaders would certainly lead me to those not rehired; however, CMECS leadership and 

teachers were not able to lead me to individuals not hired back. I had to rely on my community 

connections and reached out to various individuals, beyond the limits of the school, in my quest 

to find teachers who applied to CMECS, after the takeover, but were not rehired. Through my 
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internal networks and affiliations, I was able to find individuals who were willing to speak with 

me. It was imperative that my research considered the views of those who were disenfranchised, 

which provided further insights about the issues, provided various points of view, and 

highlighted the transformative elements.   

Finally, after the initial purposeful random sample draw and use of snowball sampling, I 

used theoretical sampling, informed by grounded theory. Theoretical sampling was engaged 

throughout the process whereby collection and analysis of data were done jointly and based on 

the analysis led me, the researcher, to the next data collection point (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). 

Sample Characteristics 

The typical participants in this study were individuals who were able to shed light on the 

period during the takeover, from May 2012 through September 2013, when drastic organizational 

changes were made to turn CMECS around. These groups were current and former teachers, 

administrators, and board members who participated during the takeover period. 

Ethical Considerations and Informed Consent 

Any type of research makes way for ethical considerations, and as the principal 

researcher, I made sure that all facets of the research process were in alignment with the ethical 

considerations necessary to promote quality research that is trustworthy. I respected the work of 

faculty, staff, and community members at the research site by ensuring that all my subjects 

agreed to participate in the study and understood and respected my responsibility to keep their 

responses confidential (Kvale, 2009) and duly informed them that they can relinquish their role 

in this research study at any point in time. The purpose of this research study was to the 

understand change in school culture and student outcomes through a takeover situation. I was 
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“open and honest” about the work and engaged in “explicit negotiation with research partners 

and participants about data ownership” (Glesne, 2016, p. 173).   

During the interviews, through questioning techniques, or shortly after analysis, I ensured 

that my interpretations of the conversations and findings were in alignment with the intentions of 

the participants. Accurately portraying their voices was a critical piece of this ethical component 

and for the quality of this research study.  I engaged in active member checking to give subjects 

an opportunity to approve the interpretation of the data that they provided (Doyle, 2007; 

Merriam, 1998). Finally, I made sure that results were accessible and “disseminated in a timely 

fashion” (Glesne, 2016, p. 173). 

Furthermore, the adult consent form, found as Appendix B, was distributed to all 

participants. The consent form includes an explanation of the purpose of the research study, a 

description of some reasonable risks or anxieties that may surface because of participating in this 

research study, a description of the benefits to the field of education, an explanation of the extent 

to which all individuals and associated responses will remain confidential, the rationale as to 

why stratified and snowball sampling strategies were being utilized, and the contact name and 

number of the researcher.   

Moreover, precautions were taken to uphold anonymity because the family of charter 

schools is very tightly knit and everybody knows everybody in the charter world. Therefore, in 

utilizing the grounded theory methodology for data collection, analysis, coding, and 

categorizing, no individual experiences were highlighted to reveal their identities.  The emerging 

themes and categories extended across all samples and participants. The information garnered 

enabled me to “demonstrate relations between conceptual categories and to specify conditions 
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under which theoretical relationships emerged, changed, or were maintained” (Charmaz, 2002, p. 

675). 

DATA COLLECTION INSTRUMENTS 

Interview Protocol 

I utilized semi-structured interviews as a means of collecting information on how the 

takeover organization, Cypress Charter School, shaped the transformation of an independent 

charter school, Crepe Myrtle Elementary Charter School. A semi-structured interview is a type 

of interview protocol where an interview guide is utilized, and questions are asked in a particular 

order. The questions are closely related to the research topic, and related literature review, and 

often contain open-ended questions that allow participants to share additional insights as 

trajectories in conversations occur (Glesne, 2016). There were three interview protocols – one 

for teachers, one for directors, and another for board members. The complete interview protocols 

can be found in Appendix C, D and E, respectively. 

 The interview protocols that I developed were also separated into distinct categories of 

questions. These categories closely related to my two research questions. My research questions 

were the anchor for the development of the categories of questions. Once the categories were 

clearly defined, I reviewed the literature and designed questions that related to both the research 

questions and organizational change theory. As the interviewer, I avoided leading questions and 

asked open-ended questions. Remaining neutral was critical; therefore, I avoided agreeing or 

disagreeing with participants' responses.  

I aligned my protocol with the ideas of Morgan & Saxton (1991), who identify categories 

of interview questions as A, B, and C. Category A questions elicit information, Category B 

questions shape understanding, and Category C questions press for reflection. The first category 
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in my interview protocol is background, which is comprised of five questions that serve as 

warm-up questions about the participant. As an example, one question is how many years have 

you been a teacher? And also, how many years have you taught at this school? This type of 

questioning gave me adequate background about the participants and also identified whether they 

were seed teachers, new teachers, rehired teachers, or not rehired teachers. The next category of 

questions focus on the takeover and reconstitution of the school’s staff. The questions in this 

category helped shape understanding about the takeover and provided details about the changes 

that ensued. The last category of questions helped participates reflect on their role in the 

takeover. 

 As the interviewer, I made sure to avoid leading questions and asked open-ended 

questions instead. I remained neutral and did not agree or disagree with participants’ responses.  

Questions were clarified, and timelines were understood. This was especially important for my 

study, which was retrospective and relied on memory. I did not ask participants to remember; 

instead, I asked them to "reconstruct" their experiences during the takeover. I employed all these 

techniques to ensure that I have quality and reliable data.   
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Document Review Guide  

 I used the document review guide to analyze documents in a consistent manner which has 

sections for type of document, unique physical characteristics of the document (whether 

handwritten, email, letter, etc.), date(s) of the document, author or creator, position or title, 

audience that it was created for, and information critical to the document such as important facts, 

purpose, and outstanding questions. A sample of the Document Review Guide can be found in 

Appendix F. 

DATA COLLECTION PROCEDURES 

I used personal one-on-one interviews to collect data and reviewed documents specific to 

the takeover, such as the charter petition, emails, letters to and from parents, professional 

development materials and other artifacts to further inform this research, using the document 

review guide discussed in the previous section. The information garnered from the data analysis 

helped me to “demonstrate relations between conceptual categories and to specify conditions 

under which theoretical relationships emerge[d], change[d] or [were] maintained” (Charmaz, 

2002, p. 675). Qualitative methods place primary emphasis on saturation (i.e., obtaining a 

comprehensive understanding by continuing to sample until no new substantive information is 

acquired) (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

Interviews  

Interviews are one of the primary methods of gathering data in qualitative research. “The 

primary techniques of qualitative research provide ways of discovering and interpreting aspects 

of reality; they [interviews] are the ways of gathering information” (Rossman & Rallis, 2012, p. 

169). Interview technique is critical in qualitative inquiry because the quality of the data is 

dependent upon it. It was vital for me to listen more and talk less. I interpreted cues and signals 
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in gestures, tone, and word choice. Additionally, both the process and substance of the interview 

are important, as a result I was aware of these at all times—simultaneously (Glesne, 2016; 

Rossman & Rallis, 2012). Interviewing is not easy, but I found that the more I interviewed, the 

better the data collection and interpretation. Additionally, I recorded all interviews using an 

application called REV, which is a transcription service. After the interview, I sent the recording 

for transcription, and I received the transcribed interview file within a day or two of the 

interviews. As soon as I was able, I read the entire interview and compared it to the recording to 

ensure accuracy of the transcription. Fortunately, no glaring discrepancies were found. I field 

tested the teacher interview questions on one individual and adjusted those questions 

appropriately based on feedback and responses. 

I conducted and completed all semi-structured interviews during February 2019. A 

stratified purposeful sample of seed teachers, new teachers, rehired teachers and not rehired 

teachers provided me with various perspectives needed to obtain a complete picture. I scheduled 

all interviews within a period of one month with each set of interviews representing the stratified 

purposeful sample; that is, having each set of interviews include seed teachers, new teachers, and 

returning teachers. This type of stratified approach provided me with responses from all 

perspectives during the preliminary data analysis process, which was accomplished concurrently 

with the interview process. I was able to gain a better sense of the differences in responses 

between these groups, which guided me to the next set of participants. Two current board 

members, who were also board members during the time of the takeover, and the school’s 

principal, and executive director were interviewed as well. Follow-up communication was used 

to verify or clarify details obtained during the interview process. 
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 The utilization of interviews is central to grounded theory studies. The purpose of this 

research study was to understand the phenomenon of organizational transformation through a 

takeover and strategies, and systems that contributed to increased student outcomes and a change 

in school culture. Interviews provided the means by which the change process was understood 

through the lens of participants. Through interviews, I was able to gain an emic (insiders) view 

of transformation, systems, and processes that contributed to increased student outcomes and a 

change in school culture through a takeover situation.   

Hall and Callery (2001) assert that "since research outcomes are produced through the 

creation of meanings that emerge from the interactive dialogs of interviews, the quality of that 

data will be influenced by the nature of the relationship between researcher and participant" (p. 

260). Although there are many strengths to interviews, such as acquiring in-depth perceptions 

and perspectives, there are also limitations, which I am fully aware of. First, not all participants 

were “equally cooperative, articulate, and perceptive.” Second, I realize that “interviews require 

researcher skill.” and third, “interviews are not neutral tools of data gathering; they are the result 

of the interaction between the interviewer and the interviewee and the context in which they take 

place” (Glesne, 2016, p. 155). I was cognizant of the fact that I have a relationship with the 

charter world; I was aware that this may have been a possible limitation, and effectively 

mitigated these effects whenever possible. For example, during the interview, I often reminded 

participants that the interview is confidential and that their identity will not be revealed. Here, I 

needed them to trust me and to speak freely. 

Documents and Artifacts  

 Prior to the data collection phase, my plan was to engage in document review before, 

during, and after interviewing; however, I changed my approach once I started interviewing 
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because of the amount of work required in engaging in concurrent data collection and analysis 

with the interview data—which took up a great deal of my time and attention. I started on 

document review after all interviews were complete. CMEC’s principal provided me with all 

documents having to do with the takeover in Dropbox. I reviewed the charter petition, emails, 

letters to and from parents, professional development materials and other artifacts. Furthermore, 

I read publicly available documents such as board agendas and minutes, that discussed the 

takeover period. I compared the findings to the existing data and folded the information into 

existing categories or themes or created new ones, as the data dictated. The artifacts provided 

additional information on the school’s instructional programs, structures and systems, priorities 

and focus areas, data analysis, and student outcomes. The Document Review Guide, found in 

Appendix F, supported me in gathering all information related to the takeover.  

Gathering information through this means helped with triangulation. Document review 

amplified the voices of the participants with backup artifacts that further explained the 

transformative process of takeover. Information garnered from the document review process was 

coded into emerging themes that further shed light on the takeover and transformation of the 

school by revealing specific systems and structures that influenced school culture and student 

outcomes.   

DATA ANALYSIS PROCEDURES GROUNDED THEORY METHOD 

 I used the grounded theory method for data analysis. Grounded theory is a methodology 

“for developing theory that is grounded in data” (Glesne, 2016, p. 288). This research approach 

relates conceptual categories and specifies, “The conditions under which theoretical relationships 

emerge, change, or are maintained” (Charmaz, 2002, p. 675). According to Charmaz, (2002), the 

following principles are supported in grounded theory: “a) multiple realities exist, b) data reflect 
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the researcher’s and the research participants’ mutual constructions, and c) the researcher, 

however incompletely, enters and is affected by participants’ worlds” (p. 678).  

Data Analysis  

 The data collection methods of interviewing and document review fit in well with the 

grounded theory approach. With each step of the data collection phase, I highlighted key phrases 

and words manually and identified critical concepts that I placed into categories or codes.  I 

employed a transcription service called REV and read and compared the document to the 

recording to ensure that errors in transcription have not been made. Once checked, the grounded 

theory process was followed with “open coding,” “axiel coding,” and “selective coding.” Strauss 

and Corbin (1998) describe “open coding [as the] process through which concepts are identified, 

and their properties and dimensions are discovered in data” (p. 101). The next step of the 

analysis involved finding relationships between the categories. This is called “axiel coding” (p. 

123) where subcategories are formed, and relationships are found. Furthermore, I engaged in 

theoretical sampling throughout the process whereby collection and analysis of data were done 

jointly and based on the analysis lead me, the researcher, to the next data collection point 

(Strauss and Corbin, 1998). Finally, “selective coding” was used which “[integrated and refined] 

the theory” (p. 143). 

 A grounded theory method was appropriate for this case study because this study seeks to 

understand the phenomenon of organizational transformation and the strategies, structures, and 

systems associated with a change in school culture and student outcomes. This approach fits well 

with the purpose of the study due to the complexity and possible range of items that can help us 

understand the central phenomenon. Since Grounded Theory is a specific way of data analysis, it 

tends to be rigorous and systematic; however, also allows for flexibility and freedom. This 
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approach was well suited for an inquiry into a multifaceted and complex phenomenon such as 

transformation through takeover. 

RESEARCHER ROLES 

The roles of the researcher in qualitative studies are driven by an interactive relationship 

that is continually evolving (Glesne, 2016).  According to Rossman and Rallis (2012), “the 

approach is naturalistic and interpretive” (p.6).   The data, from qualitative research, are 

reconciled through the human instrument, rather than through questionnaires or inventories as is 

the case in quantitative research. (Greenback, 2003). My supreme role in this endeavor was that 

of a principal investigator, ensuring that I gathered the data through various means, analyzed it in 

an appropriate manner, to learn more about the transformation of the charter school. 

My position as an educator, more specifically a coordinator and literacy coach at 

elementary schools that broke the 800-API state benchmark, during my employment at those 

schools, have definitely shaped my views and understanding about school success. Having co-

authored California Distinguished School and National Blue-Ribbon School applications, I have 

had the distinct privilege of working alongside collaborative and focused school leaders who 

were able to manage the plethora of demands that federal and state accountability systems place 

on schools to reconcile and address low student achievement data. Additionally, my most 

challenging opportunity to date has been as a former founding principal of a start-up independent 

charter school, which placed me in an ideal situation to study school success. Moreover, my 

current role as an administrator for authorizing charter schools must be examined and 

appropriately revealed. This position has helped me to develop relationships with charter leaders 

across the district. In fact, this research idea blossomed out of one of my many visits to this 

particular charter school that had transformed. Because I was the administrator in charge of 
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providing oversight, I was in communication with and provided oversight to the charter school, 

on an ongoing basis, for a period of two years. I was assigned the school a year after the 

transformation occurred. I was intrigued by their success and wanted to learn more. The school 

was then transferred to another administrator in the department, which allowed me to have a 

separation from the charter school for a number of years prior to engaging in this research.  

The totality of these experiences has impacted my views and suppositions about school 

success and transformation, there is no doubt about it. I am aware that these involvements may 

have influenced the designing of questions, interview techniques, the analysis of the data, and 

how that data was offered to the reader or audience in the form patterns or themes. Furthermore, 

I have a strong bias towards the definition of a turnaround. The word may have different 

meanings to different people based on their experiences. There is no standard definition of a 

turnaround as discussed in the previous literature review section. Although many types of data 

contribute to school success, I feel like student academic achievement data is the strongest 

indicator of a school's success. As a former founding principal of an independent start-up charter, 

my focus was on student academic performance through the building of school culture. 

According to Guba (1990), “paradigms serve as lenses, not as blinders” (p. 41); therefore, my 

paradigm served as a lens that I made amends for.   

Furthermore, I was aware that some of the participants in my study may have responded 

differently because they may have known about my past instructional leadership roles (that of a 

coach, coordinator, and principal) and may have been aware of my current position as one who 

oversees charter schools. This awareness was the first stage in ensuring that steps were taken, in 

the design and implementation of the study, to alleviate the possible effects of this concern. 

