
Icebreaker

In the chat, please share 
your go-to quote, motto, 
or mantra you always turn 
to when you meet 
challenging times. “ Insert

Inspiration
Here. ”
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Indicators of Distress
And What They Mean in the Charter Sector

A Workshop for Charter Management Organizations, Governing Boards, and School Leaders
November 12, 2020 | Virtual Presentation
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charterschoolcenter.ed.gov

https://charterschoolcenter.ed.gov/


Norms for Discussion
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Remember to mute 
yourself

Actively articipate in 
breakout rooms

Utilize the chat



About the NCSRC

The National Charter School Resource Center (NCSRC) provides technical 
assistance to federal grantees and resources supporting charter sector 
stakeholders. NCSRC is funded by the U.S. Department of Education (ED) and 
managed by Manhattan Strategy Group (MSG) in partnership with WestEd.
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On the Webinar Today

Aimee Evan
National Charter 
School Resource 

Center

Laura Groth, Ed.D.
National Charter 
School Resource 

Center

Hannah Sullivan
National Charter 
School Resource 

Center
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Workshop based on…

Available for download at 
www.charterschoolcenter.ed.gov
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http://www.charterschoolcenter.ed.gov/


Today’s Big Question

How can we identify 
schools that are falling 
off-track and help get 
them back on-track? 
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Session Objectives
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Learn

Learn about upper 
stratosphere
characteristics –
“indicators of 
distress”– of 
struggling schools 
prior to failure

Understand

Understand the 
potential role of an 
early warning 
system (EWS) 
approach to identify 
schools in distress 
early in the school 
failure trajectory

Share

Share about the 
indicators of distress 
you’re seeing

Incorporate

Incorporate 
indicators of distress 
and an EWS in your 
own work



Agenda

Why do indicators of distress help improve the quality of the education 
sector?

What indicators of distress did authorizers identify?

How are you or how can you identify indicators of distress at the building 
level?



Why indicators of distress help improve the quality of 
the education sector  
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Early Warning Systems and Death Spiral

Early Warning Systems: 
• Review past events in broad context 

to identify potential characteristics of 
distress

• Review past events in one’s own 
context against characteristics

• Apply characteristics to current events 
in one's own context to predict 
potential future events

Death Spiral: 
• Identify organizational decline
• Define the stages of decline to 

determine when and how 
intervention(s) needs to occur

Used together: Indicators can help identify schools in distress and determine the type of 
intervention(s) necessary prior to school failure and negative impact on students.
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Guiding Question
What types of 

indicators come to 
mind when thinking of 

schools in distress?
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Here’s What We Heard So Far…..
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What indicators of distress did authorizers identify?

14



Indicators of Distress

Data signaling that a 
school's 

performance is 
declining in a 

number of areas.

Leadership

Governing Board

Operations

Finance

Talent

Culture

Instruction
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Finding: Authorizers tend to focus on indicators at 
the upper layer of the stratosphere of a school's 
functions.

Authorizers identify indicators of distress related to 
school leadership, school governing boards, and 
operational/financial elements, which are often tied 
to areas of concern in talent, culture, and instruction.
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Stratosphere

Above the Stratosphere: Aligned 
with Authorizers' Purview

Leadership

Governing Board

Operations/Finance

Below the Stratosphere: Beyond 
Authorizers' Perspective

Talent

Culture

Instruction
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Stratosphere

Above the Stratosphere: Aligned 
with Authorizers' Purview

Leadership

Governing Board

Operations/Finance

Below the Stratosphere: Beyond 
Authorizers' Perspective

Talent

Culture

Instruction
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Leadership and Governance

Lack of 
systemic 

leadership 
development

Inadequate 
board 

capacity to 
govern

Inability to 
sustain 

leadership

Mismatched 
leadership 

competencies 
to context

Boards’ 
inability to 
hold school 

leaders 
accountable

Boards’ 
deteriorating 
relationship 

with 
authorizers

Inability to 
convene the 

board

Lack of 
leadership
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Operations
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Breakdown in compliance and 
reporting functions

Failure to align to market needs



Finance
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Failure to properly manage 
finances

Misappropriation of funds



Indicators Below 
the Stratosphere
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Talent
- Hiring challenges and turnover
- Teacher capacity decline

Culture
- Lack of connection with students and families
- Inhospitable professional culture

Instruction
- Lack of focus on instruction
- Cohesion or alignment issues in curriculum, standards,        

assessments



Finding: The context of authorizing has 
continued to evolve as the field matures, 
especially as it relates to school improvement.

Authorizers are weighing the implications of 
school improvement needs on their work in 
supporting school autonomy and accountability.
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How are you or how can you use indicators of distress at 
the building level?

Small Group Discussion
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Small Group Discussion: What to Look for and How
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• As a group, pick one of three caselets to dissect:
• The case of the Elusive Enrollments
• Will I Stay or Will I Go? The case of Teacher Turnover
• The case of Board vs. School Leader



Small Group Discussion: Using Hindsight as Foresight
As a group, confer and answer the questions:

What are the issues you see at this school?

Digging deeper: What else might be going on? What would you look into to find out?

What help does this school need? How could they get it? Who would provide the support?

Beyond the Caselet: What needs are not being served by the current options for support? In your 
perspective, is the authorizing sector moving towards helping schools improve?
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Q&A
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What’s Next?
Additional Tools

Further Research



Resources to Assist in Identifying 
Indicators of Distress 

Webinar recordings for authorizers and other 
stakeholders in the charter school sector.
www.charterschoolcenter.ed.org
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Response requested, please!

Please respond to the survey to let us know how we did on this event. 

30



Available on the NCSRC Website

Recorded Webinars Toolkits, Resources, and 
Reports

CSP Grantee Profiles and 
Case Studies
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ICYMI: Recent NCSRC Virtual Events & Resources

• Report: A Synthesis of Research on Charter School 
Facilities

• English Learners and Charter Schools: A Learning 
Experience Focused on EL Instruction

• Leading in the Unknown Self-Guided Master Class
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Coming Soon...
• Family Engagement Toolkit & Webinar



How can you contact us?

charterschoolcenter.ed.gov

contact-us@charterschoolcenter.org
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Thank you for Joining Us!

THANK YOU!
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