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Dean’s  
Message

Fall 2011 finds Vanderbilt’s Peabody College deeply engaged with critical issues con-
fronting both educators and schools of education.

On questions of policy, educational neuroscience, or learning and instruction, the 
Peabody faculty is making valuable contributions to discovery, dissemination and 
public discourse. We are similarly involved with questions about the role, perfor-
mance and future of schools of education. The scale of our efforts is evidenced by the 
approximately $40 million we expended last year in funds for sponsored research.

Our federally-funded National Center on School Choice, National Center on Perfor-
mance Incentives, and National Center on Scaling Up Effective Schools are continu-
ing at full bore. In early childhood education, researchers with the Peabody Research 
Institute are conducting an evaluation of Tennessee’s Voluntary Pre-K initiative with 
potentially far-reaching funding ramifications.

In special education, we recently learned that from 2005-2009 our faculty contrib-
uted more papers than any other institution in the country. We are also pleased 
by having enrolled the second class of master’s students in our partnership with 
Metropolitan Nashville Public Schools to strengthen teaching in middle school math, 
science and literacy.

Initiatives like those above show that schools of education are doing invaluable work 
to improve the practice of education in the U.S. We are proud to play a leading role in 
this effort.

 
Camilla P. Benbow 
Patricia and Rodes Hart Dean of Education  
and Human Development
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Peabody ranked no. 1 for 
third consecutive year 
For the third straight year, Peabody 

College was rated the no. 1 graduate 

school of education in the nation, ac-

cording to U.S. News & World Re-

port rankings released in march. 

 
Peabody is only the second education 
school in the last decade to have re-
ceived the top honor spanning consecu-
tive years. 

“Peabody College is currently celebrat-
ing its 225th anniversary, so being 
ranked No. 1 for a third time feels very 
gratifying,” said Camilla P. Benbow, 
Patricia and Rodes Hart Dean of Educa-
tion and Human Development. 

“In the end, the work done by our 
faculty and by our graduates in their 
professions is the most important 
thing. It is rewarding to see their efforts 
repeatedly recognized.” 

Among specialty rankings, Peabody’s 
programs in Administration/Supervi-
sion and Special Education garnered 
No. 1 rankings. Also recognized were 
Peabody programs in Educational Psy-
chology (No. 4), Elementary Education 
(No. 4), Education Policy (No. 5), Cur-
riculum/Instruction (No. 8), and Higher 
Education Adminis-
tration (No. 9).

the U.s.news gradu-

ate school rankings 

are available at 

http://grad-schools.

usnews.rankingsan-

dreviews.com/best-

graduate-schools/

top-education-

schools.

PreParing 
teachers for 
diversity
research from Peabody College fac-

ulty members donna Ford and rich 

milner about historically persistent yet 

unresolved issues in teacher educa-

tion was featured in Studying Diversity 

in Teacher Education, released by 

the american educational research 

association (aera) in January.

In the book, Ford and co-author Mi-
chelle Trotman Scott of the Univer-
sity of West Georgia examine how to 
prepare teacher education candidates to 
work with students with disabilities and 
gifts and talents.

“Too few teachers are prepared to work 
with African-American students in need 
of special education or gifted educa-
tion services,” said Ford, a professor 
of special education who focuses on 
gifted education with an emphasis on 
minority children and youth. “When 
students with special or unique needs 
fail to have teachers who are cultur-
ally responsive—non-discriminatory, 
equity-minded, and committed to their 
students—a lose-lose situation ensues 
in which students, teachers and the 
larger society pay a hefty price.”

“Teacher educators must equip their 
students to be culturally competent,” 
Ford continued. “I don’t think we have a 
choice to do otherwise.”

Milner shared his research on successful 
efforts in teacher education to diversify 
teachers.

“As the nation’s schools 
become increasingly 
diverse with students, 
teacher education 
programs are challenged 
and charged to diver-
sify the teaching force,” 
Milner, an associate pro-
fessor of education who 
studies urban education, 
teacher education, and 
race and equity in soci-
ety and education, said.

“Teachers in the U.S. 
remain overwhelmingly 

white and middle class, and research 
suggests that students’ social and 
academic performance improves when 
they are taught by a diverse group of 
teachers. While the urgency and need to 
diversify teachers is well-known, mod-
erate progress is being made. Students 

vanderbilt Partners with 
fort worth to aid low-
Performing students 
Fort Worth independent school district 

is the latest partner in a national center 

at vanderbilt university’s Peabody 

College that aims to identify programs, 

practices, processes and policies that 

make some high schools more effective 

at reaching low-performing students. 

 

Fort Worth Independent School District, 
or FWISD, officially joined the National 
Center on Scaling Up Effective Schools 
April 18. Other center partners are 
Florida State University, the University 
of Wisconsin-Madison, the Education 
Development Center, headquartered in 
Newton, Mass., and Broward County 
Schools in Florida.

“FWISD is working to improve student 
learning and achievement by improving 
the rigor and quality of instruction in 
classrooms rather than relying on short-
term strategies and gimmicks to im-
prove test scores,” Thomas Smith, center 
director and associate professor of public 
policy and education at Peabody, said. 
“We are thrilled to team up with them in 
this effort.”

The center’s goal is to design a model 
in which researchers, developers and 
school and district practitioners co-
design methods of transferring effective 
practices from one school to another, 
taking into account the unique charac-
teristics of each individual district.

“We are extremely pleased and honored 
to be working with Vanderbilt and its 
outstanding partner institutions on this 
project,” said FWISD Chief Academic 
Officer Mike Sorum. “We share a com-
mon interest in scaling effective practices 
to the district level as well as improving 
outcomes for all students, especially those 
who have traditionally struggled in math-
ematics and science.”

While practitioners and researchers 
generally agree on the essential compo-
nents of a successful urban school, such as 
quality instruction, a rigorous curriculum 
and systemic use of data, less is known 
about the ways educators implement and 
sustain those good practices. That is what 
the researchers seek to identify, providing 
a framework for less effective schools to 
“scale up.”