These roles helped me empathize, relate to, and understand information that I encountered. This 
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understanding, from having walked in the trenches, so to speak, helped facilitate the 

conversations and the interpretation of the data. It also helped me fit into the charter school 

landscape.  

I am aware as Guba (1990) states that in any research, “reasonable justifications for 

assertions are made,” however no assertion is “safe from criticism and potential overthrow” (p. 

31). What we as researchers do is utilize strategies to mitigate those effects to ensure that our 

research study is designed and executed with rigor and credibility. 

Strategies to Mitigate Effects of the Researcher on the Case 

Rossman and Rallis (2012) recommend many strategies that can be used to ensure 

credibility and rigor in both data collection and data analysis. During the data collection stage, it 

was critical to ensure that my biases did not come into play in the interpretation of the data. As 

such, member checks were performed to ensure that my interpretation of the data was correct.  

Participant validation or elaboration was required to elicit information that further supported 

emerging themes. (Glesne, 2016; Creswell, 2005; Rossman & Rallis, 2012). Seeking peer 

feedback was also a good way to ensure that I appropriately designed and analyzed the study. A 

critical friend was sought out for this endeavor. Additionally, using open-ended interview 

questions  ensured that I allowed participants to share their thoughts and opinions fully, avoiding 

“yes” and “no” responses, ensuring that participants were not swayed in any particular direction 

or response. I was cognizant of my own emotions, thoughts, expressions during the interview 

stage to ensure that I provided a low affective environment that allowed participants to speak 

freely conveying their true perspectives, recollections, and feelings.   
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Strategies to Mitigate the Effects of the Case on the Researcher 

Utilizing triangulation ensured that multiple data sources and a variety of methods were 

used to describe the story of the central phenomenon (Rossman and Rallis, 2012). Teachers, 

school administrators, and board members were interviewed to gain multiple perspectives. Since 

a school turnaround usually involves individuals who are no longer with the organization, those 

individuals were also included in the study. Their perspectives, along with the internal folks, 

ensured that all viewpoints were accounted for. A strategy that was employed that also enriched 

me as a researcher was that of community of practice. Rossman and Rallis (2012), describes this 

as a “discussion with…colleagues…so that emerging ideas, tentative hypotheses, and half-baked 

ideas can be shared” (p. 65).  I systematically engaged in this practice to continue to gain a 

deeper understanding, in an objective manner, about the central phenomenon that I was studying 

by discussing with my colleagues, coworkers, and professors. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

The purpose of this retrospective qualitative case study was to examine a charter school, 

in a takeover situation, and the factors of an organizational takeover associated with a change in 

school culture and student outcomes from May 2012 through October 2013, under No Child Left 

Behind (NCLB), to the present day. The study followed the historical course of the takeover of 

the school to present day and examined how changes initiated, during the period of takeover, 

helped shape school culture and student outcomes.  

To understand the factors of organizational change associated with school culture and 

student outcomes, through takeover, I used a case study and grounded theory design for this 

qualitative research. Pseudonyms for the school sites, school leaders, teachers, and board 

members were created to ensure that all participants’ identities were kept private. On many 

occasions, I referred to the school’s principal, executive director, and two board members as 

Cypress leaders to further safeguard their anonymity.  

The first three chapters of this dissertation presented the problem surrounding the need to 

further explore school culture and student outcomes associated with school turnaround through a 

takeover situation, a review of the literature surrounding school turnaround and success 

followed, and a description of the methodological design that was used for this study was 

presented. This chapter will now reveal the results that emerged from the data collection and 

analysis.  

Data collected at Crepe Myrtle Elementary Charter School (CMECS) unearthed many 

relevant themes associated with a change in student outcomes and school culture through 

takeover. The takeover organization was Cypress Charter School. During personal interviews, 
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with the Cypress takeover principal, the Cypress takeover executive director, two seed teachers, 

two new teachers, two rehired teachers, two not rehired teachers, and two Cypress board 

members, they discussed their experiences and perspectives on the takeover of CMECS and 

strategies and systems that were implemented to positively affect school culture and student 

outcomes. The interviews included questions on the reconstruction of the takeover, the mission 

and vision of CMECS post takeover, strategies, systems and programmatic changes that 

occurred, and elements set in place to improve school culture. Three themes that emerged during 

data analysis include the underlying factors that precipitated takeover; the factors that shaped 

organizational transformation; and the social and emotional dimensions of takeover. 

The research questions for this qualitative case study were: 

1) How does a takeover organization shape organizational transformation of an 

independent elementary charter school in a large urban district? 

2) What factors of an organizational takeover of an independent elementary charter 

school are associated with a change in school culture and student outcomes? 

This chapter contains the results of data collection, organized by themes, categories, and 

sub-categories. I identified data collected from all participants by using their pseudonym and 

their titles (seed, new, rehired, not rehired, and Cypress takeover principal and Cypress 

leadership—which is inclusive of the Cypress board members and Cypress executive director) so 

that comparisons between groups can be made, if needed.  A summary of results is found at the 

end of this chapter. 
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UNDERLYING FACTORS THAT PRECIPITATED TAKEOVER 

 As participants reconstructed their experiences of the takeover, they highlighted the 

reasons as to why CMECS found itself in this situation in the first place. Recounting was very 

emotional for some, to say the least, and the “why” seemed to stand out in everyone’s mind.  

Why did this happen? Lack of alignment in curriculum and student learning, increased factions, 

the absence of systems and structures, the lack of fiscal responsibility by leadership, and 

reaching out for help, emerged as the primary categories. 

Lack of Alignment in Curriculum and Student Learning 

 Lack of consistent curriculum across the school. According to everyone interviewed, 

including teachers who were not rehired, there was a lack of curricular alignment at CMECS.  

“There was the multi-age, there was the bilingual, and then there was the traditional type 

school,” said one of the Cypress leaders. Additionally, this individual voiced that CMECS 

“didn’t have a standard curriculum across the school. The teachers were doing their own thing.”  

With no standard curriculum and the myriad of programs, there was no unifying thread. The 

numerous programs mirrored the “myriad of values and beliefs of the staff,” said a seed teacher.  

Some teachers truly believed in multi-age groupings and constructivism and they were very good 

at it, based on their students’ outcomes, while others struggled with teaching one grade level.  A 

Cypress leader added: 

You had some teachers who were whole language teachers. You had other teachers 

who taught differently. You could see from one grade level to the next that there 

wasn’t anything that was being built. You could go to a first-grade class and see it 

being taught as if it were a kindergarten class.  You could go into a third-grade 
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class, and see that this class is actually performing at a higher level than the other 

third grade classes. It was just all over the place. 

The not rehired teachers, Tamara and Melida, agreed that each program had their own 

instructional materials.  The curriculum for multi-age was different from the curriculum for the 

traditional type classes.  As Tamara stated, “each group used their own curriculum…it was a 

very permissive culture.” Melida continued by saying, “[the curriculum] wasn't meeting the 

needs of all the students, because we weren't all [on] the same page…and there was different 

curriculum for the multi-age.” Annette, a seed teacher made her point when she stated “there 

were some really great things happening…but definitely if you’d walk into the school you really 

would wonder…what is the vision here?” Without a standard curriculum in place, “there was a 

lack of continuity of instruction” from one grade level to the next according to an account by 

James, a Cypress leader. 

Stagnant student achievement. Although CMECS had shown improvement since it 

became a charter school in early 2000, the scores had flatlined and in 2011, it was performing 

below district similar schools and neighboring schools. A Cypress leader recalls, “They were 

stagnant in their growth.” According to May and Jenny, rehired and seed teachers, respectively, 

CMECS was not going to be renewed because they were struggling with instruction. Jenny 

voiced, “[CMECS’] test scores were not making the mark consistently, and we wanted to keep it 

in the charter community, the charter world.” This lack of alignment in curriculum and student 

learning may have been one of the reasons for the stagnant achievement scores. 

The teaching and learning at one grade level must impact and build upon the teaching and 

learning at the next grade level, and so on.  Too many types of instructional programs (bilingual, 

multi-age, traditional) utilizing varied curricula hinders vertical alignment and coherence. 
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Additionally, the sharing of ideas during grade level meetings, common formative and 

summative assessments, and sharing methods of presenting material all build horizontal 

alignment.  With numerous programs and no unifying curriculum, horizontal alignment became a 

challenge as well. 

Lack of direction with respect to student learning. One of the teachers who was not 

rehired stated “At [CMECS] we were not made to do anything, and that was a problem…. I think 

that we needed a lot more administrative guidance…strong, not just suggested [guidance].”  The 

other not rehired teacher stated, “[Leadership] had the idea that you cannot enjoin teachers, so 

they would never ever say you have to. They wanted you to want to; they wanted to bring you 

into the fold.” As a Cypress leader reflected, “they were…in little groups. There was no cohesive 

meeting of the minds…they were competing for value, to be seen as the most valuable program.” 

Another Cypress leader boldly exclaimed “I saw a lack of direction really, a lack of intentional 

focus [in] so many different areas.” Two Cypress board members corroborated with this same 

view as they recalled, “we needed to be all on the same page. We just felt like it was their 

structure, their instructional programs were very individualized amongst different groups of 

people, who had different interests in what they were doing.” Tamara, one of the not rehired 

teachers fondly recalled: 

It was a wonderful school. It was a position of new development, new theory, and 

new technology. “Let's go here and learn about this, let’s go there and learn about 

that.” We went to Washington D.C. [and] we went to Nashville, to attend 

conferences. We were very valued…and our creativity was absolutely valued. 
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In contrast to this, Annette a seed teacher had this to say: 

[It was important] having them understand that they also had a voice but that we 

also had one goal in mind. The business that we're here for is to educate children. 

And I think once we had that in place, that it's not about going to the conferences, 

it's about being in the classroom and teaching…and I think once we had that in 

place, everything seemed to fall into place. 

It is important for teachers to have buy-in; however, too much of a permissive 

environment leads to a divergent organization with no clear focus on student learning. A Cypress 

board member simply stated that summed it up, “there wasn’t a focal point.” 

With no standard curriculum and the myriad of programs, there was no unifying thread 

across the school, which affected student achievement and progress. Common assessments were 

not being used across like grade levels, which hindered the communication and collaboration of 

teachers within the same grade level. As a result, there was stagnant student achievement and the 

school faced issues with renewal. 

Increased Factions 

The school had a co-directorship model and “[the] story was that you had two 

administrators with two different thoughts on how [things should be run],” as described by James 

one of the Cypress leaders. Before the takeover, the school seemed to have been divided into two 

factions, “so you had a group that was supportive of this director, [and another group] that was 

supportive of [the other] director,” per Daniel CMECS takeover principal. Tamara, one of the not 

rehired CMECS teachers corroborated by saying “there was a big rift between [the two] CMECS 

leaders.” There was a lot finger pointing where “teachers would blame the leaders [and] the 

leaders would blame the teachers.” Moreover, another one of the Cypress leaders commented, 
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So you had multi-age people saying, "Look, we're the best teachers here. We can 

do three grades. “Can’t you people just get one grade right?" Then if you would 

say, "Okay, but your scores aren't really that high in the multi-age." The responses 

would be “well, that's because [we have] three grade levels… 

This leader continued by stating, “There was a lot of blame going on all around. I know 

they were worried about it. But it felt like they were more focused on assigning blame than they 

were working together to solve the problem.” Tamara, a not rehired teacher, continued by 

stating, “Perhaps they [other teachers at CMECS] saw many of the things that I, in my naiveté, 

didn't see. They were anti-[one director], they didn't trust [that director] as far as they could 

throw [that individual], and I loved [that director].” Melida, the other not rehired teacher 

recalled, 

Everybody was happy with [one director], but not with [the other director], "Oh no, 

she requires a lot of stuff." Then looking at what she was requiring, it was okay. It 

was work that we were supposed to do in the first place. 

Melida continued with, “[It was] administration from the top, it starts from there…we had two. 

Then [one director] left, and [this director] was more in focus with instruction.” That is when 

Melida appeared to know they were in trouble. 

One not rehired teacher provided some insight into the collaboration that CMECS had 

prior to the takeover at her grade level.  She said, 

In my grade level meeting, we had two, three teachers who knew it all, and were 

not [going to] do anything new, because they knew it all. And they did have the 

scores. And they didn't want to share anything with us. 
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A co-leadership model that is not united, collaborative, and supportive causes all kinds of 

internal problems as described by some of the direct quotes above. Strife among the leaders of an 

organization inhibits the improvement process, trickles down to the faculty and staff, and 

negatively impacts employee morale. Moreover, organizational distress diminishes employee 

relations leading to contention and discord, which can, over time, tear an organization apart and 

make it dysfunctional.  

Lack of Systems and Procedures for Doing Things 

Another reason that appeared to prompt takeover was the lack of systems and procedures 

at CMECS. According to a not rehired teacher, Tamara, “We were allowed too much freedom, 

too too much freedom.” Tamara continued by stating, “[CMECS] didn’t have a cohesive 

[instructional] program.” May, a rehired teacher, felt that “there was a certain way of teaching 

[post takeover] that did not exist before.” With respect to systems and plans, one seed teacher 

interviewed stated “all these things were being introduced and some people were using one 

curriculum in this room but then other people were making different choices in their room…and 

there wasn't a very cohesive plan or system in place.” One of the new teachers summed it up 

very well:  

From what I was told by some rehired teachers, some teachers loved it and some 

teachers didn't. Some teachers loved the fact that they were able to do what they 

thought worked for them, and some teachers didn't like it because they saw that the 

test scores weren't showing that the kids were growing, and although they enjoyed 

teaching the way they were teaching, they weren't seeing the numbers…I'm not 

saying everyone felt the same way because you could clearly see that some people 

clearly liked it the way it was and didn't want to move away from that, and the 
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people that were looking more at the test scores knew that there was something not 

working and something needed to change. Basically, depended who you talked to.  

It appeared that every classroom was an island, on its own, with its own structures. Some 

teachers seemed to enjoy success with students both instructionally and behaviorally—but that 

success was localized to their classroom, while other teachers were struggling in one or both 

areas.  

Systems and structures are essential to ensure that the school is moving in unison to help 

students engage successfully in the teaching and learning process. Systems for data analysis, 

effective teaching strategies, and a classroom environment with identified non-negotiables create 

environments that are more equitable where all students are provided with the best education 

possible. 

Lack of Fiscal Responsibility 

 Funds used to purchase property. CMECS had purchased real estate, including but not 

limited to a parent center in close proximity to the charter school. The first thing that Cypress 

leaders did was to sell the properties owned by Crepe Myrtle Elementary Charter School and 

redirect the funds back to CMECS.  The parent center was then moved on the school grounds. 

"We need[ed] to just sell that, and bring those funds back” according to a Cypress board 

member.  Another board member recalled, “One of the decisions we made early on was, let's sell 

that [property], and use those funds in our school [CMECS]. I mean, let's take it back to where it 

belonged. And we did that.” 

Lack of technological infrastructure. Another aspect that seemed to need attention was 

the technological infrastructure that, Cypress leaders knew, would be costly.  In 2013, the 

CMECS building was lacking the appropriate infrastructure that would support the technology 
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that was required with passage of ESSA, the new accountability system, and 21st century 

learning.  A Cypress leader recalls, “Now this involved money, too. And so, we knew, for 

example, that one of the things that we had to do was get technology into that school overnight.”  

Upon reflection, a Cypress board member mentioned, 

There was some pieces of technology, but it was just ... for a school that size, it just 

immediately became apparent to [us] that it wasn’t enough ... making sure that [the] 

infrastructure was put into place was critical...there was significant investment in 

technology…'cause you can't buy computers, if you don't have the infrastructure, 

in terms of the lines and all of that. 

