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Preface

Turning Points Transforming Middle Schools v

Turning Points is a national design for middle school change,

coordinated by the Center for Collaborative Education in Boston,

Massachusetts, which serves as the National Turning Points Center.

Based on the seminal Turning Points report issued by the Carnegie

Corporation in 1989, it is a comprehensive and systemic school

reform initiative that involves a change in practices, values, and the

culture of the school.

Turning Points schools create a new culture built around the collab-

oration of all members of the school community. This collaborative

culture requires structures that empower teachers and administra-

tors to work together to make the most important decisions regard-

ing the educational experiences of their students. The two primary

components of this culture are 1) shared leadership and decision

making and 2) the creation of effective teacher teams.

This guide begins with rationales and detailed explanations for devel-

oping a collaborative culture and for creating shared leadership,

decision making, and effective teacher teams. The Shared Leadership

section describes the changing roles of the members of the school

community. The Effective Teams section explains the components

and skills needed for team members to be successful when they

work together on the challenges facing their school. The Appendix

includes a selection of tools, protocols, and exercises that can be

used to develop a collaborative culture and shared leadership.
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Turning Points Principles*

Teach a curriculum grounded in rigorous, public

academic standards, relevant to the concerns of

adolescents and based on how students learn best

Use instructional methods designed to prepare all

students to achieve high standards and become

lifelong learners

Staff middle grade schools with teachers who are

expert at teaching young adolescents, and engage

teachers in ongoing professional development

Organize relationships for learning to create a

climate of intellectual development and a caring

community of shared educational purpose

Govern democratically through direct or represen-

tative participation by all school staff members,

the adults who know students best

Provide a safe and healthy school environment as

part of improving academic performance and

developing caring and ethical citizens

Involve parents and communities in supporting

student learning and healthy development

Six practices translate these principles into 

action in each school and throughout a network 

of Turning Points schools in a district. Within 

each area of practice, teacher teams, a school

leadership team, and faculty committees, engage

in collaborative work.

The Six Turning Points Practices

Improving Learning, Teaching, and Assessment for

All Students: working collaboratively to set high

standards, close the achievement gap among stu-

dents, develop curriculum that promotes habits of

mind and intellectual inquiry, utilize a wide range

of instructional strategies and approaches, empha-

size the teaching of literacy and numeracy

Building Leadership Capacity and a Professional

Collaborative Culture: creating a democratic

school community, fostering skills and practices

of strong leadership, establishing regular common

planning time, embedding professional develop-

ment in the daily life of the school

Data-based Inquiry and Decision Making: setting

a vision based on the Turning Points principles,

collecting and analyzing multiple sources of data

to help improve areas that most impact learning,

teaching, and assessment, setting annual measur-

able goals

Creating a School Culture to Support High

Achievement and Personal Development: creating

structures that promote a culture of high-quality

learning and teaching, establishing small learning

communities, eliminating tracking, lowering

student-teacher ratios, building parent and com-

munity partnerships

Networking with Like-minded Schools: participat-

ing in network meetings, summer institutes, and

forums; visiting other Turning Points schools

Developing District Capacity to Support School

Change: building district capacity through

collaboration

* Reprinted by permission of the publisher from Anthony Jackson and Gayle

Davis, Turning Points 2000: Educating Adolescents in the 21st Century,

(New York: Teachers College Press), 24–25. © 2000 by Carnegie Corporation

of New York. All rights reserved.



Introduction

Rushing out of the main office, seventh grade teacher Harold

Eccles almost bowled over his colleague, Maria Cordero. “Sorry,

Maria! Do you know where our study group meets this afternoon?”

“Tony’s room. Did you get the article I put in your box?”

Looking over his shoulder, Harold called back, “Yes, I liked that one

a lot. Can’t wait to hear what Tony has to say about it. I have to

run—I’m late for my academic team meeting!”

Harold Eccles, Maria Cordero, Tony Maddux, and three other

teachers from Cass Middle School are members of a study group

investigating the effect of teacher expectations on low-performing

students. The faculty agreed that this was an important topic to

investigate after analyzing the self-study data their school

received from the Turning Points National Center. According to

this data, 73% of students with a C- average or lower reported that

they have higher expectations for themselves than their teachers

do. The teachers formed a study group to find out why students

perceived that their teachers had low expectations of them and

what could be done about it. They will use their findings to make

recommendations to the full faculty and leadership team.

