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The National Center on Scaling Up Effective Schools (NCSU) is a 
national research and development center that focuses on identifying the 
combination of essential components and the programs, practices, 
processes and policies that make some high schools in large urban 
districts particularly effective with low income students, minority 
students, and English language learners. The Center’s goal is to develop, 
implement, and test new processes that other districts will be able to use 
to scale up effective practices within the context of their own goals and 
unique circumstances. Led by Vanderbilt University’s Peabody College, 
our partners include The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 
Florida State University, the University of Wisconsin-Madison, Georgia 
State University, and the Education Development Center.  
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Can High Schools Be Turned Around? Impacts of State Led Turnaround 
on Student Achievement, Graduation and Absenteeism 

 

Abstract 

In this study, we present rigorous evidence of the impact of efforts to turn around high schools on a scale 
that could potentially reduce the number of very low performing schools. In 2006-06 and 2007-08, the 
North Carolina Department of Public Instruction initiated efforts to turn around 66 chronically low 
performing high schools (14% of the regular high schools in North Carolina) as a result of judicial and 
accountability pressures.  We use a fuzzy regression discontinuity design with a difference-in-differences 
estimation framework that allows us to leverage a panel data set that includes at least two years prior to 
the intervention and three years after to estimate the effects of turnaround.  The school turnaround 
intervention improved on the state’s performance composite rating and test scores in the five core courses 
required for students to graduate—Algebra1, English 1, Biology, Civics and U.S. History – but the effects 
on student absenteeism and graduation rates were not significant.  The effects on test scores were very 
heterogeneous and more research is needed to identify any systematic sources of the heterogeneity. 


























