Upkeep of the physical plant. Another component that may have shown the lack of 

fiscal responsibility by CMECS leadership, prior to takeover, was the physical condition and 

cleanliness of the facilities. As a Cypress leader recalls, “one of the complaints was that the 

facilities were in bad shape.”  One of the rehired teachers also agreed that “the bathrooms 

needed…fixing.” A seed teacher added,  

The staff bathroom, on the floor, there was a slew of old computers, so you're sitting 

there…and you're like, “Why are all these computers here?" It's like they didn't 

have any more room to discard, and they would just put things… you just don't put 

obsolete computers on the floor of [a] bathroom because there's no other place to 

put it. It just floored us!   

Another Cypress leader added, “The facilities were a mess…a big mess, and so we came in and 

we repainted, and we cleaned up, and we organized where things should be.” 

Fiscal responsibility has to do with spending money appropriately to give students the 

resources they need to succeed. The takeover organization redirected the funds to the 
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technological and physical well-being of the plant. Charter schools have a responsibility for 

spending public funds appropriately, complying with applicable laws and regulations. Federal 

and state funds must be used according to their respective guidelines. Charter authorizers closely 

scrutinize the spending patterns of charter schools for added contractual accountability. 

Reaching Out to the District for Help 

With the threat of non-renewal that appeared to loom ahead, ensuing conversations with 

district leaders clarified the few choices that CMECS had. A Cypress leader recalled, 

From what I understand, what was supposed to happen is the school was going to 

revert to [a district school]. The executive director of the [department that oversees 

charter schools] told one of the CMECS leaders that they had an option of, reverting 

to [the district] or they could find another charter management organization to take 

them over–so, and they reached out to Cypress Charter School.  

Another Cypress leader exclaimed, “They reached out to us, and they came to us. And…we had 

never done this in the past. We were accustomed to being successful with our own schools, and 

knew how to do that well.” A third Cypress leader stated, “It wasn't part of my mindset at all… 

[one of the CMECS’ principals] came to us, [and said] you've got to save us. And I never 

thought of myself as a savior, but I realized that we probably could do well. I mean, it was a 

challenge…” 

With all the challenges that CMECS was facing, the last piece was the gesture that set 

this process in motion. CMECS reached out to Cypress Charter, because they knew that their 

renewal status with the district was not guaranteed, in fact, suffered greatly. As one of the 

Cypress board members revealed, “I remember that the school was concerned about [the] 

renewal that was coming up…and wasn't sure [whether] it was [going] be able to get through 
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that process” especially since, one of the co-directors, who was leading the instruction at 

CMECS, left abruptly. 

 As can be seen by these direct quotes from those interviewed, the prospect of takeover 

was a direct result of lack of alignment in curriculum and student learning, increased factions, 

the absence of schoolwide systems and procedures, the lack of fiscal responsibility, and the act 

of reaching out to the district for help. 

UNDERLYING FACTORS THAT SHAPED ORGANIZATIONAL TRANSFORMATION 

 Change in organizations does not come easy. Even though a leader may have a positive 

record of accomplishment, one individual simply cannot create organizational change alone. As 

participants reconstructed their experiences of the change process, they highlighted the “how.” 

How did organizational transformation at CMECS take place? The following categories emerged 

as important ingredients in the change process. They were: school leader as the most important 

factor in school success, distributed leadership with follow-up and follow-through, hiring with fit 

in mind, accountability at all levels coupled with a sense of urgency, the establishment of 

systems and structures for every part of the organization, and focusing on school culture. 

School Leader as the Most Important Factor in School Success 

 Data-driven instruction. The Cypress governing board relied on a leader that had a deep 

understanding of the Cypress organization and had experience of turning a school around. 

Daniel, the CMECS takeover leader, recalls,  

Cypress Charter had…flat lined as well for a while...in 2009-2010…we went over 

800 my first year there. They [the Cypress board] figured, if I could do that at 

Cypress Charter, perhaps I could do the same thing at Crepe Myrtle Elementary 

Charter School.  
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Daniel came to CMECS as a seed principal.  He was CMECS’ takeover leader. He knew the 

systems and structures of the Cypress organization and understood instruction and data. He was 

dubbed “Data Daniel” because he was very good at looking at data in various ways to understand 

the needs of individual students. James, a Cypress board member stated, “You know what we 

call him? Data Daniel, okay? Because he is so data-driven.”  

 Instructional leader. One Cypress board member exclaimed, “[we knew we needed] 

someone that knew instruction very well.” Another board member corroborated by saying, “we 

wanted someone that knew instruction and could pinpoint deficits and redirect the staff in the 

appropriate direction.” Another Cypress leader stated, 

I was looking for someone who would be an instructional leader…someone who 

could say “we're going to make a change in this school," because the change had to 

be from the instructional end…I had to know this person is strong enough to 

say…in a nice, positive way to lead and say, "No, we're going to make these 

changes instructionally. We have to for these students. 

According to Cypress leaders interviewed, Daniel embodied a high level of integrity as one 

leader recalls, “[We knew] he had a high level of integrity and could have honest transparent 

conversations” said one Cypress board member. Another Cypress leader voiced “and [he] really 

had a deep-seeded care about kids and communities.” 

Strong relationship with teacher leadership team. A critical aspect that Cypress board 

members considered was that Daniel was the principal of Cypress Charter, helped Cypress to 

turnaround, and break the 800 API barrier. Daniel had already established good, strong 

relationships with teachers at Cypress. He had earned the respect of staff there. Therefore, 

bringing him to CMECS seemed appropriate, especially since he was to bring a team of Cypress 
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teacher leaders along with him. As one Cypress board member highlighted “The core team was 

strong and they were able to move together as one unit.  So, you had an administrator and 

leadership in terms of your teaching team to be able to move into that campus.” Seed teacher 

Jenny added,  

Daniel, he shared with us, and we would go back and say, "Okay, this is what we're 

going to do, this is what we're going to test prep, this is how we're going to test 

prep, and this is how we're going to test." [He was] very, very structured. 

She added, 

[We] had support. Daniel was our biggest advocate, we met constantly. I remember 

once, they [a few Cypress leaders] were sitting in the hallway of Crepe Myrtle, 

there's a little wooden bench, and I was joking around with the office staff, and I 

came out and they looked at me, and they said, "Are you happy here? 

The other seed teacher commented, “Daniel was so good about just kind of lifting people up. All 

the positives that were happening. And that's the only way that we were able to fulfill that 

mission, that vision.” 

Distributed Leadership with Follow-Up and Follow-Through 

 The Cypress 10. The Cypress takeover principal, Daniel, did not join CMECS alone. He 

brought with him the Cypress team. This was a group of 10 lead teachers who positioned 

themselves, at each grade level, to appropriately affect change. Daniel recalls conversations with 

board members,  

They felt like I couldn't do it by myself and I needed a community to go in with me. 

They said, ‘You need to send in a team of lead teachers with you to shape the culture 
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because one person alone can't do it.’” So, they made a very calculated decision to 

send in a team to transform the culture [of CMECS]. 

As such, Cypress leadership believed a critical mass was needed to affect change, and the 

Cypress lead teachers became that critical mass. As James, a Cypress board member recounts:  

Our [strategy] was to take our most experienced, and our most outstanding teachers, 

and have them move, give them a stipend, and have them go [to CMECS]. They 

would take with them the culture of Cypress [Charter]. They would take with them 

the instructional excellence of Cypress.  And at each grade level, they could model 

all of this. 

Daniel corroborated by stating, “I needed to make sure we had quality lead teachers that could 

show the way and model it.” Here, Daniel was addressing the teaching and learning happening in 

the classrooms. 

Even though Daniel was not at the grade level meetings, he supported the Cypress 10 

with specific talking points that they could use when meeting with their grade level teams.  As 

example, on January 12, 2011, Daniel sent his team of lead or seed teachers an email stating the 

following:  

I wanted to give you a few…talking points, specific to your grade level. I have 

attached the…scores schoolwide in math and language arts. The following is how 

[your grade level students] performed as a whole in the following key areas as 

compared to the state average. Try not to get wrapped up in a question about 

teaching to the test. It’s just irrelevant. The following [areas] are skills that students 

need to be successful. I really believe we can do this. Let’s OWN IT! Your teachers 

are wonderful. 
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 Although the lead/seed teachers received support it was not an easy undertaking as a seed 

teacher recalls,  

Cypress 10, we hung…we were very, very tight and we always just put ourselves 

to be very, very professional. We didn’t stoop low and we didn’t say much. When 

we fell apart, we fell apart privately amongst our group, but we always put on a 

front and [we were] very professional…this is how it needs to be.  

One of the Cypress board members explained that taking over the school, interviewing the 

CMECS teachers, and then doing business as usual was not going to work:  

What we needed to do was to ensure, and this is a part of the culture [of Cypress] 

…that we had 10 willing participants, or veteran teacher leaders…to be willing to 

go to be able to seed practice. To be able to serve as mentor teachers, to help walk 

alongside the [CMECS] teachers that were going to be remaining at the campus. 

Those 10 teachers were the anchors…because just taking over a school, so to speak, 

and just relabeling it, and giving it a new name, would not have changed the 

function, if everyone was still operating in the same way.  

The Cypress 10 were the ones who were responsible, on the ground, to ensure that business as 

usual did not continue. The team of 10 were the teachers who were responsible for changing the 

function of teaching and learning for all teachers on the CMECS campus. 

A Cypress leader made an important point when she stated that “the teachers should not 

have to leave the classroom to have an influence on their schools; they should be able to advise 

and lead their schools without leaving the classroom.” The Cypress organization believed in this 

method of leadership and, with increased pay, the Cypress 10 had many opportunities to lead 

school success. 
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Follow-up and follow-through. Daniel, CMECS takeover principal believed that if staff 

are asked to do something there must be a solid plan in place with frequent follow-up and the 

expectation of follow-through. If the Cypress 10 and Daniel wanted the teachers to change 

practice, they seemed to have to present plans for alternative ways of teaching and needed to 

present specific strategies to be used. Then, they appeared to need to follow-up accordingly to 

see whether teachers were being successful, whether they were following-through on the plans 

set forth. Daniel sighed, “If you provide feedback to a staff member, you must have a plan for 

them to follow, and then follow-up with them on that plan.” New teacher, Kelly, recalls, staff 

meetings being reminders, 

This is the curriculum we're [going to] teach, this is how we're [going to] do it, and 

if we all do it together then we know it's [going to] work. It was a constant reminder 

of, there's a plan in place and we all just have to follow it and leadership followed-

up. 

May, a rehired teacher, commented that it is important to “make sure that you have set a goal, a 

mission, and you follow through on it. This was the expectation of Daniel, CMECS takeover 

principal. Furthermore, there was an expectation that after professional development sessions 

teachers implemented the new learnings in their classrooms immediately.  

Moreover, a review of the lead or seed teacher meeting minutes for August 23, 2012 

revealed the following focus area - Strategic Delivery of Instruction. The discussion involved the 

following communication: 

Visiting classrooms, we have noticed common trends among teachers who appear 

to be highly effective. Highly effective teachers are using: 1) Think/Pair share 

and/or forms of student interaction/discussion for engagement; 2) In math, they are 
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using procedural steps to make abstract math concepts concrete; 3) In language arts, 

they are using visual representations such as Thinking Maps and/or pictures to help 

students make connections. There is a small sect of teachers that are doing a looser 

exploratory form of teaching. We want to make sure teachers are aware instruction 

needs to be strategic.  

The sense of loose exploratory teaching was not seen as a method that was going to help students 

achieve proficiency quickly. The Cypress leaders wanted to make sure that the teaching 

strategies that were discussed during meetings and professional development sessions translated 

into the classrooms and this was accomplished through the lead teachers. Another rehired teacher 

explained,  

We were to follow the instructions of the Cypress lead teachers. And then they had 

extensive walkthroughs, many, many walkthroughs weekly into our classrooms. 

And they told us how it was expected to be. And we did have time though, we had 

time to make the transition. We didn't have to do it all at once. 

Furthermore, the weekly bulletin provided further evidence that the Cypress organization was 

intent on following up to ensure that employees followed through. Every weekly bulletin had a 

section for “Items from Last Week, Follow-up Items Next Week, and Finalize this Week.” This 

provided reminders to staff to ensure that nothing was forgotten and work did not fall through the 

cracks. 

Hiring Right with Fit in Mind 

 Keeping a healthy balance of rehired teachers was important. It appeared to be 

important for Cypress Charter to identify the talent that was at CMECS and to retain as many 
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staff members as possible. Overhauling the entire school was never in their plan.  Jenny, a seed 

teacher stated, 

How would it have looked if we kept two teachers and said, “No, we’re starting 

from scratch”, so [we]…wanted that healthy balance of keeping at least half the 

staff...but I wasn’t cut on numbers. I mean, you could feel who was still passionate 

about teaching in that community, and you could feel those who it was just a job.   

Cypress lead teachers and Daniel corroborated about rehired CMECS teachers. Daniel cites, 

It took a while for everyone to start to gel…that second year, people kind of figured 

out okay, I either need to make a change or something needs to change. So, we did 

have some people leave after that second year. 

Additionally, Daniel shared that new teachers also played a role at CMECS “they knew they had 

been chosen for a specific mission. That was to reignite the school and for many of them, it was 

really an exciting year…everybody had a sense of urgency.”   

Fit is important. Daniel, CMECS’ takeover leader stated that it was important to 

“identify what talent was here” and continued by saying, 

To the teachers…that were not hired back. We wanted to show that, "Look, this is 

our approach." This is from the lens that we're looking at. It doesn't mean that that 

person [not hired back] is a terrible teacher. It's just in what we're trying to 

do…from our vantage point, they didn't fit into this model. 

The Cypress organization seemed to be looking for the right fit. They wanted employees whose 

behavior systems and beliefs matched their organization’s culture. During takeover, Cypress 

leaders were looking for flexibility and skill because they knew the challenges that lay ahead and 

needed a schoolwide team to pull CMECS through this process. Another Cypress leader recalls, 
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“We were looking for people who seemed to be flexible, who seemed to be willing to make 

changes…and who were willing to alter their instructional program.” New teacher, Kelly, 

remembers her interview at CMECS that first year post takeover: 

They asked me, why was I changing schools? I told them I was working at a very 

small school, and I wanted so much to learn from other teachers. There was myself 

and maybe three other teachers, it was a small school, and I thought, that's all I can 

learn from this environment, and I just want to learn from other people, I want to 

be able to grow. They came back and they said, “I love that, because then we knew 

you were willing to learn from others and you were open to working in a group and 

working in a team setting,” and really, that's what Cypress is about, you work 

together all the time. 

Cypress board members, the executive director, Daniel and the Cypress 10 - the seed teachers—

all seemed to be looking for teachers who saw themselves as learners. They were looking for 

new and veteran teachers who had a growth mindset and who were willing to change practice 

and adopt the systems, structures, and strategies of the Cypress way. 

History of success with students was important to Cypress leadership. Also, Cypress 

was looking to rehire teachers who were skilled teachers and had a history of success with their 

students.  They looked at student growth in each classroom, and through this data analysis, 

appeared to be able to identify those teachers who were moving the needle for students. One 

Cypress leader commented, “We wanted teachers that were skilled teachers that had a history of 

success.” Daniel added, “In some cases, you had some gifted teachers. The kids were doing 

exceptionally well.” A Cypress board member distinctly remembers, “The thought process was 

based on the data that was collected in terms of previous student performance.” This board 
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member goes on to say, “It also had to do with a teacher’s willingness to take on the definition of 

excellence...seeking people who would go above and beyond and not accept the status quo.” 