Two months into the study, the teachers have read and discussed

several articles on their topic. They have also interviewed 

20 students—12 students whose average is lower than a C- and 

8 students with better than a B average. In the interviews, the

students were asked to share their thoughts on how they and their

teachers expect them to do in school.

Turning Points Transforming Middle Schools 1
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Collaborative Culture
In a collaborative culture, members of the school community work

together effectively and are guided by a common purpose. All mem-

bers of the community—teachers, administrators, students and their

families—share a common vision of what the school should be like.

Together they set goals that lead them toward this vision. In doing

so, they create a culture of discourse in which the most important

educational matters facing the school are openly and honestly dis-

cussed. Members respect each other, value their differences, and are

open to each other’s ideas. Even when there is disagreement, people

listen to each other because they believe deeply that differences are

vital in moving their school forward. The teachers in Turning Points

schools know they can be more effective and are continually looking

for the piece of advice, the book, the research, the organizational

structure that will help them improve. The many different voices,

experiences, and styles of the school community add to its strength

and vitality.

Many studies, including the research Carl Glickman cites in his

book, Renewing American Schools, support the Turning Points view

that a collaborative culture best builds and sustains effective teach-

ing and learning in schools. Glickman reports that successful

schools are places where teachers are always questioning their prac-

tices; faculty members guide one another, plan together, coordinate

their practices, and participate in the most important decisions; 

and larger questions about educational practice are at the forefront

of meetings and conversations.
1

These elements—faculty members

working together, discussing important issues relevant to their 

role as professionals, and taking a significant role in the school’s

decision-making process—provide the foundation for developing a

collaborative culture.

BUILDING A COLLABORATIVE CULTURE
To build a collaborative culture, members of the school community:

Share the belief that working collaboratively is the best way to reach

the school’s goals

Develop organizational structures that allow teachers to form teams

and work together

“Collaboration means working

together jointly, especially in

intellectual endeavors.”

—Webster’s Dictionary





genuine part in making decisions and implementing changes, they

become more committed to reform efforts. In a collaborative culture,

reform is not imposed upon teachers but created by them.

Parents and other community members also have a stake in the

shared leadership of a school. Led by teams of teachers and the

leadership team, the Turning Points school makes it possible for

those outside of the school to participate in school reform. For

example, the school might request feedback from parents on the

challenges that affect students and the family-school connection, 

or a parent member may join a study group. With these groups’ 

new role in school leadership comes the responsibility to work

closely with the school to understand its work and its needs.

GROUPS CONTRIBUTING TO SHARED LEADERSHIP AND
DECISION MAKING IN TURNING POINTS SCHOOLS

Leadership team

Academic teams

Study groups

Discipline-based teams

Full faculty

Working in Teams
Effective teams are one of the key instruments of the Turning Points

design. As schools are being asked to do more and more, the

demands on schools and teachers are greater. Research has shown

that successful schools create structures that allow teachers to col-

laborate on the challenges they face. Instead of working in isolated

classrooms without interaction with their colleagues, teachers in

successful schools come together to discuss ideas, share practices,

and plan curriculum.
2

Teams vary in size, purpose, and the length of time they work

together. An academic team may work together for a number of

years while a study group may be task-specific and end its work

Turning Points Transforming Middle Schools 5
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Drawing on the tools in this guide and the assistance of a coach and

network, a Turning Points school will, with time and commitment,

overcome the challenges and build a strong collaborative culture.

EXAMPLES OF EVIDENCE THAT A SCHOOL HAS SHARED 
LEADERSHIP AND A COLLABORATIVE CULTURE

School governance structures engage the entire faculty through teams, committees,
and full faculty meetings to decide on key instructional, programmatic, and bud-
getary issues of the school.

The entire school community develops a shared vision to move the school forward.

Teams of teachers plan and implement curriculum and assessments for students.