The researchers will use a combination of 
models, interviews, surveys and observa-
tions to uncover what the effective high 
schools in FWISD and Broward County 
are doing that contributes to their success 
in improving achievement in English/
language arts, mathematics and science 
among traditionally low-performing 
students that distinguish them from less 
effective high schools in the same district. 
They will also examine what these schools 
are doing to decrease dropout rates and 
increase traditionally low-performing stu-
dent enrollment in advanced courses.
The center will then work to involve 
district leaders and participants from 

both the effective and less-effective 
high schools to collaborate on the de-
sign and implementation of a process to 
transfer practices from effective schools 
to less-effective schools.

The next step will be to implement this 
process in six less-effective high schools 
in the two districts. The intervention 
designs will then be assessed and ana-
lyzed, with a focus on sustaining those 
practices once the project has ended.

“By the conclusion of the center’s work, 
we will have developed, implemented 
and tested new processes that other 
districts will be able to use to scale up 
effective practices within the context 
of their own goals and unique circum-
stances,” Smith said.

NCSU is funded with a five-year, $13.6 
million grant from the Institute of Edu-
cation Sciences. NCSU is one of three 
national research centers funded by IES, 
a research arm of the U.S. Department 
of Education, located at Peabody. The 
others are the National Center on Per-
formance Incentives and the National 
Center on School Choice.

to learn more about ncsU, visit  

www.scalingupcenter.org.

Peabody  
Columns

Peabody Welcomes 
New Faculty For 

2011-2012 
deParTmenT oF leadershiP, 
PoliCy and organizaTions

Jason Grissom Assistant Professor of 

Public Policy and education; Ph.D., 

Stanford University, 2007 

 

carrie Kortegast Assistant Professor of 

the Practice of Higher education; Ph.D., 

iowa State University, 2011 

 

christine Quinn trank senior Lecturer 

in organizational Leadership; Ph.D., 

University of iowa, 2001 

 

deParTmenT oF PsyChology 
and human develoPmenT

carrie Masten Assistant Professor 

of Psychology; Ph.D., University of 

California, los angeles, 2009 

 

Kristopher Preacher Assistant Professor 

of Psychology; Ph.D., University of 

North Carolina Chapel hill, 2006 

 

deParTmenT oF sPeCial 
eduCaTion 

erik carter Associate Professor of spe-

cial education; Ph.D., vanderbilt, 2004 

 

deParTmenT oF TeaChing 
and learning

Molly Fuller collins Lecturer; ed.D., 

Boston University, 2004 

 

Molly s. Dalgarn Lecturer; m.ed., ohio 

State University, 1997 

 

Heather L. Johnson Assistant Professor 

of the Practice of science education; 

Ph.D., Northwestern University, 2010 

 

emily Pendergrass Lecturer; Ph.D., Uni-

versity of georgia, 2011 

 

Mary elizabeth Wilson-Patton Lecturer; 

Ph.D., florida State University, 2000

Donna Ford

Jason Grissom

Thomas smith 

“FWIsD is working to 

improve student learning 

and achievement by 

improving the rigor and 

quality of instruction in 

classrooms rather than 

relying on short-term 

strategies and gimmicks 

to improve test scores.”
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Notes and Honors

of color—namely African American 
and Latino students, English language 
learners, and those living in poverty, 
especially, are those who suffer most 
from this lack of diversity.”

Milner co-authored his chapter 
with Christine E. Sleeter of California 
State University, Monterey Bay.
Ford and Milner are two of 31 contrib-
uting scholars who provide research 

on diversity in teacher education and 
demonstrate how research can inform 
its consideration. The book features 
three main parts in 20 chapters that 
encompass historical, current and fu-
ture perspectives on diversity in teacher 
education research.

Additional information on Studying 

Diversity in Teacher Education can be 

found at www.aera.net/books.htm.

researchers discuss ethi-
cal considerations of 
‘curing’ disabilities 
vanderbilt researchers from the de-

partment of Pediatrics, Peabody 

College and the divinity school joined 

with parent advocates for a panel dis-

cussion on the ethical considerations 

of “curing” disabilities on april 5.

The event was sponsored by the Vander-
bilt Kennedy Center to inform the uni-
versity community about ethics related 
to conducting research, especially issues 
involving individuals with disabilities.

While some parents of children with 
disabilities cling to the concept of a 
cure for their child’s disability, others 
express dismay at the apparent lack 
of acceptance that a cure implies. The 
panelists explored differing viewpoints 
within disability communities on find-
ing and implementing “cures.”

The discussion specifically focused on 
autism and Down syndrome as ex-
amples, and a parent of a child with each 
disability participated in the conversation.
“There is tension within the disability 
community between curing the dis-
ability and living with the disability,” 
said Robert Hodapp, professor of spe-
cial education and director of research 

Peabody Columns

for the VKC University Center for Excel-
lence in Developmental Disabilities.

He explained that with Down syn-
drome, the general emphasis is to cel-
ebrate the strengths of the syndrome, 
whereas with autism, the focus is often 
on finding a cure.

John Shouse, father to a 15-year-old 
child with autism, concurred but noted 
that many autism organizations are 
increasingly focused on quality of life 
issues and are advocating for soci-
etal acceptance and understanding. 
Upon receiving their son’s diagnosis at 
27-months-old, Shouse said he wanted 
to know “what happened, how do I fix it, 
and what can I do to help my child cope.”

Parent advocate Sheila Moore, mother to 
a 21-year-old with Down syndrome and 
executive director of the Down Syndrome 
Association of Middle Tennessee, ex-
plained that the path of a family who has 
a child with Down syndrome is much dif-
ferent than that of a family facing autism 
because the diagnosis is at birth.

“Parents of children with Down syn-
drome simply want to increase the qual-
ity of life for our children,” Moore said. 
“I wouldn’t change [my son] for any-
thing because without Down syndrome 
he wouldn’t be the same person, and he 
has such beautiful, loving qualities. But, 
if I could cure his medical issues, help 
him find a good job, or do anything to 
make his quality of life better, I would.”

Kyle Brothers, instructor in the De-
partment of Pediatrics, says while 
it is right to work towards cures for 
disabilities, he would like to see more 
effort put towards lightening the 
burdens faced by families who have a 
member with a disability.