Previous success with students was important to the Cypress organization coupled with a 

teacher’s desire for continuous improvement.  

To help Cypress leadership calibrate their responses on potential rehires, document 

review revealed that the Cypress organization had a form for potential candidates during the 

interview process. This form had four quadrants that included descriptions about classroom 

observations, the interview, the portfolio, and other variables. Hiring the right people was very 

important to them. Hiring people who would embrace the Cypress culture seemed supreme, so 

flexibility was imperative. Finally, teachers who had a history of success with students were 

more likely to have future success with them. Therefore, the three key ingredients the Cypress 

organization was looking for was fit, flexibility, and the likelihood of future success.  

Accountability at All Levels Coupled with a Sense of Urgency 

 Conversations around data at all levels of the organization. Accountability appeared 

to be a huge part of the Cypress way. When Cypress took over CMECS, there was a sense of 

urgency to raise student achievement and break the 800 API barrier. The organization knew that 

all eyes were on them. The charter community, the district, and the school’s stakeholders were 

watching. “Staff that was here both the [rehired] staff and the new staff [we had] brought in, they 

bought into this sense of urgency” exclaimed Daniel. The focus was on student achievement as 

Annette, a seed teacher recalls. “[Leadership was] checking…the data and it was always 

presented at our board meetings...progress that kids were making was at the forefront.”  Kristen, 

one of the rehired teachers reiterated, 
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And the administrators went over all of the data, all of it! They had open systems 

on the computer so they could see a teacher's grades at all times, like the grades of 

their students. Everything that's graded, everything that is part of that report card, 

must be in the computer. 

Furthermore, teachers had one-on-one sessions with Daniel, CMECS’ takeover leader.  

This is where your kids are, so what are the things that you’re [going to] put into 

place to make sure that your kids who are already proficient remain there? Or your 

kids who are not, what are you [going to] do to make sure you push this group? 

And do you know who those kids are?  

Daniel remembers,  

There was just such a sense of urgency for student achievement. So that was at the 

forefront of everything that we were doing. There was no talk, "This is too difficult 

for the kids or the kids can't do it." There was lot of, "This is our goal. This is what 

we're going to do. 

Document review revealed that the weekly bulletin communicated the following:  

We are looking forward to the Professional Goal Setting Conferences taking place 

September 21-28th.  Essentially, this time is simply a conversation about how we 

as a school and individually meet the needs of our students. These meetings will be 

held in Daniel’s office. You do not need to bring anything to the meeting with you. 

Your day/timeslot for the conference is the day that you chose. We selected 

days/times for a handful of teachers who did not get a chance to sign up for their 

conference.  
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 Common assessments at each grade level helped track student progress. 

Organizational coherence was important to the Cypress organization, therefore the only way to 

have coherence in data analysis was to establish a system of common assessments across grade 

levels to track progress of students. Cypress board members were provided “internal assessments 

on how the kids were progressing” according to one Cypress leader. One of the new teachers 

reported that “[the school’s leadership] set up how many assessments and [the type of 

assessments] he wanted to see, and…. then he wanted to see how the kids were doing as they 

progressed.” Sarah, the other new teacher recalls that “we were always [giving] assessments and 

we were always talking about assessments, we were always thinking about how the kids were 

doing from test to test.” One of the rehired teachers exclaimed, “We [did] multiple assessments 

and [the school’s leader] examined all my assessments…and individual student growth.”  

Finally, a seed teacher supported the previous accounts about assessments and stated, “we were 

doing summative assessments [and] Daniel kept record of all the data.”  

 Furthermore, document review of a staff meeting agenda dated August 29, 2012 revealed 

that beginning of the year assessments were due on September 7. Teachers were expected to 

assess their students’ level of understanding at the beginning of the year for all content areas so 

that the information presented could help guide instruction to meet the students’ needs. Rehired 

teacher, Kristen, reported the following: 

If you think of an assessment and you don't think it's important, your grade level 

has to decide on it. You have to get it approved by the Administrator or the 

coordinator or what have you. You can't just say, "Hey I’m not doing this…” You 

have to [do] it…everything goes through channels. So, the good thing about that is 

that all the [assessments] are uniform. 
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Here, the Cypress organization had specific assessments for each grade level that showed student 

progress. Once the leadership team decided on the formative and summative assessments, those 

assessments were no longer negotiable for the team of teachers. If a teacher or a grade level team 

thought a particular assessment was not appropriate, that conversation had to occur and 

information had to be shared through leadership channels, rationales needed to be presented, and 

alternate forms needed to be discussed. The channels that teachers had to go through were grade 

level lead teachers who would present the information to the school’s principal and to the 

academic committee, who would then discuss the matter with the school’s executive director 

who would then make a decision based on rationale presented. This information would then be 

shared with the school’s board. 

Grade level meetings helped get everyone on the same page and kept them there.  

Grade level meetings were an important vehicle for communication, learning, and the sharing of 

effective practices at the Cypress organization. CMECS, post takeover, engaged in consistent 

grade level meetings that occurred with pre-planned agendas with meeting notes. “We met with 

our grade level twice a week,” recalled a seed teacher. Cypress leaders encouraged collaboration, 

and grade levels met during psychomotor time. New teacher, Sarah, remembered, 

We [met] and we [got] to collaborate and work together and share projects and talk 

about challenges that we've been having and so having that opportunity to work 

together, I think, really help[ed] with the school environment because we [knew] 

that we're not just on our own. 

Also new teacher, Kelly, described grade levels meetings as, a time of “exchanging ideas and 

seeing that we all had our strengths and weaknesses and we could all learn from each other.” She 
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went further to say that grade level meetings allowed teachers processing time to understand 

their data and to seek guidance.  

Questions that sometimes you don't get time to process, like “What can we do better? 

What questions were hard [for students]?” but then grade level meetings…was the 

time to process them and [we] looked at the data in a closer way [to inform 

instruction]. 

Seed teacher, Jenny, recalls, 

We were there before the 10 days started [for teacher professional development], 

because we wanted to get ourselves situated, have our rooms set up, and have all our 

ducks in a row so we can now turn around and work with our new grade levels…we 

knew that there needed to be consistency, no matter what, so we had to train. The 

leads really started to work with [their] grade levels. 

Kristen, a rehired teacher summed it up very well. “[Leaders] need to have accountability, they 

[also] need to check…the principals have to be accountable to someone, but in turn we have to 

be accountable to the principal.” 

Establishing Systems and Structures for Every Part of the Organization 

 Common curricula across the school. The Cypress organization employed instructional 

curriculum for each content area and used pacing plans to guide instruction. As one seed teacher 

reported, “…we knew what was working at Cypress Charter, and we knew that the community 

needed one language arts program, not a multitude.” A seed teacher explained, “So when we 

went in, we knew that we all had to be on the same [page]. We adopted the math program that 

the other Cypress schools had. It wasn't a free for all which [is how it] was at the beginning.” She 

went on to say that having common programs allowed teachers to “have…opportunities to 
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collaborate and talk about instruction.” Kristen a rehired teacher recalled, “We were all given the 

Treasures program and given a new math program.” The other rehired teacher added that 

teachers “taught more systematically, so [they] knew that [they] had to use phonics… [there was 

a] program to follow.” Extreme satisfaction came over a Cypress board member when he saw 

alignment between classes within the same grade levels, that first year after takeover.  

When I saw teachers, some [rehired] teachers, some [new], in classrooms, in 

clusters, where our lead teachers were, I knew that we would be successful, because 

I could walk from the lead teacher's classroom into two or three other classrooms 

in that grade level, and I could see the similarity. I could see that they had already 

made strides, and I knew that we would be successful at that point in time. 

 Similar classroom environments and behavioral expectations. Even the classroom 

environment did not appear to have been left to chance, since the Cypress organization had a 

classroom checklist that specified what all classrooms should look like. A seed teacher 

exclaimed: “We changed everything…how we ran homework binders, materials to be used in the 

classroom, ABC letters, I mean basics, just basics. We talked about no rows…let’s have clusters, 

have a U, look at the best set-up for the whiteboard.” New teacher Sarah stated, “Our lead 

teachers were really there to be our go-to person about [classroom environment]. Their 

classroom was…supposed to be the model of what the classrooms should look like.” A rehired 

teacher commented, 

They had extensive walkthroughs, many, many walkthroughs weekly into our 

classrooms. And they told us how it was expected to be. And we did have time 

though, we had time to make the transition. We didn't have to do it all at once. The 
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classrooms were more formal, less chill, less kids laying around and like, you know 

what I'm saying, Well I think about this, it was much less loosie goosey. 

New teacher, Kelly, took Daniel’s words to heart: 

Daniel talked a lot about the classroom environment; he said if your room is clean 

and beautiful, then the kids are going to feel like, “These teachers care about me, 

they are really here for me,” and they're going to feel like you're invested in them. 

Classroom environment was huge so he wanted to walk in your room and for it to 

be clean and beautiful because his way of looking at it is, then the students will 

come in and they'll feel welcome and they'll feel like you care about them. 

Document review revealed that the Weekly Bulletin of August 12-17, 2012, which was the first 

bulletin of the year for CMECS, post takeover, had the following remarks:  

We thank you for all the hard work you have put into getting your classrooms ready 

for the first day of school. Your students will only have one “First Day of School” 

with you. We thank you for making their first day special!  

It appeared that it was important for all classrooms at CMECS to be inviting and clean. 

Cypress leaders wanted students to take pride in their classroom environment and wanted 

teachers to model a sense of care for the external structures. When students felt that teachers 

truly cared about them, it appears that behavior issues also were minimized. A not rehired 

teacher recalled her impressions when she visited Cypress Charter. Many teachers from CMECS 

had visited Cypress Charter during the period of uncertainty and prior to renewal and takeover. 

“I liked their classroom organization. I observed first grade, because that was my grade level. I 

liked the way that the teachers had control over the behavior in the classroom. The children were 

focused, the whole group was focused.” Another not rehired teacher who also had an opportunity 
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to visit Cypress shared that “every classroom I was going to…looked very similar. And one of 

the negatives of CMECS [at the time], was that we didn't have a cohesive program, or [a] 

cohesive classroom environment.”  

 The use of Explicit Direct Instruction (EDI). A signature instructional method that the 

Cypress leaders brought to CMECS was Explicit Direct Instruction (EDI) as new teacher, Sarah, 

explains:  

Cypress taught us about EDI, explicit direct instruction, to make sure that we have 

the important components in our lessons. We needed to have the direct instruction 

where we are explicitly teaching the students whatever the content is, and then we 

needed to have the guided practice when we're working through problems or 

questions with the students and then the independent practice [follows].  

Kelly, the other new teacher, added, “They modeled to the teachers how direct instruction would 

look like. They were specific, like, “We want you always to start with the objective, and we want 

the children to know what the objective [of the lesson] is.”” When asked whether this change 

made Kristen, a rehired teacher, a better educator she responded “So I absolutely feel unfortunate 

that it occurred and it was like all sort of meant to be and I never would have learned EDI 

instruction. So, I think I'm a better teacher because I know more methodologies.” Another 

rehired teacher described EDI, 

 Explicit modeling with kids and making sure that whatever it is that you're doing, 

you're…modeling for kids…you're teaching them and then having them experience 

it. Especially for English learners it's very important for them to get that modeling. 

So, it was EDI. EDI, EDI. Which was very different from what we did before.  

CMECS takeover principal, Daniel, explained, 
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Many of the teachers here [at CMECS] were raised in a constructivist mindset [in 

which] the students are primarily responsible for their learning. They did very little 

explicit direct instruction…they had a really difficult time with explicit direct 

instruction where the teacher directs and then you allow for a gradual release in 

guided [practice], then on [to] independent practice. 

 Using research-based practices during testing. Another system that the Cypress 

organization utilized appeared to allow students some flexibilities during testing as one of the 

seed teachers reflected: 

During testing, they [students] were allowed to chew gum, they had that spearmint 

candy, because studies had shown what it does to the brain. They could take off 

their shoes, and these people [CMECS staff] thought we were loonie, like “you can 

do that?” Every day, they [students] would go out and have juice before testing, the 

bathroom break, and then they had their three little treats on their desk, and that's 

what we did at Cypress. Studies show those spearmint and peppermint candies 

brought [the students] back to life, you know, chew a piece of gum. They [CMECS 

folks] thought we were crazy, but after that first year, let me tell you, they were all 

asking—when are we getting our stuff? 

 Other structures. The following simple example illustrates the level of systems and 

structures that were set in place at CMECS. With 900 students and about 40 teachers at CMECS, 

the copy machine was always out of order prior to takeover. To eliminate this issue a system of 

copying was also implemented as a seed teacher recalls. “You ha[d] to put in a referral, put it 

[the documents you wanted copied] in a basket, and within 48 hours, it will be done for you.” It 

was reported that this cut down on copier breakdowns significantly. Kristen, one of the rehired 
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teachers summed it all up when she shared, “They had strict structures in place for identifying 

kids with special needs. They had strict structures in place for retentions. They had strict testing 

structures in place for testing.”  

Focusing on School Culture 

 The findings that emerged from the research, discussed above, also are a part of school 

culture. The Cypress organization’s culture of systems, structures and supports worked well for 

them. However, it is also important to understand that imposing a school’s systems and 

structures on another organization does not promote well-being or a sense of ownership, no 

matter how well packaged it is. The environment at CMECS, during and after the takeover was 

tough, to say the least.  People were angry, hurt, and lonely. The Cypress leaders, and seed 

teachers, in their quest to create a culture of teamwork, support, belonging, and pride thought 

strategically and moved intentionally. 

 Keeping programs unique to the area. As a Cypress leader recalls “But some of the 

things we kept in place, the partnerships with [Entertainment Studios] and [the after-school 

program] …we wanted to keep those going. Young Storytellers, there was talk of just wiping it 

all out. But we wanted to keep some of the things that made the school different.” Daniel, shared 

“so unique to Crepe Myrtle…and it remains to this day, it's the coffee with the principal 

meetings…that's where once a month, we just basically invite the parents and listen to what they 

have to say.” 

 Retaining as many staff members as possible.  According to Jenny, a seed teacher 

“[we]…wanted that healthy balance of keeping at least half the staff.” Annette, the other seed 

teacher agreed, 
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We did keep some of our [the CMECS] staff. They had to go through the interview 

process…but they were still part of that community and I felt that was 

necessary…Had we not kept some of those teachers and some of the staff, I don't 

think we would have been as successful, personally.  

A new teacher reflected on how the Cypress organization did not wipe everything out: 

Cypress came along and was choosing certain staff members that they would keep 

and certain teachers that they would be keep, and even though they were…putting 

everything that they want[ed] into place at [CMECS]…they were not just wiping 

the school clean of everything.  

Daniel emphasized, “What we did here though is we embraced what was working well.  One 

example is retaining as many staff members as we did.  We tried to retain even more, but we had 

a number of them self-select not to return.” Kelly, also a new teacher stated, 

The people that came from Cypress [the Cypress lead teachers] wanted so much 

for the [CMECS] teachers…to feel part of the group and they tried their best, I 

think, because they [Cypress lead teachers] were always trying to pull them in, and 

then us new people, we just wanted to do our best.  

 “We are all in this together” attitude. Daniel’s trust building and developing a sense of 

being part of a team was apparent from his words: 

Look, we are all in this together. I came here…my reputation, I am one of you. I 

am not outside somewhere. I am here with all of you. We need to trust each other 

and respect each other because if one of us fails, we all fail.  

Kelly, a new teacher vividly recalled,  
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It was a constant reminder of, there's a plan in place and we all just have to follow 

it…here's our opportunity to turn something totally around, and [Daniel] so 

believed that everyone would be able to do it…he would say “we are all going to 

do this amazing thing together.” A takeover in that sense for me was… wow; we 

can make a difference here.  