Teams work collaboratively to examine multiples sources of data to identify chal-
lenges and then use an inquiry process to develop school-wide solutions.

Teams of teachers and others use protocols for looking at student and teacher work.

Study groups meet every month to investigate the challenges the school faces.

Full faculty discusses recommendations made by study groups and reaches consen-
sus on how to implement recommended changes.

All teams know what the other teams are working on through regular progress
updates and publication of the minutes and agendas.

School-wide challenges and goals are known by students, teachers, and parents.



Shared Leadership and Decision Making

This section describes each of the five groups that make up the

shared leadership structure and explains how the groups work

together to effect school change.

The Shared Leadership Structure
The Turning Points design calls for a collaborative leadership struc-

ture based on shared decision making. This shared leadership allows

teachers, administrators, students, parents, and community mem-

bers to play a significant role in the decision making that affects all

aspects of the school. In the shared leadership structure, members

of the school community work collaboratively in groups and make

decisions by consensus.

THE FIVE GROUPS

Leadership team

Academic teams

Study groups

Discipline-based teams

Full faculty

Turning Points Transforming Middle Schools 9
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THE LEADERSHIP TEAM
The leadership team coordinates the school’s effort as its members

gather information, guide the vision-making process, and communi-

cate the school’s progress to all members of the school community.

To undergo major change, any organization needs a group of people

that understands the change process, is committed to it, and takes

responsibility for its success. Whole-school change requires exten-

sive coordination, communication, and management. In a Turning

Points school, the leadership team takes the central role of leading

the change process that a school undergoes while ensuring that the

faculty and staff are an integral part of all change.

The leadership team should have six to twelve members including

the principal and teachers representing major constituencies in the

school (e.g., all grade levels, specialists, disciplines, etc). The school

may also consider including parent or community representatives.

The leadership team meets every other week for two hours and

works on a number of different fronts to lead the change process.

These include:

Ensuring the Turning Points change process continues to move

forward by maintaining the school’s focus on its goals and

vision and by monitoring the implementation of the six Turning

Points practices. The leadership team manages the many

processes that are part of the Turning Points reform including

vision setting, data-based inquiry, curriculum mapping, and the

school review. This team develops agendas, action plans, and

any professional development required to implement these

processes. Essentially, the leadership team ensures that the fac-

ulty is committed to and engaged in Turning Points reform.

Facilitating and managing decision making on significant issues

that affect the school and making other decisions based on

staff and team input. The leadership team manages the Turning

Points data-based inquiry and decision making practice for the

whole school. In addition, the leadership team uses Turning

Points benchmarks to monitor the change process to make

sure the school is moving toward its vision and goals.

Ensuring effective communication on all phases of the Turning

Points change process. Communication is essential to the

success of the Turning Points change effort. It is the responsi-

bility of the leadership team to communicate about all signifi-

The leadership team is responsi-

ble for coordinating, communi-

cating, and managing the

Turning Points change effort.
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Developing collaborative accountability

The principal works with the leadership team to hold individuals

and teams accountable for reaching their goals. By asking teacher

teams to document their progress, the principal and leadership team

make it clear that every team’s results matter, and that when 

a team reaches its goals, the whole school moves forward.

Managing and monitoring the change process to make sure it is

always moving forward

The principal and the leadership team ensure that all members of

the school community clearly understand all parts of the change

process and are committed to the vision. This includes using the

Turning Points benchmarks to communicate the standards by which

the school’s progress is measured.

THE SPECIAL ROLE OF STUDENTS
All the work in Turning Points schools is geared toward improving

student learning through the thoughtful creation and implementation

of rigorous learning goals. The developmental and academic needs of

young adolescents are of primary concern in a Turning Points school.

In a structure of shared leadership, students become trusted and

respected partners in all endeavors. As teacher teams develop curricu-

lum that is responsive to the diverse needs, interests, and abilities of

middle school students, students become more actively involved in

planning and managing their own learning. Student work is authentic

and meaningful data that teams can use to assess their progress and

improve teaching and learning. Students are involved in many aspects

of the Turning Points model for middle school reform including vision

setting and providing valuable data for data-based inquiry and deci-

sion making.