“There is a meaningful need for work to 
find cures for disabilities, but we don’t 
want to go changing people to fit our  
world,” Brothers said. “We currently 
structure the world for typical kids. We 
should be structuring the world so that 
we do everything we can to make the 
lives of children with disabilities easier.”

Victor Anderson, Oberlin Alumni Pro-
fessor of Christian Ethics, discussed the 
historical but often still prevalent con-
fusion of disabilities and cures within 
religious communities.
 
“There is a dire need in the religious 
culture in America to have intense 
education on disabilities and faith,” 
Anderson said. “We need to have more 
honest conversations on faith and heal-
ing related to disabilities.”
 
Shouse stressed that with any child, it 
is important to “over believe” in their 
abilities and have the highest expecta-
tions for them.
 
“What is the prospect for curing a brain 
based disorder? I don’t know what that 
looks like for my son,” he said. “We try to 
be realistic while never stepping on hope.”    

sun-Joo Cho, assistant professor of 
psychology, received the 2010-11 award 

for an outstanding application of edu-

cational measurement technology from 

the National Council on measurement in 

education.

bruce Compas, Patricia and rodes hart 
Professor of Psychology and human 
development, received the 2011 Joe B. 

Wyatt Distinguished Professor award 

from vanderbilt University.

Joseph J. Cunningham was named profes-

sor emeritus of human and organizational 

development and special education.

William r. doyle was promoted from 

assistant to associate professor of 

higher education.

sue erickson, interim director, Peabody 
library, was appointed 2011-12 co-chair of 

the education Committee of the library 

leadership, management & administra-

tion association’s measurement, assess-

ment and evaluation Section.

Janet s. eyler was named professor emeri-

ta of leadership, policy and organizations.

donna y. Ford, professor of special 
education, received the outstanding Ser-

vice award from the association for the 

gifted, Council for exceptional Children.

amanda goodwin, assistant professor 
of language, literacy and culture, was 

appointed a junior faculty teaching fellow 

of vanderbilt’s Center for teaching for 

2011-12.

steve graham, Currey-ingram Profes-
sor of special education, is serving on 

the advisory Board for research for the 

National Writing Project.

Craig anne heflinger, professor of hu-
man and organizational development 

and associate dean for graduate educa-
tion, received the 2011 mentoring award 

from vanderbilt’s margaret Cuninggim 

Women’s Center.

Carolyn hughes, professor of special 
education, was one of ten researchers 

recognized for exceptional Service to the 

field by the american association on in-

tellectual and Developmental Disabilities 

for their work as authors of the Supports 

intensity Scale (SiS).

robert b. innes was named professor 

emeritus of human and organizational 

development.

robert Jiménez, professor of education, 
was selected for a fulbright Specialist 

award. he is working with peers at the au-

tonomous University of Yucatan in merida, 

mexico, on the inclusion of community 

literacy practices in teacher education.

Catherine mcTamaney was promoted 

from lecturer to senior lecturer in the 

Department of teaching and learning. 

Torin monahan, associate professor of 
human and organizational develop-
ment, was awarded the Surveillance 

Studies Book Prize for Surveillance in a 
Time of Insecurity (rutgers University 

Press) by the journal, Surveillance & 

Society.

velma mcbride murry, betts Chair 
of education and human develop-
ment, was asked to serve on the 

National institutes of health Study 

Section on Community influences in 

health Behavior.

Kimberly Paulsen, associate profes-
sor of the practice of special edu-
cation, received the David Schleyer 

faculty award recognizing outstand-

ing student mentoring.

douglas Perkins was promoted from 

associate professor to professor of hu-

man and organizational development.

bethany rittle-Johnson, associate pro-
fessor of psychology, received the Pea-

body award for excellence in research.

sharon shields, professor of the prac-
tice of health promotion and education, 
was named a fellow of the North ameri-

can Society of health, Physical educa-

tion, recreation, Sport and Dance. She 

also received the honor award from the 

american alliance of health, Physical 

education, recreation, Sport and Dance.

marybeth shinn, professor of human, 
organizational and community devel-
opment, was appointed to the Social 

Sciences and Population Studies Study 

Section of the National institutes of 

health Center for Scientific review.

Claire e. smrekar, associate professor 
of leadership, policy and organizations, 
was invited by fudan University (China) 

to serve as a Distinguished international 

lecturer. 

naomi Tyler was promoted from re-

search assistant professor to research 

associate professor of special education.

sun-Joo cho Velma McBride MurryBruce compas

above: University faculty joined parents and advocates for a discussion of ethical issues 
surrounding disabilities.
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PrinCiPals do noT 
Feel ComPeTiTion 
From CharTer 
sChools 

Many advocates for school choice argue 
that the competition created by giving 
parents multiple options of schools for 
their children will improve education 
in traditional public schools. The 
latest research brief, “How do 
Principals Respond to Charter School 
Competition?,” released by the National 
Center on School Choice, examines the 
factors which contribute to principals’ 
perceptions of competition from 
charter schools and the effect this 
perception has on promoting changes 
in leadership behavior. Responses 
include principals from public, private 
and magnet schools.

Among the researchers’ key findings:

Principals perceived little •	
competition from charter schools 
affecting either their financial 
resources or their recruitment of 
teachers and students.

When a school has more charter •	
schools in close proximity, 
principals perceived a more 
negative effect of charter schools 
on their ability to attract and 
retain teachers and students.

Principals’ perception of charter   •	
school competition was not related 
to the ways they spend their time.

The authors’ finding that the closer a  
charter school is geographically to other 
schools, the more likely principals are to 
be influenced by competition, reinforces 
previous findings about the importance of 
this factor. The authors argue this raises 
issues for policymakers in considering 
charter school policies in rural areas, where 
schools are more likely to be farther apart.

In addition, the authors point to the need 
for more research to examine the broad 
mechanisms of charter school competition 
effects and additional measures of principal 
and teacher behavior in response to charter 
school competition.

The new brief is based on a paper 
by Marisa Cannata, associate director 
of the center, which is included in 
the book, School Choice and School 
Improvement, co-edited by Cannata, Ellen 
Goldring and Mark Berends and 
published in March 2011 by Harvard 
Education Press (see p. 16 for additional 
information).

the national center for school 

choice can be found online at www.

vanderbilt.edu/schoolchoice.