Sarah, the other new teacher remembered, “It [began] with Daniel, Daniel…set the tone for 

everyone to work as a group and work together. He promoted us to talk through things, he 

promoted teachers to look at the positive, always [encouraging] a close, positive environment 

among teachers.” Jenny, a seed teacher, exclaimed “at every staff meeting [Daniel would say], 

we're sticking to the plan, if we stick to the plan then it's [going to] work, and we all have to be 

unified together.” Another seed teacher voiced,  

We all were there [at CMECS] together, and we were all there for the exact same 

reason: to hopefully bring the school back to what it possibly was or better, right? 

And just all being on the same page, I think that's just so, so important.  

 Being respectful no matter what. One of the Cypress board members stated it is 

important to “respect the people that we’re working with, and that we honor their work.” 

Additionally, this individual keenly observed, “are adults using tones that are uplifting to kids?” 

because showing respect is important all around. Another Cypress leader reflected,  

[Once you] have thought about how to make the school safe…how is it functioning? 

When you walk into the door, are families greeted respectfully? Are they waiting 

30 minutes in the office before someone looks up from a pen to be able to greet 

them and know that they’re on campus?  
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Valuing staff is critical as another one of the Cypress leaders exclaimed, “I think it starts with the 

administrator and valuing every member of the staff. From the office manager, plant manager, 

and every teacher and every custodian.” Another one of the board members explained: 

If you walk into a school, going from the physical plant to how people address you, 

how people respond, how professional they act, how the children respond, how they 

act, it is all interrelated. You can't have one without the other, in my opinion. It's 

very difficult to have a successful school that looks like garbage. It's very hard to 

have a beautiful plant with a bunch of [ineffective] teachers. I mean, you have to 

have it all.  

Even during the most difficult times, Annette, a seed teacher, recalls, 

At grade level meetings, at lead teacher meetings, staff meetings, Daniel was so 

good about just kind of lifting people up. All the positives that were happening. 

And that's the only way that we were able to fulfill that mission, that vision. 

Daniel tried hard to keep the staff united and to value everyone’s contributions. He remarked, 

“It’s a big school, so it's trying to make sure we're still united and valuing each other because I 

think that's key to anything of this type of magnitude is just having respect for everyone.” 

Document review further corroborated with this as every professional development session and 

staff meeting started with compliments, celebrations, and the sharing of ideas. One of the new 

teachers summed it all up by saying, 

It was a new school with old [rehied] teachers from CMECS, Cypress teachers, and 

I was the new teacher, not a Cypress teacher, not [a] CMECS teacher, so I'm in the 

middle, and he [Daniel] wanted to talk about gossip. It's kind of a weird topic, right? 

I remember this clearly because in my head I was like, “Gossiping? I can't even 
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believe we're talking about this,” but he's like, “I want to talk about how destructive 

gossiping can be,” and he went into if we have a disagreement or if we don't like 

something, we have to be honest with one another, because if we start gossiping 

amongst ourselves, we're going to destroy the unity in the school, and the unity in 

our school depends on all of us working together, and gossiping destroys that bond 

with each other. 

SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL DIMENSIONS OF TAKEOVER 

 Locally Defining Takeover 

A rehired teacher recalls how the takeover of CMECS by the Cypress organization was 

conveyed to the CMECS’ staff as a merger. She recounts, 

It was a takeover, but we were told that it was going to be a merger. We didn't 

know anyone over there [at Cypress]. We were told, [by one of our principals at the 

time] that it was a merger…we were going to be partners. Hence some of the 

difficulty that ensued, because we thought we were partnering. We did not know 

we were being taken over. And then some of us have theorized over the years why 

our own principal, not anyone from the other school [Cypress], but why our own 

principal did not tell us it was a takeover.  

When asked how she would describe the process, the rehired teacher reinforced “it was most 

definitely a takeover!” When asked what takeover means, May, the other rehired teacher, 

explained,  

Well, school takeover to me means that some entity comes in and just takes over 

your school and makes changes--for the better. I think it happens when a school 
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may be in trouble or there's a conflict. I don't think anybody would take over [an 

organization] if there was no need.   

Of the two not rehired teachers, one expressed this sentiment when asked about CMECS 

takeover “you had to let go of your position on any part of teaching, and you had to march 

lockstep with the new school coming in.” One of the new teachers shared an interesting 

perspective:  

Here’s our opportunity to turn something totally around, and [Daniel] so believed 

that everyone would be able to do it…he would say “we are all going to do this 

amazing thing together.” A takeover in that sense for me was… wow; we can make 

a difference here. 

One seed teacher saw it as a takeover, but had this to say, 

To me it’s not a negative. It means you’re in need of help or a makeover, a do-over, 

and you are asking for assistance to have someone come in and turn [your 

organization] around.  I don’t see it as a negative.  

The other seed teacher shared an opposite sentiment, “Takeover is such as strong word.”  She 

continued by stating,  

We knew that we were going in to change the school. I went in thinking that, we 

need to do something for the students. We need to do something for the community. 

We needed to make changes. I don’t know if we went in thinking of it as a takeover.  

Does that make sense?   

One of the Cypress leaders revealed, “Although in a sense it was a takeover, we tried to look at it 

differently…there’s a negative connotation with the word takeover…so we tried not to use that 
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term takeover.” One of the Cypress board members described the process as a “reinvention of 

Crepe Myrtle.”   Another one of the Cypress leaders commented, 

When you think of takeover, you think of everything basically being cleansed, 

wiped out, and erased. We did a lot of that instructionally, but we also tried to 

embrace what was working well here because community was a big thing. 

Personal Challenges of Takeover 

 Being involved in a takeover is emotionally difficult for everyone, no matter what side 

you are on. As Daniel recalled with empathy, 

In your own library, literally, in your own library, you're being interviewed by 

outsiders to get your job back. For so many, that was just a humbling experience 

and many of them were like, "I'm not even going to do that." But for the ones that 

did…some are now CMECS teachers. 

Daniel added, “For some, it was humiliating.”  A Cypress board member reflected, “The biggest 

piece when you take over an organization is that you have to reapply for [your] job. That, I think, 

is the most challenging part in maintaining a positive culture…it was a really intense time.” 

Another Cypress leader commented,  

No matter how many processes you put into place, people are still going to feel sad 

about transitions…change creates a lot of anxiety and people feel sad about saying 

goodbye to their friends…there was a grieving period that I know teachers went 

through.  

As a Cypress leader explains, “there was a great deal of apprehension from both the community 

and from the staff that was retained.” As one of the seed teachers described, “It was hard, very 

hard. We were leaving some out. Some staff members who were staying were not happy, 
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because some of their friends didn’t make it.” She reflected, “I wanted to be able to save 

everyone, you know?”  Even during this time, “there were some people who were happy and 

some who were not. It was hard because some people said goodbye to some of their 

friends…there had to be a healing period,” reports a Cypress board member.   

Moreover, it is important to note that seed teachers also found this process difficult. As 

one seed teacher recalls, “I was feeling a bit down and thinking, "Oh my god, my grade level's 

going crazy. This is just nuts!"” Another seed teacher reflected, 

We were the ones in the trenches; we held it together, because our role was to lead, 

and so we couldn't breakdown in front of anyone. I remember early on, I was 

walking across this yard, and thought, “you're a stranger, you're a stranger”, and I 

thought, “What am I doing here?” and I was lonely.   

She added,  

“…then we would go back out, and it's like slowly you make the connections with 

parents, you started to wave at each other at the gate, but it wasn't until that first 

student yelled out your name across the yard as you're coming or going, that you 

felt like this is becoming home. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The problem this study addressed was the need to further explore school culture and 

student outcomes associated with school turnaround through a takeover situation. School 

turnaround is still at the educational forefront with the passage of ESSA and the new 

accountability Dashboard.  Understanding the improvement plans of this turnaround charter 

school, with respect to school culture and student outcomes, can assist other schools in 

improving their outcomes. 

The purpose for this retrospective qualitative case study was to examine an elementary 

charter school, in a takeover situation, and explore factors of an organizational takeover 

associated with change in school culture and student outcomes. 

The goal of this study was to explore strategies, structures, and systems related to school culture 

and student outcomes. Another goal of this study was to contribute to the limited body of 

existing literature on turnaround efforts through a direct takeover.  

The following research questions were central to this study:  

1) How does a takeover organization shape organizational transformation of an 

independent elementary charter school in a large urban district?  

2) What factors of an organizational takeover of an independent elementary charter 

school are associated with a change in school culture and student outcomes? 

 The research traditions used were case study and grounded theory design, primarily 

associated with the research of Anselm Strauss and Juliette Corbin (1998). The sampling 

strategies utilized for the selection of the site were criterion and opportunistic. I used personal 

one-on-one semi-structured interviews to collect data on how the takeover organization, Cypress 
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Charter, shaped the transformation of Crepe Myrtle Elementary Charter School in the areas of 

school culture and student outcomes. I also reviewed documents specific to the takeover, such as 

the charter petition, emails, letters to and from parents, professional development materials and 

other artifacts to further inform this research. A grounded theory method was used which fits 

well with the purpose of the study due to the complexity and possible range of items that can 

help us understand the central phenomenon. 

 This chapter presents three sections, the first of which is the summary of results that 

includes the major themes and subthemes that emerged from data analysis. The discussion 

section, which follows, presents the research questions and connects the study’s findings to the 

multi-theoretical framework that was described in Chapter 2. Next, the recommendations for 

practice and future research are discussed.   

SUMMARY OF THE RESULTS  

Underlying Factors that Precipitated Takeover 

School turnaround is still at the forefront of education, even with the passage of ESSA. 

This study reveals some of the underlying factors that caused an organization to be in a position 

of takeover. Research has found that there are several aspects that play a role in low-performing 

schools. Poor teacher quality (Duke et al., 2005; Murphy & Myers, 2008), high teacher turnover 

(Murphy & Myers, 2008; Corallo & McDonald, 2001) and ineffective leadership (Murphy & 

Myers, 2008) are all issues connected to low student performance. Other factors include 

unaligned curriculum, discipline challenges, and lack of a team approach to solving problems 

(Duke et al., 2005).  

Crepe Myrtle Elementary Charter School found itself in a takeover situation because of a 

lack of alignment in curriculum and student learning, increased factions, lack of systems and 
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procedures for doing things, and lack of fiscal responsibility. These findings are significant 

because they illustrate the common underlying issues that face low achieving and unsuccessful 

schools.  

It is difficult for a school to have common conversations and expectations for student 

learning when the curriculum is not aligned. A simple example is that multiple programs or 

curricula do not facilitate the discussion of common learning themes, concepts, vocabulary, 

performance standards, and skills for students at the same grade level. Furthermore, this lack of 

curriculum alignment impedes vertical articulation and the ability to discuss students’ progress 

from one grade level to the next. Moreover, the lack of alignment in curriculum and student 

learning gives way to multiple forms of assessment based on the program’s components and 

assessment methods. This hinders the discussion of student progress through the same lens.    

The next area that emerged as a factor associated with unsuccessful schools is increased 

factions. With a co-directorship model, there was disjointedness, which further reinforced the 

lack of alignment in student learning.   

This was further intensified by a lack of systems and procedures for doing things. A lack 

of systems for communication such as, collaborative grade level meetings, ongoing data analysis 

talks, sharing of effective practices, the use of common strategies, and professional development 

engender an incoherent environment where every teacher and/or grade-level is an island, on its 

own. One teacher or team may do things one-way, while another teacher or team may choose to 

do the same thing a different way. Increased factions, engrain the notion of disjointedness, which 

further reinforces the lack of alignment.  

The last pattern related to takeover is the lack of fiscal responsibility. A school that lacks 

fiscal responsibility may spend money on items not directly related to instruction and student 
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success—not directly related to increasing student outcomes. Although the rationale for spending 

the money may include how the expenditure will support students, it may seem far-fetched and 

not directly correlated to improved student outcomes. The spending patterns of ineffective 

leaders show their level of commitment to student success. The conceptual framework of 

unsuccessful schools, derived from this study, can be seen, in Figure 1, on page 108. 

Underlying Factors that Shaped Organizational Transformation 

School improvement requires a multi-faceted approach. The turnaround of Crepe Myrtle 

Elementary Charter School appeared to be related to a number of factors that included alignment 

through strong instructional leadership, distributed leadership with accountability, systems and 

procedures for every part of the organization, and a focus on school culture. These findings are 

noteworthy because they present the key ingredients for success in an educational institution.  

Strong instructional leadership through a core group of school leaders seems to be 

fundamental to school turnaround. The support and role of the school’s leader in coordinating, 

facilitating, and supporting the seed teachers was central to the turnaround process and included 

both transformational and managerial components. The school’s leader communicated the vision 

of learning and provided the necessary structural, material, and emotional supports to engage all 

teachers in the process of improvement. The structural supports included alignment in 

curriculum, assessment, professional development, and fiscal expenditures. 

Additionally, the distributed level of leadership with accountability tended to be 

important in school success. Lead teachers at every grade level helped uphold the vision and 

mission through structural feedback loops that provided guidance and support to all.  The seed 

teachers were the through-thread that brought about change at every level of the organization 

through follow-up to ensure follow-through of all planned initiatives. The seed teachers 
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maintained a sense of urgency, which is fundamental to turnaround organizations. Through 

distributed leadership, a collective understanding of how teaching and learning was to take place 

was established. This model of distributed leadership ensured that change was implemented at all 

levels of the organization - in all grade levels, in all classrooms, and with all teachers. Grade 

level meetings were the glue that bound a grade level. Accountability was maintained through 

distributed leadership and one-on-one check ins with the school’s instructional leader.  Questions 

central to student learning, based on data analysis were highlighted:  What areas are my students 

performing well in?  What areas are my students needing support with?  What can I do to push 

them forward?  What is my timeframe to get them there? Clear communication, appropriate 

dissemination of information, and sharing roses and roadblocks during grade levels meetings, 

increased the organization’s coherence. The staff of CMECS, through this distributed leadership 

model, moved from independence to interdependence where sharing strategies, comparing 

practices, and reflecting on teaching and learning became the norm.   

Another pattern that emerged was the establishment of systems and procedures for every 

part of the organization.  Organizations have their own culture, which includes practices, 

systems, methods, values, and norms that are unique to their environment. Values and norms 

play a supreme role in how employees operate, therefore keeping that in mind while hiring is 

imperative. The study revealed that while sometimes, values and norms of the employees do not 

exactly match the organization’s values and norms, an employee’s flexibility and open 

mindedness about different ways of doing things can mitigate those factors. The Cypress 

organization rehired CMECS teachers and hired new teachers based on the Cypress 

organization’s assessment of whether the teacher will fit into the Cypress culture, based on a 

teacher’s flexibility in teaching and learning, and based on historical data as a determinant of 
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future success with respect to student growth. In a nutshell, Cypress leaders looked at three areas 

prior to hiring: fit, flexibility, and future success based on past outcomes. Other systems included 

data analysis days where grade level colleagues analyzed data within their teams and analyzed 

data with the school’s principal that helped them plan for next steps. Furthermore, classroom 

checklists ensured that all CMECS classrooms looked uniform, organized, and structured. 

Moreover, the instructional leader, through the distributed leadership model, shared 

structures and systems that were working and removed all structures and systems, or obstacles 

that were in the way of the school’s improvement plans. When every part of an organization has 

structures in place in support of student achievement, this inevitably changes the culture of the 

teaching and learning. Teachers having time for dedicated grade level meetings is important; 

however, beyond just the scheduling, what teachers do during those grade level meetings is what 

makes the difference. Are grade level meetings student centered? Are effective teaching and 

learning strategies discussed? Are best practices shared? Do grade level teams provide time for 

reflection and agree upon next steps that are time bound, for moving students forward? 