Effective Teams

Creating effective teacher teams that are committed to improving

student, team, and school performance is a complex undertaking.

Understanding what creates effective teams will help make teacher

teams successful. Numerous studies and books chronicle the

complexities of developing teams within organizations and docu-

ment the practices that help teams successfully meet their goals.
4

The findings in these resources can be adapted to schools.

Characteristics of Effective Teams
In schools, effective teams:

Have a culture of discourse at their center

Have a clearly defined purpose that guides their work and specific,

measurable goals that they achieve

Define and are committed to norms that guide how the team operates

Are disciplined in maintaining their focus

Communicate effectively within the team and with those outside of

the team

Turning Points Transforming Middle Schools 19
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EFFECTIVE TEACHER TEAMS HAVE A CLEARLY DEFINED
PURPOSE THAT GUIDES THEIR WORK AND SPECIFIC,
MEASURABLE GOALS THAT THEY ACHIEVE
The most successful teams have a purpose or mission they are

deeply committed to that drives them forward. A clearly defined pur-

pose energizes a team because all members understand why they

are together. Similar to an overarching goal, the purpose or mission

defines the general intent of the team. This common purpose serves

to keep the team focused at all times. All actions and decisions must

make sense relative to this purpose.

Specific, measurable goals are the steps that will lead a team toward

accomplishing its purpose and making an impact on the school or

students. Too often in schools, committees meet and meet, plan and

plan, and fail to achieve measurable results. Often, at the end of the

school year or when the team loses its momentum, little or no action

has taken place. Clear, measurable goals prevent this wheel-spinning

by focusing discussion on action and how to achieve the desired

outcomes.

Creating Specific Goals

To create specific goals, team members start by looking at their pur-

pose and asking questions about how to fulfill that purpose. Some

questions that might help at this stage include:

What do we need to do to accomplish our purpose?

What steps will move us toward fulfilling our purpose?

What evidence will show that we are moving closer 

to our goals?

Goals should be limited in number, move a team toward their

purpose, be realistic and feasible, and be measurable.

The following table gives examples of purposes and goals for

different types of teams.

2





Appendix of Tools

This appendix includes the following eight tools to help teams work

together more effectively. (For additional tools, see the Turning

Points Guide to Data-based Inquiry and Decision Making, Looking

Collaboratively at Student and Teacher Work, and the Guide to

Curriculum Development.)

Guidelines for Effective Meetings

Setting Norms for Collaborative Work

Creating Meeting Agendas

Guidelines for Setting Goals

The Consultancy Protocol

The Text-based Seminar

Building a Collaborative School Culture: How Are We Doing?

Assessing a Team’s Quality of Work

Turning Points Transforming Middle Schools 29
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SETTING NORMS FOR COLLABORATIVE WORK

Norms are ways of working together that help groups be more thoughtful and pro-
ductive. Norms fall into two categories: procedural and interpersonal. Once norms
have been established, it is important that the entire group, not just the facilitator,
take responsibility for making sure that the norms are respected, and for redirecting
the group when they are not. Norms can change and evolve as the group develops
and matures.

Process

Areas to consider when setting norms
Logistics: meeting time, place, duration, and frequency

Timeliness: start time, finish time, lateness, and attendance

Courtesy: listening, interruptions, equal participation, dealing with disagree-
ments, respect, empathy, and sharing the workload

Decision Making Process: How will we make decisions? Reach agreements?
How will we show agreement?

Workload Assignment: How will work be assigned? How will conflicts with
existing workloads be settled?

Setting Priorities: How will we discharge responsibility for on-time completion
and equal distribution?

Enforcement of Norms: How will we make sure the norms are followed?







Turning Points Transforming Middle Schools 45

ASSESSING A TEAM’S QUALITY OF WORK 
(CONTINUED)

2. How effective are we in team facilitation 
and decision making?

Sample indicators:

Have we established team norms and do we respect them?

Do we make team decisions by consensus?

Do we use the expertise of individual teachers and teams to inform our thinking
on specific issues?

Do we make presentations to the full faculty for decisions on issues that impact
the entire school?

Do we make sure every team member is accountable for team progress and 
performance?

Not effective Very effective
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