TeaCher 
ComPensaTion 
‘inCredibly 
ineFFiCienT,’ neW 
researCh Finds 
Teacher salaries are largely set 
by schedules which are neither 
performance related nor market-driven 
and have significant consequences on 
school staffing and workforce quality, 
new research from the National Center 
on Performance Incentives at Peabody 
College finds.

 “We know the way in which we 
currently compensate K-12 public 
school teachers is incredibly inefficient,” 
said Matthew Springer, director of NCPI 
and assistant professor of public policy 

and education. “The problem is that we 
have yet to find a better way.”

The new study, co-authored by 
Michael Podgursky of University of 
Missouri-Columbia, examined teacher 
compensation in the United States K-12 
public school system and is featured 
in the March issue of the National Tax 
Journal, a quarterly publication by 
the National Tax Association.

In the article, the authors also 
summarize recent literature on 
compensation reform with an emphasis 
on studies using rigorous experimental 
designs to evaluate the impact of 
programs on student achievement and 
teacher outcomes.

Although several international studies 
report generally positive effects on 
student achievement, it is less clear 

whether performance pay policies 
have actually promoted learning gains 
in the United States, the researchers 
say. Only a handful of rigorous studies 
have been reported, all of which focus 
on the motivational effect of incentive 
pay programs and not whether these 
programs help recruit and retain the 
profession’s highest performers.

The authors conclude that an integrated 
and coherent compensation policy is 
the central core of an efficient human 
resource policy. In private and many 
public organizations, the compensation 
package is considered as a strategic 
whole and carefully designed to get 
the most human resource return 
per dollar of compensation. By 
contrast, in public K-12 education, the 
compensation system is fragmented 
and uncoordinated, with provisions 
often determined by means not based 
on systematic assessment of the overall 
incentive effects.

Springer’s research focuses on education 
policy with a particular focus on the 
impact of policy innovations on resource 
allocation decisions and student 
outcomes. His current research includes 
studies of the impact of teacher pay for 
performance on student achievement and 
teacher turnover, mobility and quality.

For more on the national center on 

Performance Incentives, visit www.

performanceincentives.org.

Findings

Findings

Matthew springer

An analysis of the amount, timing 
and causes of infant mortality among 
newborns with Down syndrome is the 
focus of new research by Vanderbilt 
Kennedy Center investigators Robert 
Hodapp and Richard Urbano and 
recent Peabody graduate and Kennedy 
Center trainee, Samantha Goldman.

The findings, reported in the Journal 
of Intellectual Disability Research, 
conclude infants with Down 

syndrome experience high rates of 
mortality at three distinct times in 
the first year. These groupings are 
tied to specific, different causes of 
death.

The researchers used birth, hospital 
discharge and death records from 
the Tennessee Department of Health 
to identify infants born with Down 
syndrome from 1990-2006. 

Those who died during the first year 
were separated into three groups – first 
day death, neonatal mortality (2-27 
days) and post-neonatal mortality 
(28-364 days). Data from the birth and 
death records were used to compare 
the three death groups and the survival 
group on correlates of mortality.

The research showed 56 percent of deaths 
among infants with Down syndrome 
occurred during the post-neonatal period, 
while 27 percent occurred during the 
first day. Newborns who died on the 
first day had significantly lower birth 
weights, APGAR scores and gestational 

ages, whereas those who died in the post-
neonatal period had significantly more 
heart related causes of death.

“Our findings help us understand why 
mortality during the first year is so high 
in this group,” said Hodapp, a professor 
of special education who focuses on 
intellectual disabilities and families of 
children and adults with disabilities. “By 
identifying specific causes of mortality at 
distinct time periods over the first year, 
our work alerts parents and physicians 
to different life-threatening issues 
at each age, leading to more targeted 
treatment approaches.”

Urbano, a research professor of 
pediatrics who focuses on developmental 
epidemiology, said “This study shows 
how large-scale birth and death datasets 
can help us to understand a variety of 
health issues among children with Down 
syndrome. Even though these children 
have many severe health issues, they 
have until now received far too little 
research attention.”

Hodapp, Urbano and their colleagues 
are currently extending this work to 
examine deaths of older individuals with 
Down syndrome, as well as determining 
when and why hospitalizations occur. 

They are also looking at parental divorce, 
caregiving by adult siblings and other 
issues related to families of children and 
adults with Down syndrome.

Down syndrome is the most prevalent 
chromosomal cause of intellectual 
disability and the most common 
congenital disorder associated with 
intellectual disability, occurring in an 
average of 1 out of every 700-1000 births.

For more on research at the 

Vanderbilt Kennedy center, visit 

http://kc.vanderbilt.edu

Understanding causes of mortality 
among infants with Down syndrome
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IA: In your book with Coby Meyers, you discuss turnarounds in 
non-education sectors, including business, and draw contrasts 
and comparisons with schools. How different are they?

JM: The term turnaround has a more concrete meaning in 
the private sector. Turnaround companies have bogged down 
or are within six months or a year of going under. So it’s very 
tangible what the problem is. When it comes to the social sci-
ences and social services, it’s tougher 
to define. In education, it took on 
a whole new definition which basi-
cally meant helping schools that 
someone viewed as failing. Failing 
and turnaround became synony-
mous. Then the definition of failing 
got tied into NCLB, and a failing 
school is now defined as a school 
that doesn’t meet NCLB criteria. 

IA: Secretary of Education Duncan 
has said that this year 82 percent of 
schools could be failing under NCLB.

JM: It tells you on the surface that 
the concept is bankrupt. You can’t 
have an industry where half of 
the companies in the industry are 
failing. So a definition like that is not very helpful. You need 
crisper, clearer definitions that sort out the bottom organiza-
tions that are failing and that don’t label everyone that isn’t 
doing great as failing.

IA: What led you to look outside of education for comparisons?

JM: We were to the point where people were talking about 
turnarounds and there was no empirical evidence. We studied 
all the other turnaround industries that had been involved—
corporations, churches, political parties—to see what we could 
learn that we could apply to education. And we found a signifi-
cant body of work. We can’t swear that it’s all applicable, but if 
everyone else is doing it and they seem to be getting success, it 
does seem foolish not to consider it. 