Finally, the last factor that emerged in shaping organizational transformation was school 

culture. All topics discussed previously in this section helped to shape the school’s culture.  

However, the results of this study indicate that a takeover situation puts forth other criteria that 

may help with developing a positive school culture, in a relatively short period of time. The 

Cypress organization kept programs unique to the area because they saw how much the 

community valued those programs. Additionally, retaining as many staff members as possible 

was important for the Cypress organization with fit, flexibility, and future success in mind. The 

most powerful aspect of shaping the school’s culture that emerged through this research was the 

part that the school leader played in setting a tone of respect and having a “we’re all in this 
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together” attitude that created a strong sense of teamwork.  The interdependence and cohesion 

that this type of mindset enculturated was powerful. Additionally, because the school utilized 

shared practices, the sense of community was strengthened.   

Figure 1, below, encapsulates the conceptual framework of turnaround schools  

that emerged from this study. The framework is presented as a web because school turnaround is 

complex and multi-faceted. Changing one aspect of the organization, affects other areas. 

CMECS was able to improve within a year and half because multiple variables were changed at 

once. The center of the web, identified by the gold star, is the place where systems, structures, 

personnel, and programs converge to create an organization that exhibits synergy, coherence, and 

improved outcomes. This framework is comprised of two parts. Part A is the general framework 

for successful and unsuccessful schools, while Part B outlines the detailed features of successful 

school turnaround. 
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Prior to moving on to the next theme that emerged from this research, let us pause and 

discuss the classroom teaching methods of the Cypress organization, which were an important 

part of the turnaround effort. There was a lot of professional development on the Explicit Direct 

Instruction (EDI) method of teaching and all teacher participants mentioned the use of EDI.  

Explicit Direct Instruction requires the teacher to have a great deal of content knowledge 

and be an expert on the subject. This phase of the teaching and learning cycle is focused on 

building background, explaining and demonstrating the application of rules, laws, or formulas, 

and teaching vocabulary that may be encountered during reading. This phase is the precursor to 

the next step of Guided Group Practice, where the teacher guides the students through a lesson or 

activity and checks for understanding through questioning and discussions, with a focus on the 

responses. The overall success of this phase is based upon the procedures in the previous phase. 
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How well was the teacher able to explicitly instruct the students during direct instruction? What 

types of strategies did the teacher utilize in his/her lesson? Were those strategies taught, to 

students, to be used independently? All students who understand the topic then move to 

independent practice or small group work with their peers. The students, during this phase, 

understand the concept and are able to independently engage in a performance task that requires 

them to read and respond, or write and solve. Students who need more time with the teacher, and 

who did not show a basic understanding of the concept being taught, continue to receive small 

group instruction with the teacher, while completing the same or similar performance task. This 

way, the teacher can support and scaffold instruction to ensure that those students increase their 

understanding of the topic at hand. The conceptual teaching and learning framework described 

above and derived from data analysis can be seen in Figure 2. 
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Social and Emotional Dimensions of Takeover 

 Not much research has been done on school takeover; therefore, this part of the findings 

is new and can be added to the literature. The takeover of CMECS was difficult because it 

impacted people in very personal ways. Upon engaging with the participants, I quickly realized 

that the definition of takeover was different based on participants’ perspectives.  Additionally, 

this process reinforced how change is challenging for everyone involved regardless, of which 

side you are on. These findings are noteworthy because they disclose the social and emotional 

dimensions of change. 

One interesting finding is how the definition of takeover was different based on 

perspective. The rehired teachers saw the actions of the Cypress organization as a definite 

takeover. The newly hired teachers saw it as an opportunity to affect change. While, the Cypress 

leaders and board members, for the most part, referenced the process as a makeover and a 

reinvention. A possible explanation for this might be that perspective guides the definition of this 

process and highly depends on the positions that the individuals involved hold at the time of 

takeover. That is to say, these inconsistencies may simply be due to perspective, which reveals 

one’s own reality. 

Surprisingly, takeover was found to be difficult for mostly everyone involved, including 

the seed teachers. Rehired teachers, seed teachers, and Cypress leadership all saw this process as 

a difficult one. Understandably, rehired teachers mourned the loss of their colleagues and felt 

some level of discomfort in learning new ways of doing things. Interestingly though, seed 

teachers also found great discomfort in this process. They missed their old work environment 

from which they came; they missed their community, their students, and families. They felt like 

they were starting from scratch at a new school, having to get to know their students and 
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community all over again. This element of change caused heightened anxiety and some mild 

distress. The seed teachers were thrust, albeit voluntarily, into this new environment with high 

expectations of change and progress. Cypress board members also found this endeavor quite 

challenging as they trusted the school’s leadership team to engrain change quickly and efficiently 

and provided the school with the resources to accomplish this task.  

One unanticipated finding, and contrary to the rest, was that new teachers were very 

happy with the systematic way that the Cypress organization supported them. They were eager to 

learn the Cypress way and were energized by the levels of support, accountability, and structure 

that they had been given, in a profession that can be quite daunting and intimidating when faced 

alone. CMECS leadership, post Cypress takeover, had demystified the methods and procedures 

for consistent teaching and learning in the CMECS’ classrooms. The school’s leadership 

specified approaches to instruction that everyone, in the organization, was expected to follow.  

New teachers appreciated the hands-on professional development opportunities for becoming 

better at their craft. They reported their excitement about being a part of something that was 

greater than themselves. 

Summary 

 This study unveiled the factors associated with unsuccessful schools, and the reasons why 

CMECS found itself in a takeover situation. The factors included lack of alignment in curriculum 

and student learning, lack of systems and procedures for doing things, increased factions, and 

lack of fiscal responsibility. These findings are significant because they illustrate the common 

underlying issues that face low achieving and unsuccessful schools.  

The results of this study also unearthed the factors that shaped the organizational 

transformation of CMECS. Strong instructional leadership, distributed leadership with follow-up 
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and follow-through, hiring right with fit in mind, accountability at all levels of the organization 

coupled with a sense of urgency, systems and structures for every part of the organization, and a 

focus on school culture were the influences that helped CMECS transform within a one and a 

one-half year’s span of time. These findings are noteworthy because they may present the key 

ingredients for success in an educational institution.  

Lastly, the results of this study unearthed the social and emotional dimensions of 

takeover. The social dimension revealed that the definition of takeover and its connotation was 

based on perspective. The emotional dimension revealed that the change process is difficult for 

everyone, no matter what position one holds. 

DISCUSSION 

 In this section, using a multi-theoretical framework I evaluate the two research questions 

that guided my study, which are: 

1) How does a takeover organization shape organizational transformation of an 

independent elementary charter school in a large urban district? 

2) What factors of an organizational takeover of an independent elementary charter 

school are associated with a change in school culture and student outcomes? 

Specifically, I use James MacGregor Burns’ transformation leadership definition, Kenneth 

Leithwood’s transformational leadership dimensions, and John Kotter’s Eight-step model for 

change to provide perspectives on leadership and change that can be connected to organizational 

transformation within the context of a takeover with a focus on factors that contributed to change 

in school culture and student outcomes. As discussed previously in this research, Burns’ 

definition of and the distinction between transformational and transactional leaders describe the 

leadership relationships needed to shape organizational transformation.  Leithwood’s 
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transformational leadership dimensions relate to the first research question that seeks to find out 

how a takeover organization shapes organizational transformation and Kotter’s Eight-Step 

Change Model is the foundation of the second research question that tries to find the factors 

associated with a change in school culture and student outcomes. 

How a Takeover Organization Shapes Organizational Transformation of an Independent 

Charter School 

Results of this study seemed to support findings by Leithwood and colleagues on the 

transformational leadership dimensions of building school vision and goals, providing 

intellectual stimulation; offering individualized support; representing or modeling professional 

practices and values; demonstrating high-performance expectations; and developing structures to 

foster participation in school decisions (Leithwood, 1994). Additionally, similar to the findings 

by Leithwood, a favorable school culture seemed necessary for school success. That is to say, 

cultivating a school culture where people trust one another, engage in open communication, and 

resolve problems appropriately may help a school become successful.  Moreover, transactional 

practices such as staffing, instructional support, and monitoring school activities, also appeared 

to lead to organizational stability (Leithwood, 1994; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000). 

The vision of the Cypress organization was to increase student outcomes through goal 

setting. Data-driven instruction and data talks seemed to be critical components of CMECS’ 

success, which then allowed the teachers to provide small group support based on students’ 

actual levels of performance. The research is clear, that the schools that increased student 

outcomes all set instructional goals based on data analysis.  Additionally, they monitored student 

outcomes and changed instruction to meet the needs of students (Conzemius, 2000; Duke et al., 

2005; Johnson & Asera, 1999; Whiteside, 2006).   
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Furthermore, teachers seemed to have received individualized support through the 

distributed leadership model, where seed teachers provided guidance and direction on the 

Cypress way of doing things, while the principal seemed to model values and built a culture of 

respect. One may think that distributed leadership is easy for the principal, because it is passed 

down to the teacher level; however, findings from a study by Leithwood et al. 2007 suggest that 

distributed leadership doesn’t require less leadership at the top but requires the formal leader to 

build capacity, coordinate, monitor, and provide constructive feedback.  Along the same lines, 

“the leadership of higher performing schools is distinguished by its active oversight and 

coordination of the instructional program” (Robinson et al., 2008, p. 662).  Indeed, Daniel’s 

active oversight of the instructional program and of the formative assessment data seemed to 

have kept the staff focused on the goal of increasing student outcomes. 

Building a school vision and goals through distributed leadership and active oversight 

were not the only reasons for CMECS’ success. It appeared that developing structures to foster 

participation and consistency in school decisions were key ingredients in CMECS’ success, too. 

Structures and systems that were previously lacking at CMECS were brought in by the Cypress 

organization. Systems for communication such as, collaborative grade level meetings, ongoing 

data analysis talks, sharing of effective practices, the use of common strategies, uniform 

classroom environments, and targeted professional development tended to help to advance a 

system of organization where everyone was brought to the same table. These structures seemed 

to engender coherence across CMECS. Research by Stopford and Baden-Fuller (1990) found 

that “firms were failing because their structures and systems had become ossified, making them 

incapable of responding adequately to the changing environment” (p. 402). Although their 
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findings were from the business field, the same concepts can be transferred to educational 

organizations. 

Factors of an Independent Charter School Takeover Associated with a Change in School 

Culture and Student Outcomes 

 CMECS’ transformation clearly followed John Kotter’s eight-step change model.  There 

was a definite sense of urgency and forming a powerful coalition was the means by which the 

vision for change was created and communicated. Removing obstacles and celebrating short-

term wins was also a part of CMECS’ plan. Finally, lasting change seemed to penetrate the 

culture of the school and informed changes in the values, systems, and outcomes of the 

organization. 

There seemed to be a definite sense of urgency with CMECS, because renewal was 

around the corner and the school had received word that a positive recommendation from the 

authorizer did not seem forthcoming. When Cypress took over CMECS, there appeared to be a 

sense of urgency to raise student achievement and break the 800 API barrier. The organization 

knew that all eyes were on them. The charter community, the district, and the school’s 

stakeholders tended to watch.  “Staff that was here both the [rehired] staff and the new staff [we 

had] brought in, they bought into this sense of urgency” exclaimed Daniel.  

The Cypress organization brought in with them a core leadership team composed of one 

principal and 10 lead or seed teachers. They were, metaphorically speaking, planted across 

CMECS to create and clearly communicate the vision for change. Through this distributed 

leadership model, the instructional leader and the Cypress organization appeared to mitigate 

obstacles or barriers that may have been in the way of CMECS’ improvement plans. These 

barriers may have included personnel, adopted programs, and school site policies. The research 
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is clear that the sharing of effective practices, collaborative problem solving, and distributed 

leadership shift behaviors, norms, and values and reinforce new ways of interacting that promote 

a more cooperative approach. 

Moreover, it appears that when every part of an organization has structures in place in 

support of student achievement, this tends to change the culture of the teaching and the learning.  

A change in school culture involves a definition of guiding beliefs, expectations about teaching 

and learning, and engagement in the collaborative change process. Tightly knit collaborative 

communities are able to generate quicker and better solutions to complex problems. 

Collaboration among colleagues also leads to higher levels of trust, improved instructional 

practices, higher teacher satisfaction, and improved outcomes for students (Dufour, Eaker, & 

Many, 2006; Fisher & Frey, 2003; Fisher, Grove, & Sax, 2000; Friend and Cook, 2007; Joyce & 

Showers, 2002).  These expectations about teaching and learning appeared to be prevalent at 

CMECS, post takeover. There was no talk, "This is too difficult for the kids or the kids can't do 

it." There was lot of, "This is our goal. This is what we're going to do,” exclaimed Daniel. A seed 

teacher recalled, “We met with our grade level twice a week”. Cypress leaders encouraged 

collaboration, and grade levels met during psychomotor time. New teacher, Sarah, remembered 

how: 

We met and we got to collaborate and work together and share projects and talk 

about challenges that we've been having and so having that opportunity to work 

together, I think, really helped with the school environment because we knew that 

we're not just on our own.   

Similar to Sarah, new teacher, Kelly, described grade levels meetings as “a time of exchanging 

ideas and seeing that we all had our strengths and weaknesses and we could all learn from each 
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other.” She went further to say that grade level meetings allowed teachers processing time to 

understand their data and to seek guidance.  

Questions that sometimes you don't get time to process, like “What can we do 

better? What questions were hard [for students]?” but then grade level 

meetings…was the time to process them and [we] looked at the data in a closer way 

[to inform instruction]. 

CMECS seemed to continue to build on the changes and institutionalized those changes.  

For example, when celebrating short-term gains, one of the CMECS’ seed teachers commented, 

“Daniel was so good about just kind of lifting people up. All the positives that were happening. 

And that's the only way that we were able to fulfill that mission, that vision.”   

The evidence for lasting change may be best seen by a visit to CMECS today.  Further 

evidence is in the analysis of the school’s achievement data. CMECS has been a Cypress school 

since 2012 and seems to be thriving to this day. The school appears to continue to enjoy strong 

community ties and student achievement is increasing even with the new Common Core State 

Standards and the new accountability system with the advent of ESSA and the California School 

Dashboard. With a current reported California Department of Education enrollment of 930 

students, 98% Socioeconomically Disadvantaged population, 60% English Learners, and 0.2% 

Foster Youth.  (CDE, California School Dashboard, [Redacted], 2018). CMECS is 

outperforming five of the seven neighboring schools, in English Language Arts, by as much as 

21 percentage points, in Met or Exceeded the Standards, on the high end and outperforming the 

neighboring schools by as much as six percentage points, in Met or Exceeded the Standards, on 

the lower end. In mathematics, CMECS is performing at a higher rate than four out of seven 

neighboring schools by as much as 17 percentage points, in Met and Exceeded the Standards, on 
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the high end and by as much as five percentage points, in Met or Exceeded the Standards, on the 

lower end. According to the new California School Dashboard, for 2018, the school increased by 

19 percentage points in English Language Arts and increased by 13 percentage points in 

mathematics with approximately 480 students tested. The 5x5 English Language Arts (ELA) 

Placement Report states that CMECS increased significantly in ELA, while the 5x5 Mathematics 

Placement Report states that CMECS increased in Math. The Special Education percentage of 

CMECS is 14 percent, which is higher than four out of the seven neighboring schools (CDE, 

California School Dashboard, [Redacted], 2018). 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PRACTICE AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

Recommendations for Practice 

This study proposed to understand how a takeover organization shaped the organizational 

transformation of an elementary charter school in a large urban district and the factors associated 

with change in school culture and student outcomes. Several recommendations for practice are 

highlighted based on the results of this research. One recommendation is training principals to be 

instructional leaders with a focus on data, but also choosing individuals who have inherent 

dispositions that give them a greater chance for success. A second recommendation for practice 

relates to adopting a distributed leadership model with a clear vision and follow-up. A third 

recommendation for practice is for schools to consider adopting CMECS’ approach to teaching 

and learning that includes Explicit Direct Instruction with guided practice, prior to group or 

independent work. Furthermore, a vital consideration for practice is hiring personnel based on 

institutional fit, flexibility in learning new ways, and future success considering past outcomes. 

The final recommendation for practice relates to cultivating a school culture where people trust 

one another, engage in open communication, and resolve problems appropriately. 
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The first recommendation of this study is for districts to train their principals to become 

school leaders who have a deep understanding of instruction and engage in data driven decision-

making but who also possess dispositions that give these individuals a greater chance for 

success. Daniel, CMECS’ takeover principal, ensured that the curriculum was aligned, 

assessments at each grade level were uniform, and that data was discussed frequently and with 

the intention to adjust teaching methods and revisit standards to adequately address gaps in 

learning. As a Cypress board member stated, “we wanted someone that knew instruction and 

could pinpoint deficits and redirect the staff in the appropriate direction.” Additionally, this study 

found that principals demonstrate certain dispositions that help to organize staff behind a 

common goal. Those dispositions include being able to build strong relationships with their staff, 

based on trust and mutual understanding, having a high level of integrity, and having the courage 

to have difficult conversations when the need arises. As one Cypress leader recalled, “[We knew] 

he had a high level of integrity and could have honest transparent conversations” Another 

Cypress leader voiced “and [he] really had a deep-seeded care about kids and communities.” 

Research has found repeatedly, that school success is highly dependent upon the school’s leader 

(Cotton, 2003; Leithwood, Seashore-Louis, Anderson & Wahlstrom, 2005; Tschannen-Moran, 

2013; Waters, Marzano & McNulty, 2003, as cited in (Goodwin & Babo, 2014; Nash, 2012). 

Daniel’s instructional focus, his use of data to inform decision-making, his natural abilities to 

build strong relationships, and his skill in having difficult conversations helped lead the CMECS 

team to success. 

Based on results of this research study, a second recommendation for practice relates to 

implementing a distributed leadership model, with a clear vision, where follow-up is norm. This 

approach tends to promote an environment where follow-through is heightened because of the 
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increased collaboration and communication across the organization because of distributed 

leadership. This study corroborated with findings from a study by Leithwood et al. (2007), that 

suggested that distributed leadership model doesn’t require less leadership at the top but requires 

the formal leader to build capacity, coordinate, monitor, and provide constructive feedback, 

which is exactly what Daniel, CMECS takeover principal, did. Research highlights that tightly 

knit collaborative communities are able to generate quicker and better solutions to complex 

problems. Collaboration among colleagues also leads to higher levels of trust, improved 

instructional practices, higher teacher satisfaction, and improved outcomes for students (Dufour 

et al., 2006; Fisher & Frey, 2003; Fisher et al., 2000; Friend & Cook, 2007; Joyce & Showers, 

2002).   

A third and critical recommendation for practice is to model CMECS’ pedagogical 

practices. Cypress leaders brought Explicit Direct Instruction (EDI) to CMECS. As new teacher, 

Sarah, explains: 

Cypress taught us about EDI, explicit direct instruction, to make sure that we have 

the important components in our lessons. We needed to have the direct instruction 

where we are explicitly teaching the students whatever the content is, and then we 

needed to have the guided practice when we're working through problems or 

questions with the students and then the independent practice [follows].  

This method appeared to be critical in raising student outcomes.  

Explicit Direct Instruction requires the teacher to have a great deal of content knowledge, 

be an expert on the subject, and be able to teach a lesson, a skill, or process with precision. The 

first phase of the teaching and learning cycle is focused on building background, explaining and 

demonstrating the application of rules, laws or formulas, or teaching vocabulary that may be 
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encountered during reading. This phase is the precursor to the next step of Guided Group 

Practice, where the teacher guides the students through a lesson or activity, model think alouds, 

reinforces strategy use, and checks for understanding through questioning and discussions, with a 

focus on the responses. The overall success of this phase is based upon the procedures followed 

during the explicit instruction phase. Questions one may ask is: How well was the teacher able to 

explicitly instruct the students?  What types of strategies did the teacher utilize in the lesson? 

Were those strategies taught well enough for students to be able to use them independently? All 

students who understand the topic then move to independent practice or small group work with 

their peers. The students, during this phase, understand the concept and are able to independently 

engage in a performance task that requires them to read and respond, write, solve or engage in 

the creation of a project. Through this close monitoring of instruction, students who need more 

time with the teacher, and who did not show a basic understanding of the concept being taught, 

continue to receive small group instruction with the teacher, while completing the same or 

similar performance task. This way, the teacher can support and scaffold instruction to ensure 

that those students increase their understanding of the topic at hand.  Research highlights that 

monitoring student outcomes and changing instruction to meet the needs of students were found 

to be very successful (Conzemius, 2000; Duke et al., 2005; Johnson & Asera, 1999; Whiteside, 

2006).  

Another vital consideration for practice is hiring based on institutional fit, seeking life-

long learners who are flexible to new learnings, and looking at historical outcomes to determine 

future success. Daniel, CMECS’ takeover leader stated that it was important to “identify what 

talent was here” and continued by saying, 
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To the teachers…that were not hired back. We wanted to show that, "Look, this is 

our approach." This is from the lens that we're looking at. It doesn't mean that that 

person [not hired back] is a terrible teacher. It's just in what we're trying to 

do…from our vantage point, they didn't fit into this model. 

Hiring the right people was very important to the Cypress organization. Hiring people 

who would embrace the Cypress culture seemed supreme, so flexibility was imperative. Finally, 

teachers who had a history of success with students were more likely to have future success with 

them. Therefore, the three key ingredients the Cypress organization was looking for was fit, 

flexibility, and the likelihood of future success based on historical outcomes.  

The final recommendation for practice relates to cultivating a school culture where 

people trust one another, engage in open communication, and resolve problems appropriately. 

Hanford and Leithwood (2013) in their qualitative study of 24 randomly selected teachers in six 

schools identified the characteristics of trustworthiness as “competence, consistency and 

reliability, openness, respect, and integrity” (p. 208).  Kouzes and Posner (2012) agree with the 

researchers above and claim, “Without trust, you cannot lead. Without trust, you can’t get people 

to believe in you or in each other” (p. 219). Daniel’s trust building and developing a sense of 

being part of a team was apparent from his words: 

Look, we are all in this together. I came here…my reputation, I am one of you. I 

am not outside somewhere. I am here with all of you. We need to trust each other 

and respect each other because if one of us fails, we all fail.  

Here, Daniel wanted to build a collaborative environment where teachers were unified.  He 

wanted to undo the “us” and “them” attitude.  As one of the new teachers recalled,  
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It was a new school with old teachers from CMECS, Cypress teachers, and I was 

the new teacher, not a Cypress teacher, not [a] CMECS teacher, so I'm in the 

middle, and he [Daniel] wanted to talk about gossip. It's kind of a weird topic, right? 

I remember this clearly because in my head I was like, “Gossiping? I can't even 

believe we're talking about this,” but he's like, “I want to talk about how destructive 

gossiping can be,” and he went into if we have a disagreement or if we don't like 

something, we have to be honest with one another, because if we start gossiping 

amongst ourselves, we're going to destroy the unity in the school, and the unity in 

our school depends on all of us working together, and gossiping destroys that bond 

with each other.   

Here Daniel was displaying his courage as a leader in having these very transparent and honest 

conversations with his staff. Successful school leaders have the courage to engage in such 

conversations for the benefit of the team. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

This single case study has informed a need to engage in further research in three areas.  

School turnaround is complex and requires a multi-faceted approach. Further research is needed 

to learn more about turning around schools; the processes and procedures at the middle and 

secondary levels that work to increase student outcomes need further exploration. Indeed, it 

appears that there is a need to study more schools that have exhibited turnaround in a short 

period of time. Additionally, the processes and procedures utilized in classrooms, for effective 

teaching and learning, need further study. Research can focus more on the instructional 

component with the addition of classroom observations as part of the methods of gathering data, 

to identify specific strategies and structures utilized in classrooms that improve student 
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outcomes. Finally, the social and emotional dimensions of change through takeover need further 

study. 

First, there is a need to further explore schools that have exhibited turnaround in a short 

period of time with a focus on middle and secondary schools because they are ones that are 

experiencing the most difficulty. In February 2019, LA School Report identified 1,640 schools 

that needed assistance, which represented 16.5 percent of all public schools in California 

(Romero, 2019). Of these 1,640 schools, 300 were identified for “having a graduation rate under 

67 percent. Here we have a plethora of schools that are in dire need of some form of intervention, 

supports, and resources. “These are the schools that are really struggling in the California School 

Dashboard’s indicators” (Romero, 2019, para. 14).  

When discussing turnarounds, Hassel and Hassel (2009) assert, that “turnarounds have 

been tried rarely and studied even less” (p. 21). The conditions for failing schools have been 

studied at length with research pointing to a high rate of poverty and low socioeconomic status of 

the community (Duke et al., 2005; Murphy and Myers, 2008). However, limited research exists 

about turnaround schools. This is evident in the reporting of the U.S. Department of Education’s 

School Improvement Report (2001) that states, “We know more about the characteristics of high-

performing schools than about the process of transforming low-performing schools” (p. 6). The 

report goes on to say, “Research on the process of turning a low-performing school into an 

effective school is much less plentiful and more difficult to interpret” (p. 27). Adding on to this, 

Arsen, Bell, and Plank (2003) report, “The process through which previously ineffective schools 

become effective remains mysterious” (p. 3). This study adds to the very limited literature on 

turnaround and further asserts that research in other school settings, such as middle and high 

schools, is recommended. 
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Secondly, future research can focus more on the instructional component with the 

addition of classroom observations as part of the methods of gathering data, to identify specific 

strategies and structures utilized in classrooms that improve student outcomes. The teaching and 

learning framework described in Chapter 4 worked for CMECS; however, there may be other 

frameworks that work equally well. Additionally, there is a possibility that frameworks may be 

different or more suited for middle and high schools. 

 Finally, the social and emotional dimensions of change through takeover need further 

study. As discussed, everyone was affected by this change process. Further research must be 

conducted on the social and emotional effects of change through takeover.  Some answers may 

possibly lie in the research of Brené Brown, who has for decades studied shame, vulnerability, 

and courage. She asserts that vulnerability is the breeding ground for creativity, innovation, and 

change. At the most personal level, we must change or improve the teaching and learning in each 

classroom in a systematic manner. We must ask additional questions, listen more carefully, 

judiciously observe instruction to be able to dissect quality teaching and be able to clearly 

identify the mechanisms at play during a teaching and learning session that clearly results in 

increased comprehension and improved outcomes for students. Providing quality sessions of 

teaching and learning day in and day out at each school site and in each and every classroom, in 

a systematic manner, is of utmost importance and is the foundation for school improvement. 
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APPENDIX A 

INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE 

 

 

RE: INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH STUDY ON HOW A TAKEOVER 

ORGANIZATION SHAPES THE ORGANIZAITONAL TRANSFORMATION OF A 

CHARTER SCHOOL. 

 

Dear Potential Participant: 

 

I am contacting you to inquire whether you would be willing to participate in a research study of 

how a takeover organization shapes the organizational transformation of a charter school. I am 

particularly interested in identifying the strategies, structures, and systems that brought about a 

change in school culture and student outcomes.  I would like to invite you to participate in this 

research study. 

 

Participation in the study will consist of participation in a one-hour interview.  Although I may 

check back with you to clarify information further.  Participation in this study is voluntary and 

although I do not expect any risks to your participation, you may end participation in the study at 

any time.   

 

If you are interested in participating in the study, please contact Aida Tatiossian at 

aida.tatiossian@my.csun.edu or 213 435-6313.  

 

Thank you, 

 

 

 

Aida Tatiossian 
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APPENDIX B 

 

CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY, NORTHRIDGE 

CONSENT TO ACT AS A HUMAN RESEARCH PARTICIPANT 

 

Exploring Organizational Transformation Through Takeover: A Case Study of School Culture and 

Student Outcomes in an Independent Charter School 

 

You are being asked to participate in a research study. Exploring Organizational Transformation 

through Takeover: A Case Study of School Culture and Student Outcomes in an Independent 

Charter School, a study conducted by Aida Tatiossian as part of the requirements for the Ed.D. 

degree in the Department of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies Participation in this study 

is completely voluntary.  Please read the information below and ask questions about anything that 

you do not understand before deciding if you want to participate.  A researcher listed below will 

be available to answer your questions. 

 

RESEARCH TEAM 

 

Researcher: 

Aida Tatiossian  

Department of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies  

18111 Nordhoff St., Northridge, CA 91330-8265 

(818) 677-2591 

aida.tatiossian@my.csun.edu 

 

Faculty Advisor:  

Nathan R. Durdella, Ph.D. 

Department of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies 

18111 Nordhoff St., Northridge, CA 91330-8265 

8180-677-3316 

nathan.durdella@csun.edu 

 

PURPOSE OF STUDY  

 

The purpose of this retrospective qualitative case study is to examine a charter school, in a takeover 

situation, and the factors of an organizational takeover associated with a change in school culture 

and student outcomes from May 2012 through October 2013, under No Child Left Behind 

(NCLB), to the present day.  The study will follow the historical course of the takeover of the 

school to present day and examine how changes initiated, during the period of the acquisition, have 

shaped school culture and whether student outcomes continue to prevail in the era of Every Student 

Succeeds Act (ESSA).    
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SUBJECTS 

 

Inclusion Requirements: You are eligible to participate in this study if you were employed by 

Santa Monica Blvd. Community Charter School (SMBCCS); during the initial takeover period 

from May 2012 through October 2013; you were not hired back to SMBCCS during the takeover 

period; you were a leader, director, teacher, or board member at SMBCCS during the takeover 

period 

 

Exclusion Requirements: You are not eligible to participate in this study if you were not 

involved with SMBCCS during the takeover period. 

 

Time Commitment: This study will involve approximately 1.5 hours of your time.  

 

PROCEDURES 

 

The following procedures will occur:  You will participate in a personal interview about the 

takeover of SMBCCS. Interviews will be recorded through digital audio files.  Digital audio files 

will be destroyed immediately after transcription.  

 

RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 

  

The possible risks and/or discomforts associated with the procedures described in this study may 

include: mild emotional discomfort and unpleasant memories. This study involves no more than 

minimal risk.  There are no known harms or discomforts associated with this study beyond those 

encountered in normal daily life.  

 

BENEFITS 

 

Subject Benefits: You may not directly benefit from participation in this study. 

 

Benefits to Others or Society: The study will benefit the educational landscape by adding to the 

limited research on turnaround schools through takeover.  Information obtained will assist 

districts, school leaders, and teachers in making structural, programmatic, and operational 

changes in an educational setting to ensure positive student outcomes with respect to school 

culture and academic achievement. 

 

ALTERNATIVES TO PARTICIPATION 

 

The only alternative to participation in this study is not to participate. 

 

COMPENSATION, COSTS AND REIMBURSEMENT  

 

Compensation for Participation: You will not be paid for your participation in this research 

study. 

 

Costs: There is no cost to you for participation in this study.  
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Reimbursement: You will not be reimbursed for any out of pocket expenses, such as parking or 

transportation fees.  