IA: So how do other sectors handle turnarounds?

JM: One thing you see consistently is that they change leaders. 
It’s almost universal that failing organizations change leader-
ship at the top. The theory is, if you are the leader and the boat 
hit the big rock and is sinking, you’re responsible. There is no 
way around it. Even if somehow magically you weren’t respon-
sible, the perception is that you are. So you have to go. Public 
schools are beginning to do that. 

Interestingly, in no other industry that we studied do people 
start by terminating their employees. In education, we have 
reconstitution, where all employees are fired and then have 

to reapply for their jobs. No other turnaround industry in the 
history of the world has followed that pattern. It’s completely 
isomorphic to the education industry. 

The other thing that’s different is that all the other industries 
centralize control. A turnaround situation is a crisis, and no one 
talks about five years down the horizon. You will be bankrupt. 
So it’s much more aggressive.  In education it’s like three years, 

four years…if it’s really a crisis, we have an amazing timeline. 

The other thing they do is that all the first moves revolve 
around budgets and money. That doesn’t happen in education. 
Why is it that every turnaround in other areas begins with 
efficiency moves?

If you’re saying these places are going over a cliff, this isn’t a 
time to get committees together. This isn’t a time to decentral-
ize and get people involved. This is a time for someone to say, 
“I just put the brake on. We’re turning the car and we’re going 
in a different direction.” 

IA: Are there comparisons with non-business sectors?

JM: The New York Police Department is a great example—
a guy named William Bratton. It was right in the period 
where people didn’t even want to go to New York because 
they thought they were going to get mugged in the street. 
He looked at it and the first day there, he said, “We’ll have a 
25 percent reduction in crime in two years.” He didn’t have 
a committee. He said. “This is where we’re going. This is the 
benchmark. The boat’s leaving, right now.” And I think that’s 
what turnaround situations require. They need someone to get 
up and put the stake in the ground about where the new vision 
is or what’s going to happen. They need to do it fast, and they 
need to do it from the top.

T
hrough its School Improvement Grants, the Obama 
administration has funneled $3.5 billion to turn 
around schools in all 50 states and the District of 
Columbia. More than 15,000 schools, or 16 percent 

of schools nationwide, were eligible for the grants. According 
to Department of Education data, SIG-awarded schools tend 
to be high-poverty (75 percent), high-minority (86 percent) 
schools concentrated at the high school level in urban areas.

SIG funding permits four different intervention models: 
transformation (the most flexible, but requiring replacement 
of the principal), turnaround (requiring replacement of the 
principal and at least 50 percent of staff), closure, and restart 
(closing and reopening a school as a charter school or under 
an educational management organization).

To consider turnarounds, we spoke with Joseph Murphy, 
Frank W. Mayborn Chair of Education and associate dean of 
Peabody College. He is a past school administrator, including 
at the district and state levels, and the founding chair of the 
Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium. He is widely 
known for directing the development of the ISLLC Standards 

for School Leaders and for the revision of those standards in 
2008. He is also one of the authors of the Vanderbilt Assess-
ment of Leadership in Education (VAL-ED). 

Murphy is the author or co-author of Lessons for School Lead-
ers (2011), Homelessness Comes to School (2011), The Educator’s 
Handbook for Understanding and Closing Achievement Gaps (2010), 
and Turning Around Failing Schools: Leadership Lessons from the 
Organizational Sciences (with Coby V. Meyers, 2008). 

Turning Over Turnaround

"We studied all the other 
turnaround industries that had 
been involved—corporations, 
churches, political parties—to 

see what we could learn that we 
could apply to education."

" ...this is not an 
apology for schools 
that aren't helping 
kids. But to solve the 
problem you need a 
large-scale societal 
attack. not just an 
educational attack."  —Joseph Murphy
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Turning Over Turnaround

IA: How would this work in education?

JM: I think your first move is to get a new principal. I think 
your second move is to get control of the budget and figure 
out what gets cut quickly, and those resources get pulled back 
to what you want to accomplish. I think the third thing is you 
unilaterally and very quickly put a stake in the ground about 
what the future will be. And in one sentence: “This is where we 
are, and this is where we will be in two years.”  Then you have a 
platform for action.

IA: Don’t principals face a lot of budget constraints?

JM: You don’t want to use a budget that is determined cen-
trally as an excuse. So you look at the budget you do have and 
you figure out where your degrees of freedom are. It’s a lot 
easier to turn around if you are in a supportive environment 
where the superintendent and 
the district are saying, “Yes, 
we will support you to make 
these kinds of moves. You 
don’t have to hire a librar-
ian next year. You can use 
that money for creating an 
afterschool tutoring program. 
Or you can eliminate night 
custodians and put the money 
into a Saturday program for 
at-risk kids.” If the district can 
support those kinds of moves it 
certainly makes life a lot easier.

IA: What about the argument that there are factors beyond 
even district control?

JM: The issue that people need to be sensitive to is that these 
failing districts are places of high poverty and high minor-
ity status. This is a not a condition in the rest of turnaround 
world. If there’s a company that’s failing in the chemical indus-
try, it’s not related to these kinds of issues. When you look at 
turnaround districts in the U.S.—real turnarounds—they are 
overwhelmingly poor places and very heavily minority places. 
That requires an acknowledgment up front and an additional 
set of intervention strategies that go beyond normal turn-
around.

IA: What is it that needs acknowledging?

JM: That an awful lot of the cause of the failure is outside of 

the school. And I don’t say that as an apologist. Schools are 
culpable. But the point is a lot of the failure is explained by 
variables outside of schooling. It seems to me a lot of the solu-
tion has to extend beyond what schools historically have done. 
If poverty is a critical issue, we need a broader social attack on 
these schools. Health policy, welfare policy, social policy and 
transportation policy are all critical dimensions of helping kids 
in schools that need to be turned around. I don’t get a sense 
that the education powers that be have been as forthright as 
they should be about this reality.

You’ve got to attack poverty. If it’s anchored in issues of race, 
than you have to address issues of race, not just a new read-
ing program or a new math program. Again, this is not an 
apology for schools that aren’t helping kids. But to solve the 
problem you need a large-scale societal attack. Not just an 
educational attack. You need six or seven battalions to take the 

hill. To send just the educa-
tion battalion is not wise. It’s 
a big hill, a tough hill, and 
to ask one battalion to win 
that battle—even if it’s a big 
battalion—it’s still not a wise 
social policy.

IA: Where do you see current 
turnaround efforts leading?

JM: My sense is it’s going 
to collapse. You can’t have a 
situation where the majority 
is failing and no one is going 

to hit the targets. That’s not sustainable. I don’t have any em-
pirical knowledge that reconstitution works. We don’t have 
any evidence that turning schools over to private manage-
ment companies or making them charter schools works. I like 
charter schools, but there’s no widespread empirical evidence 
that they’re going to solve the problem. And I don’t think we 
have evidence on the school improvement strategy. So I don’t 
think any of the current turnaround strategies has a deep 
empirical base.

One turnaround strategy that does seem to have promise, if 
it could be done, is actually closing the school. The problem is 
when we close schools in education, it closes on a Friday and 
it reopens on a Monday under a different name or different 
structure. If you actually close the school down and those kids 
had to go somewhere else, and you could target where those 
kids go, that does seem to me to be a promising strategy. And 

 "Almost all turnarounds fail. 
Why would we assume that 
we're in an industry where 
100 percent of turnaround 

situations are going to work? 
I don't find any logic to it."

it’s much more consistent with the non-educational turn-
around literature.

The question is, you have to be pretty strategic about where 
you put the kids. Just to send them to another school of medi-
ocrity is not going to do the trick. If you’re in a city like Detroit 
where the entire system is failing, where are you going to send 
them? You don’t have a lot of alternatives. 

IA: That doesn’t sound promising.

JM: Here’s the question that educators don’t acknowledge. In 
the rest of the world, once you’re in a turnaround situation, 
somewhere between 75 and 90 percent go out of business. 
The notion that all turnaround schools are going to be saved is 
completely unsupportable. Almost all turnarounds fail. Why 
would we assume that we’re in an industry where 100 percent 
of turnaround situations are going to work? I don’t find any 
logic to it.

IA: So are bad schools here to stay?

JM: I think that argues again for the liquidation strategy, if 
you can find reasonable places to put these kids. I wonder if 
we’re in just another chapter in a well-intentioned shell game. 
We have had comprehensive school reform, we have had ef-
fective schools, we have had restructured schools, and we’ve 
got turnaround schools. None of these have made a significant 
dent in improving troubled urban schools. 

I believe people care about kids. I believe they work hard. This 
isn’t the problem—that people don’t care, they don’t invest 
resources, they don’t try. So why they don’t turn around really 
seems to be the big issue. And if you get to that question, I 
think you do very quickly come back to issues of poverty, race, 
and community.

The Last Resort: Should 
Failing Schools be Closed?

Unlike no child Left Behind, the U.s. Department of educa-

tion’s school Improvement Grants take a targeted approach to 

identifying low-performing schools and providing funding to 

turn them around. the grants permit four different interventions 

intended to improve the academic achievement of the lowest 

performing five percent of schools. to date, $3.5 billion has 

been awarded, with another $546 million slated for disburse-

ment. A Department of education database now includes 1,247 

sIG awarded schools in 49 states and the District of columbia. 

 

of the various interventions possible, actually closing a failing 

school and sending its students elsewhere would appear to 

be the most extreme solution, and in fact, it is the intervention 

least chosen by districts receiving sIG funding. the independent 

think tank education sector in “A Portrait of school Improve-

ment Grantees,” calculated that 73 percent of sIG schools are 

pursuing a transformation intervention, 21 percent are imple-

menting a turnaround model, and 4 percent have chosen to 

restart as charter or privately managed schools. only 2 percent 

of sIG schools are slated to be closed. 

 

Whether such a large number of consistently low-performing 

schools can be turned around remains to be seen. Past turn-

around efforts suggest optimism is not warranted. In 2010, 

the thomas B. Fordham Institute published a study, “Are Bad 

schools Immortal?” the study’s author, David A. stuit, Ph.D.’09, 

a Vanderbilt alumnus, examined the effects of turnaround ef-

forts in a group of 2,025 low-performing schools in 10 states. 

Both charter schools and district schools were included and 

were tracked from 2003-04 to 2008-09. After five years, 80 

percent of the district schools and 72 percent of the charter 

schools remained low-performing. only 10 percent made mod-

erate improvement, while only 1 percent improved dramatically. 

only 19 percent of the charters and 11 percent of district schools 

were closed.  

 

Writing in the report’s executive summary, stuit concluded, 

“it is easier to close a low-performing school than to turn one 

around. rather than pushing dubious turnaround efforts, charter 

authorizers and education policy-makers alike should ramp up 

their efforts to close bad schools, particularly in cases where 

higher-performing schools are nearby.”
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Both methods have been shown to be effective at helping children with a variety of 
disabilities improve their grammar.

After six months of either of these treatments, processing speed improved in 
both groups of children. Those who began treatment with particularly slow speech 
processing learned more grammar through Milieu Language Teaching than Broad 
Target Recasting.

The researchers also found that though all of the children made improvements, 
those who still had grammar trouble were also still processing language more 
slowly than their peers.

PrediCTing TreaTmenT’s imPaCT 
The extent of the child’s language processing delay before the intervention 
predicted how well the child responded to the intervention, Yoder explained.

“It is not difficult to imagine a future in which an individual child’s brain responses 
are assessed and compared to normative data to identify the extent to which their 
speech processing is slow for their age, which can then be used to inform clinical 
decisions,” he continued.

The research is under review in the journal Developmental Neuropsychology. 
Yoder’s co-authors were Alexandra Key, Vanderbilt University; Dennis 
Molfese, University of Louisville; and Micah Murray, Vaudois University Hospital 
Center and University of Lausanne in Switzerland.

Yoder is an investigator in the Vanderbilt Kennedy Center for Research on Human 
Development. The research was funded and supported by the National Institute 
on Deafness and Other Communication Disorders, the Vanderbilt Kennedy Center 
and the Swiss National Science Foundation.