 

WITHDRAWAL OR TERMINATION FROM THE STUDY AND CONSEQUENCES 

   

You are free to withdraw from this study at any time. If you decide to withdraw from this 

study you should notify the research team immediately. The research team may also end your 

participation in this study if you do not follow instructions, miss scheduled visits, or if your 

safety and welfare are at risk. 

 

CONFIDENTIALITY 

 

Subject Identifiable Data: All identifiable information that will be collected about you will be 

removed and replaced with a code.  A list linking the code and your identifiable information will 

be kept separate from the research data. 

 

Data Storage: With the exception of informed consent forms, which will be stored in a locked 

filing cabinet of the researcher, all research data (digital audio files, transcribed data files, 

matching file, researcher note files) will be stored electronically on a secure computer of the 

researcher and/or faculty advisor with password protection.  Personally identifiable research data 

with your name will be redacted and replaced with a three-digit matching code.  Digital audio 

files will be transcribed and erased at the end of the study.  

 

Data Access: The researcher and faculty advisor named on the first page of this form will have 

access to research data.  Any information derived from this research project that personally 

identifies you will not be voluntarily released or disclosed without your separate consent, except 

as specifically required by law. Publications and/or presentations that result from this study will 

not include identifiable information about you. 

 

Data Retention: The researchers intend to keep the research data until the research is published 

and/or presented and then it will be destroyed. 

 

Mandated Reporting: Under California law, the researchers required to report known or 

reasonably suspected incidents of abuse or neglect of a child, dependent adult or elder, including, 

but not limited to, physical, sexual, emotional, and financial abuse or neglect.  If any researcher 

has or is given such information in the course of conducting this study, she may be required to 

report it to the authorities.  

 

IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS 

 

If you have any comments, concerns, or questions regarding the conduct of this research please 

contact the research team listed on the first page of this form. 

 

If you have concerns or complaints about the research study, research team, or questions about 

your rights as a research participant, please contact the Research and Sponsored Programs office, 
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18111 Nordhoff Street, California State University, Northridge, Northridge, CA 91330-8232, by 

phone at (818) 677-2901 or email at irb@csun.edu. 

 

VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION STATEMENT 

 

You should not sign this form unless you have read it and been given a copy of it to keep.   

Participation in this study is voluntary.  You may refuse to answer any question or discontinue 

your involvement at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to which you might otherwise 

be entitled.  Your decision will not affect your relationship with California State University, 

Northridge.  Your signature below indicates that you have read the information in this consent 

form and have had a chance to ask any questions that you have about the study.   

 

I agree to participate in the study.  

___ I agree to be audio recorded 

___ I do not wish to be audio recorded 

 

 

 

 

___________________________________________________ __________________ 

 Participant Signature        Date 

 

___________________________________________________ 

 Printed Name of Participant   

 

 

___________________________________________________ __________________ 

 Researcher Signature        Date 

 

___________________________________________________ 

Printed Name of Researcher 
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APPENDIX C 

 

TEACHER INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 

School Name:        Date: 

Interviewee Name: 

Position: 

Start Time:   End Time:    Total Time: 

Researcher: 

Introduction: Hello, my name is Aida Tatiossian and I am in CSUN’s doctoral program.  I am 

conducting a study to find out how a takeover organization helped shape the organizational 

transformation of Crepe Myrtle Elementary Charter School, specifically in the areas of school 

culture and student outcomes. During this interview, I am hoping to learn more about your 

experiences with the transformative effort and specific structures, systems, and procedures that 

were set in place to change school culture and student outcomes.  

 

This interview should take about an hour and a half. I will be recording this discussion as well as 

taking notes. You can stop the interview at any point and request that your responses be redacted. 

Anything you share with me today will be confidential and a pseudonym will be used in lieu of 

your name. You may refrain from answering any question and you may request to stop the 

interview at any time.  

 

Please review again, sign, and return the consent form that I emailed to you last week.  Do I have 

your consent to start the interview?  Do you have any questions before we begin? 

 

Research Questions (for the interviewer only): 

 

I. How does a takeover organization shape organizational transformation of an 

independent elementary charter school in a large urban district? 

II. What factors of an organizational takeover of an independent elementary charter 

school are associated with a change in school culture and student outcomes? 

 

Category A Questions (elicit background information): 

 

1. How long have you been a teacher with this organization? 

2. How many years have you worked at Crepe Myrtle? 

3. (Seed Teachers) Why do you think you were selected to move to this school? 

4. (New Teachers) Why do you think you were hired at this school? 

5. (Returning Teachers) Why do you think you were re-hired post takeover? 

6. (Teachers who were not hired back) What do you think was the organization’s thought 

process as they determined which teachers to retain? 
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Category B Questions (shape understanding): (All Teachers) 

 

7. What does school takeover mean to you?   

a. How was this school taken over? 

8. What is your understanding as to why the school was taken over? 

9. In your view, how were students performing academically prior to the takeover?   

a. How do you know? 

10. What do you believe promotes a positive school environment for staff, students, and 

parents?   

11. What do you believe promotes cultural proficiency? 

12. How do you measure student outcomes?  

 

Category C Questions (press for reflection):  

 

Takeover: (All Teachers) 

 

13. Reconstruct, in your mind, the time of the takeover and tell me about the turnaround of 

your school. 

a. Walk me through a significant or pivotal day that stands out in your mind, post 

takeover. 

b. What were the biggest challenges facing the school when the school was taken over? 

14. How do you describe the environment and morale at the school during and immediately 

after the takeover? 

 

Mission and Vision: (All Teachers except those not hired back) 

 

15. How was the vision and mission developed and realigned to the goals of the takeover 

organization?  How were staff involved? 

 

Strategies and Systems: (All Teachers except those not hired back) 

 

16. Think about systems and strategies at the school, how were they different post takeover? 

a. How was staff involved? 

17. What was the role of the leadership team with respect to instruction and the capacity of 

staff? 

18. What programmatic changes were made that impacted student outcomes? If any? 

19. What programmatic or systems changes were made that impacted school culture? If any? 

 

Cultural Proficiency and School Culture: (All Teachers except those not hired back) 

 

20. What are some values and beliefs that were prevalent at this school in relation to student 

learning during and immediately after takeover?   

a. Are these same values and beliefs still at work today? 

21. What opportunities did parents have, post takeover, to participate in the decision-making 

process?   

a. Have the opportunities for parental involvement changed since the takeover? 
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22. How did the school address social and emotional learning of students immediately after 

the takeover?  

a. How is social and emotional learning addressed today? 

 

Governing Board: (All Teachers) 

 

23. In what ways did/does the school’s governing board address the academic progress of 

students? 

24. In what ways did/does the school’s governing board address and shape the school’s 

environment? 

25. What were some critical issues that the governing board faced during takeover? 

 

Miscellaneous: 

26. If you could go back in time of the takeover and do one thing differently, what would it 

be? 

Closing Question: (All Teachers) 

 

Is there anything else you would like to add that will contribute to this research, that specifically 

relates to your experiences at this charter school? 

 

Thank you for your time.   
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APPENDIX D 

 

DIRECTOR INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 

School Name:        Date: 

Interviewee Name: 

Position: 

Start Time:   End Time:    Total Time: 

Researcher: 

Introduction: Hello, my name is Aida Tatiossian and I am in CSUN’s doctoral program.  I am 

conducting a study to find out how a takeover organization helped shape the organizational 

transformation of Crepe Myrtle Elementary Charter School, specifically in the areas of school 

culture and student outcomes. During this interview I am hoping to learn more about your 

experiences with the transformative effort and specific structures, systems, and procedures that 

were set in place to change school culture and student outcomes.  

 

This interview should take about an hour and a half.  I will be recording this discussion as well as 

taking notes. You can stop the interview at any point and request that your responses be redacted. 

Anything you share with me today will be confidential and a pseudonym will be used in lieu of 

your name. You may refrain from answering any question and you may request to stop the 

interview at any time. 

 

Please review again, sign, and return the consent form that I emailed to you last week.  Do you 

have any questions before we begin? Do I have your consent to start the interview?   

 

Research Questions (for the interviewer only): 

 

I. How does a takeover organization shape organizational transformation of an 

independent elementary charter school in a large urban district? 

II. What factors of an organizational takeover of an independent elementary charter 

school are associated with a change in school culture and student outcomes? 

 

Category A Questions (elicit background information): 

 

1. (Former and Current Director) How long have you been a director with this organization? 

2. (Former and Current Director) How many years have you worked at Crepe Myrtle (the 

school taken over)? 

3. (Former Director) Do you still work at Crepe Myrtle?   

a. Why not? 

4. (Current Director) Why do you think you were hired at this school? 

a. What type of individual was the takeover organization looking for in the school’s 

leader? 
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5. (Current Director) What do you think was the organization’s thought process as they 

determined which teachers to retain? 

Category B Questions (shape understanding): (Former and Current Director) 

 

6. This school underwent a reform effort referred to as school takeover. Are you familiar 

with this terminology and what it entails?   

7. What does school takeover mean to you?   

a. How was this school taken over? 

8. What is your understanding as to why the school was taken over? 

9. In your view, how were students performing academically prior to the takeover?   

a. How do you know? 

10. What do you believe promotes a positive school environment for staff, students, and 

parents?   

11. What do you believe promotes cultural proficiency? 

12. How do you measure student outcomes?  

 

Category C Questions (press for reflection): 

 

Takeover: (Former and Current Director) 

 

13. Reconstruct, in your mind, the time of the takeover and tell me about the turnaround of 

your school. 

a. Walk me through a significant or pivotal day that stands out in your mind, post 

takeover. 

b. What were the biggest challenges facing the school when the school was taken 

over? 

14. How do you describe the environment and morale at the school during and immediately 

after the takeover? 

 

Mission and Vision: (Current Director) 

 

15. How was the vision and mission developed and realigned to the goals of the takeover 

organization?  How were staff involved? 

 

Strategies and Systems: (Current Director) 

 

16. Think about systems and strategies at the school, how were they different post takeover? 

a. How were staff involved? 

17. What was the role of the leadership team with respect to instruction and the capacity of 

staff? 

18. What programmatic changes were made that impacted student outcomes? If any? 

19. What programmatic or systems changes were made that impacted school culture? If any? 

19 What were some specific struggles you encountered?  How were they addressed? 
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Cultural Proficiency and School Culture: (Current Director) 

 

20. What are some values and beliefs that were prevalent at this school in relation to student 

learning immediately after takeover?   

a. Are these same values and beliefs still at work today? 

21. What opportunities did parents have, immediately after takeover, to participate in the 

decision-making process?   

a. Have the opportunities for parental involvement changed since the takeover? 

22. How did the school address social and emotional learning of students immediately after 

the takeover?  

a. How is social and emotional learning addressed today? 

 

Governing Board: (Former and Current Director) 

 

24. In what ways did/does the school’s governing board address the academic progress of 

students? 

25. In what ways did/does the school’s governing board address and shape the school’s 

environment? 

26. What were some critical issues that the governing board based during takeover? 

Miscellaneous: 

27. If you could go back in time of the takeover and do one thing differently, what would it 

be? 

Closing Question: (Former and Current Director) 

 

Is there anything else you would like to add that will contribute to this research, that specifically 

relates to your experiences at this charter school? 

 

Thank you for your time.   
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APPENDIX E 

 

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR AND BOARD MEMBER INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 

School Name:        Date: 

Interviewee Name: 

Position: 

Start Time:   End Time:    Total Time: 

Researcher: 

Introduction: Hello, my name is Aida Tatiossian and I am in CSUN’s doctoral program.  I am 

conducting a study to find out how a takeover organization helped shape the organizational 

transformation of Crepe Myrtle Elementary Charter School, specifically in the areas of school 

culture and student outcomes. During this interview I am hoping to learn more about your 

experiences with the transformative effort and specific structures, systems, and procedures that 

were set in place to change school culture and student outcomes. 

This interview should take about an hour and a half.  I will be recording this discussion as well as 

taking notes. You can stop the interview at any point and request that your responses be redacted.  

Anything you share with me today will be confidential and a pseudonym will be used in lieu of 

your name. You may refrain from answering any question and you may request to stop the 

interview at any time. 

Please review again, sign, and return the consent form that I emailed to you last week.  Do you 

have any questions before we begin? Do I have your consent to start the interview?   

Research Questions (for the interviewer only): 

I. How does a takeover organization shape organizational transformation of an 

independent elementary charter school in a large urban district? 

II. What factors of an organizational takeover of an independent elementary charter 

school are associated with a change in school culture and student outcomes? 

Category A Questions (elicit background information): 

 

1. How long have you been a board member with this organization? 

2. What expertise do you bring to the board? 

3. What skills and qualities were you looking for in choosing the school’s leader? 

4. What does school takeover mean to you? 

5. What do you think was the organization’s thought process as they determined which 

teachers to retain? 
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Category B Questions (shape understanding):  

 

6. How was this school taken over? 

7. What is your understanding as to why the school was taken over? 

8. In your view, how were students performing academically prior to the takeover?   

a. How do you know? 

9. What do you believe promotes a positive school environment for staff, students, and 

parents?   

10. What do you believe promotes cultural proficiency? 

11. How do you measure student outcomes?  

12. What was the takeover organization’s vision for Crepe Myrtle? 

 

Category C Questions (press for reflection):  

Takeover: 

 

13. Reconstruct, in your mind, the time of the takeover and tell me about the turnaround of 

your school. 

a. Walk me through a significant or pivotal day that stands out in your mind, post 

takeover. 

b. What were the biggest challenges facing the school when the school was taken 

over? 

14. How do you describe the environment and morale at the school during and immediately 

after the takeover? 

 

Mission and Vision: 

 

15. How was the vision and mission developed and realigned to the goals of the takeover 

organization?  How were staff involved? 

 

Strategies and Systems: 

 

16. Think about systems and strategies at the school, how were they different post takeover? 

a. How were staff involved? 

17. What was the role of the leadership team with respect to instruction and the capacity of 

staff? 

18. What programmatic changes were made that impacted student outcomes? If any? 

19. What programmatic or systems changes were made that impacted school culture? If any? 

20. What were some specific struggles the board encountered?  How were they addressed? 
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Cultural Proficiency and School Culture: 

 

21. What are some values and beliefs that were prevalent at this school in relation to student 

learning immediately after takeover?   

a. Are these same values and beliefs still at work today? 

22. What opportunities did parents have, post takeover, to participate in the decision-making 

process?   

a. Have the opportunities for parental involvement changed since the takeover? 

23. How did the school address social and emotional learning of students immediately after 

the takeover?  

a. How is social and emotional learning addressed today? 

 

Governing Board: 

 

24. In what ways did/does the school’s governing board address the academic progress of 

students? 

25. In what ways did/does the school’s governing board address and shape the school’s 

environment? 

26. What were some critical issues that the governing board faced during takeover? 

 

Miscellaneous: 

27. If you could go back in time of the takeover and do one thing differently, what would it 

be? 

Closing Question: 

 

Is there anything else you would like to add that will contribute to this research, that specifically 

relates to your experiences at this charter school? 

 

Thank you for your time.   
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APPENDIX F 

DOCUMENT REVIEW GUIDE 

Date:  

Type of Document Reviewed: (handwritten, email, letter, agenda, other) 

Author or Creator: 

Position/Title: 

Audience: 

CATEGORY OBSERVATIONS, INFORMATION, KEY POINTS 

 

Takeover  

 

 

 

 

 

Mission and Vision  

 

 

 

 

 

Strategies and Systems  

 

 

 

 

 

Cultural Proficiency and 

School Climate 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Governing Board  

 

 

 

Miscellaneous documents that may be relevant: 