Brain Imaging

Understanding how quickly children process 
speech is key to understanding why some 
struggle with language, but accurately measuring 
this speed has been difficult. Vanderbilt 

University researchers have found that by using brain imaging 
they can not only accurately measure children’s language 
processing speed, but also predict how well the children will 
respond to intervention.

“We would like to understand the source of a child’s language 
impairment and then select a grammatical treatment that 
will help,” Paul Yoder, the study’s lead author and professor of 
special education, said. “Once we know it’s a speed issue, we 
can target the treatment and we can also predict how well the 
treatment will work.”

“To our knowledge, this is the first time that speed of speech 
processing has been shown to predict how effective different 
treatments will be in helping preschoolers with language 
impairments improve their grammar,” Yoder said.

missing The middle 
Some children process what is said to them too slowly, which 
causes them to miss what’s in the middle of a sentence or 
causes them to miss word endings. For example, they may 
only comprehend “go” instead of “goes.” As a result, children 
who struggle with language often have specific trouble with 
grammar. However, measuring this speed has been difficult, 
particularly in very young children who can be easily distracted 
in the midst of a test.

Yoder and his colleagues set out to measure speech processing 
speed directly from children’s brain activity, eliminating the 
distraction problem.

The method they used is called event-related potential, or ERP. 
ERPs are a noninvasive way of measuring the brain’s response 
to stimuli within milliseconds through electrodes placed on 
the scalp.

The researchers then used an analysis method called electrical 
neuroimaging analysis, or ENA, to evaluate the ERP data 
from across the entire scalp, not just from a single region or 
electrode.

Using these methods, the researchers measured speech 
processing speed in 48 preschoolers with language 
impairments and 57 typically developing preschoolers. They 
found the typically developing children processed language 
faster than the children with language impairments.

They then randomly assigned the children with language 
impairments to one of two treatments to improve their grammar.

In the first treatment, Milieu Language Teaching, a researcher 
asked the child to repeat model sounds, words, phrases 
or sentences. In the second, Broad Target Recasting, the 
researcher re-stated what the child had just said in a corrected 
or more sophisticated form.

in addition to using brain imaging to 

better understand language processing, 

vanderbilt Kennedy Center investiga-

tor Paul Yoder is also working with peers 

internationally to disseminate a language 

intervention, Prelinguistic milieu teaching. 

Yoder recently trained a handpicked group 

of faculty, doctoral students, and profes-

sionals with specialties in psychology, 

special education, and speech/language 

pathology at ankara University in turkey. 

Kimberly gilbert, from hofstra University, 

co-led the sessions.

Prelinguistic milieu teaching (Pmt) is a 

method Yoder has incorporated into his 

research with children with intellectual 

disabilities or autism who have language 

delays. the method focuses on building 

motivation and awareness of the commu-

nication partner in order to encourage an 

increase in language usage.

after an initial day of lectures on the 

principles, theory, and data behind 

Pmt, participants engaged directly with 

children putting the theory into practice. 

they worked in teams of two, one work-

ing directly with the child and the other 

videotaping the session for later viewing 

and critique. Yoder coached the adult 

interactor during the session, prompt-

ing and providing feedback through an 

earpiece.

“that was another challenge for the 

teams,” said Yoder. “they had a difficult 

job. they needed to interact with kids 

while listening to me speaking a second 

language and then had to use a method 

they were just learning about.”

Subsequent days allowed for critique and 

observation and also more opportunities 

to implement the method with children. 

Yoder was very impressed by the dedica-

tion and commitment on the part of the 

participants, especially considering that 

elements of Pmt could be viewed as a 

direct conflict with typical turkish adult/

child interaction styles.

“there were distinct cultural differences 

at play,” said Yoder. “in turkey, parenting 

interaction is much more authoritative. 

it is more about telling the kids what to 

do, so bringing a teaching method in that 

relies on following the child’s lead was 

interesting. So many of the early inter-

vention approaches that we use in the 

United States involve being responsive to 

what the child is doing. We let the child 

choose what to play with, and i could tell 

many of them struggled with that.”

Yoder Leads Prelinguistic Milieu 
Teaching Workshop in Turkey

Paul Yoder

“to our knowledge, this is the first 
time that speed of speech processing 

has been shown to predict how 
effective different treatments will be 

in helping preschoolers with language 
impairments improve their grammar.”

by melanie moran
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mark lipsey, who serves as co-principal investigator of the ten-

nessee voluntary Pre-K study,  was awarded the earl Sutherland 

Prize for achievement in research at vanderbilt’s fall faculty 

assembly for his contributions to education studies and the 

design of evaluation studies.

the prize is given annually to a member of the vanderbilt faculty 

whose achievements in research, scholarship, or creative expres-

sion have had significant critical reception and are recognized 

nationally or internationally.

“mark’s work is having a transformative effect on the quality of 

education in tennessee,” said Chancellor Nicholas S. Zeppos at 

the aug. 25 event. “he has produced seminal social science 

and public policy research on such topics as early childhood 

education and risk and intervention for juvenile delinquency and 

substance abuse.”

in nominating lipsey for the prize, Peabody Dean Camilla Ben-

bow noted lipsey’s influence on the fields of program evalua-

tion, research methodology, and meta analysis. 

“it is difficult for me to imagine a faculty member at vanderbilt 

whose work has such impact—in terms of social interventions, 

educational advancement, and the advancement of educational 

and social science research,” wrote Benbow.

the Sutherland award comes with a $5,000 prize.

Learning Leaps

C
hildren who attended Tennessee state-funded 
prekindergarten classes gained an average of 82 
percent more on early literacy and math skills 
than comparable children who did not attend, 

researchers from the Peabody Research Institute have found.

The initial results are from the first rigorous 
longitudinal study that has been conducted 
on the effects of public prekindergarten 
attendance on a statewide scale.

“This research is difficult to do but critically 
important to evaluating the effects of 
Tennessee’s investment in pre-k,” study 
leaders Mark Lipsey and Dale Farran said. 
“Such evidence is especially important in the 
context of the current budgetary constraints 
in Tennessee and other states that have made 
commitments to pre-k education.”

Since passage of the Voluntary Pre-K for 
Tennessee Act in 2005, the state has significantly expanded 
its pre-k funding. Tennessee currently invests more than $85 

million annually in pre-k education programs 
serving approximately 18,000 children in more 
than 900 classrooms. 

For the study, 23 schools in 14 Tennessee 
school districts randomly admitted children to 
their pre-k program. All of the schools received 
applications from more students than they 
could accommodate. The children admitted to 
pre-k were then compared to the children whose 
families applied but were not admitted. A total 
of 303 children were involved in this phase of 
the study.

Assessments at the beginning and end of the 
prekindergarten year found that the pre-k 
children had a 98 percent greater gain in literacy 
skills than children who did not attend a state 

pre-k program, a 145 percent greater gain in vocabulary, and 
a 109 percent greater gain in comprehension. They also made 
strong, but more moderate, gains in early math skills (33 
percent to 63 percent greater gains). Overall, the average gain 
across the board was 82 percent more than for the children 

who did not attend state pre-k.

seCond sTudy ProduCed 
similar Findings 
Results from a second study using a 
regression-discontinuity design corroborated 
the findings of the first. The second study 
compared 682 children who attended 36 
pre-k classes in rural and urban middle 
Tennessee schools to 676 children who had 
to enter a year later because of the birth date 
cutoff for pre-k eligibility.

The second study also found that children 
enrolled in state-funded pre-k classes scored 
significantly higher on emergent literacy 

and math assessments than the children who had not yet 
attended pre-k once the age difference was accounted for.

The strongest differences were again in the areas of literacy 
and language skills, with more modest gains in math skills.

Both studies will continue collecting data for the next four 
years. The second study will continue collecting data in waves 
across the state until every region is represented.

“These studies were possible only because of a strong 
partnership with the Division of School Readiness and Early 
Learning in the Tennessee Department of Education and the 
commitment of school districts across the state to learning 
about the effects of pre-k,” Lipsey said.

The research is funded by a $6 million grant from the U.S. 
Department of Education’s Institute of Education Sciences.

The studies are led by Lipsey, research professor of human 
and organizational development and Peabody Research 
Institute director, and Dale Farran, professor of education and 
psychology. Carol Bilbrey, research associate at the Peabody 
Research Institute, directed data collection.

the PrI researchers reported on their findings 
in March at the annual meeting of the society 
for research on educational effectiveness in 
Washington, D.c. A pdf copy of their presentation 
slides can be viewed at http://peabody.
vanderbilt.edu/Documents/pdf/PrI/sree_
presentation_2011.pdf. 

Lipsey wins earL sutherLand prize 
for achievement in research

the second study also 
found that children enrolled 

in state-funded pre-k 
classes scored significantly 
higher on emergent literacy 
and math assessments than 

the children who had not 
yet attended pre-k once 
the age difference was 

accounted for.

Dale Farran
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School Choice and School Im-

provement; mark berends, marisa 

Cannata, ellen b. goldring, eds; 

harvard education Press, 2011

Why do parents decide to switch schools? 
How good is the information school 
districts provide to guide those deci-
sions? How do traditional public schools 
respond to competition from charter 
schools? Do options exacerbate segrega-
tion by skimming off the best students? 
And do any of these efforts appear to 
improve student achievement?

Answers to these difficult questions 
surrounding school choice are the topic 
of a new book, School Choice and School 
Improvement, by experts at the National 
Center on School Choice (NCSC), pub-
lished this spring by Har-
vard Education Press.

The researchers examine 
how communities, districts 
and states use choice as 
a strategy for improving 
schools and student learn-
ing in a manner designed to 
address common concerns 
of parents, policymakers and 
the broader public.

The newly published studies focus on cit-
ies and states with some of the country’s 
most interesting school choice scenarios, 
including Washington, D.C., New York, 
Indianapolis, Chicago and Michigan.

Included in the book are:

A discussion of the effects of the •	
variety of school choice options and 
how they operate within districts, 
cities or states, by Ellen Goldring, 
principal investigator of NCSC and 
Patricia and Rodes Hart Chair in the 
Department of Leadership, Policy 
and Organizations; Marisa Cannata, 
associate director of NCSC; and Mark 
Berends, professor of sociology and 
education at the University of 
Notre Dame;

Findings that students who switched •	
to charter schools in Indianapolis 
experienced positive gains on stan-
dardized tests compared with their 
gains trajectories in traditional pub-
lic schools. The authors, Vanderbilt 
Peabody College graduate students 
Anna Nicotera and Maria Mendiburo 
and Berends, speculate that the posi-
tive effects might be attributable to 
unique circumstances in Indianapo-
lis, where the mayor has indepen-
dent control over charter school 
authorization and accountability, 
and business and civic leaders have 
strongly supported the program;

An exploration of the behavior of •	
parents around school choice, which 
finds that while parents indicate 
academics are a top priority, their 
actual switching patterns showed 
little evidence of this preference, by 
Goldring; Xiu Cravens, research as-
sistant professor of education policy; 
and Marc Stein, Johns Hopkins 
University; and

A report that no evidence exists •	
to show charter schools skim high 
achieving students, thereby affect-
ing the racial mix of schools, by Ron 
Zimmer, associate professor of lead-
ership, policy and organizations, 
and colleagues.

School Choice and School Improvement is 
edited by Cannata, Goldring and Berends 
and is based on papers presented at a na-
tional invitational conference on school 
choice held at Vanderbilt in 2009.

to order the book, visit www.hepg.org/

hep/book/135.

reseArcHers PUt scHooL cHoIce 

oPtIons UnDer tHe MIcroscoPe

Texts

More recent books 
by the Peabody  
College faculty
Gifted and Advanced Black Students in 
School: An Anthology of Critical Works 
Donna Y. Ford, tarek c. Grantham, Malik s. 

Henfield, Michelle trotman scott, Deborah 

A. Harmon, sonya Porchèr, cheryl Price, 

eds.; Prufrock Press, 2011

Homelessness Comes to School  
Joseph Murphy and Kerri tobin; corwin, 2011

Multicultural Gifted Education, 2nd ed. 
Donna Y. Ford; Prufrock Press, 2011

the researchers examine how communities, districts 
and states use choice as a strategy for improving 
schools and student learning in a manner designed to 
address common concerns of parents, policymakers 
and the broader public.
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