
JCTA Position Paper

School Reconstitution

Definition: School Reconstitution is an education reform strategy whereby a local school superintendent vacates a low-performing school’s staff (administrators, teachers, support personnel).  The theory behind reconstitution is that bringing in a fresh staff committed to change will lead to improved student achievement.

History: The inception of reconstitution as an educational reform strategy dates to 1983, when a Consent Decree as a settlement to a class action lawsuit against the San Francisco Unified School District authorized the SFUSD to “clean house” and bring in new staffs for low-performing schools.  Since then, reconstitution has been implemented in a number of urban school districts across the country.

Effectiveness: To date, there have been three research studies completed examining the impact of reconstitution. To varying degrees, all of these studies question the practice of reconstitution as a valid and positive reform strategy.  

“Reconstitution in Theory and Practice: The Experience of San Francisco,” a 1998 study by Goldstein, Kelemen and Koski, offers the most in-depth and extensive examination of reconstitution.  These scholars point out that vacating the employees was only one of a set of eight strategies used together in an effort to improve student achievement at low-performing schools.  While some schools did see improvement, it is impossible to attribute the gains made to just one factor.  The authors summarize: “we have argued that any success of reconstitution as a remedy cannot be attributed solely to the ‘vacating the adults’ component of the policy, but rather must be attributed to the full panoply or some subset of the Phase One interventions” (31).  Again, it is impossible to correlate improvement to the practice of reconstituting the schools.  In addition, reconstitution as a practice and a threat did have damaging effects on the teaching population in San Francisco: “Meanwhile, the use of reconstitution has had deleterious effects on San Francisco’s teachers—their morale, their relationship with the District, their sense of professionalism—and has reduced the presence of experienced teachers at reconstituted schools, while increasing instability overall” (31).

In a 1999 report, “Uncovering the Potential Contradictions in Reconstitution Reform: A Working Paper” the authors (Malen, Croninger, Redmond, and Muncey) conducted a two-year study of three schools that had been reconstituted.  The study’s findings challenge the idea that reconstitution will reenergize a low-performing school.  The study especially debunks the notion that reconstitution will bring new expertise and stability to a building.  The authors assert that reconstitution “is not a dependable strategy for attracting teachers to or retaining teachers in the schools” (9).  About 75% of the teachers placed at the reconstituted schools were new hires to the district, many of them brand new to teaching (13).  Reconstitution did little to promote stability within the schools—in the second year of the reform, the schools continued to face substantial staff turnover.  Echoing the concerns raised in the previous study by Goldstein, Kelemen and Koski, the authors conclude: “it may be that reconstitution, in a dramatic effort to elicit commitment, operates to undermine and ‘manufacture instability’ in schools” (14).

“Four Models of School Improvement: Success and Challenges in Performing, High-Poverty Title I Schools,” a broad study completed in 2000, takes a comparative approach in assessing four types of reform strategies (grassroots site-based reform, reconstitution, a national reform model, and partnership with an external partner).  Part of this study looks at two reconstituted schools.  During the period studied, although reconstituted schools earned high marks for their instructional methods, reading achievement decreased at the schools, while math achievement improved slightly at one school and declined at the other.  This study also affirms the concerns raised in the other two studies about the impact of reconstitution on the climate of the school.  Borman et al rated each of the reform strategies they analyzed based on five criteria: “(a) collegial relationships among staff; (b) inventiveness and active problem solving among teachers; (c) improved instructional practices; (d) formal and informal professional development opportunities; and (e) the overall professional standing of teachers” (59).  Reconstitution rated low in all of these areas.  The authors maintain that teacher “buy-in” is one of the central factors in determining if a reform strategy will be effective, and they note that, “by its very nature, reconstitution is an externally imposed reform that provides teachers no choice in the matter.  Reconstitution produces change by labeling schools as failures, ridding them of their faculties, and hiring new groups of teachers in their place.  Teachers in the West Coast schools expressed that there was a stigma associated with teaching at a reconstituted school, which made it difficult for principals to hire experienced staff” (63).  Though the authors note that any of the four models they examined could lead to productive change, their conclusions find that overall, reconstitution is not as effective a model as either “the grassroots site-based management approach” or “the implementation of a nationally proven school reform model” (67).

JCTA’s Position: The research makes several points clear:

· Reconstitution does not have a proven track record as a valid tool for improving student achievement. 

· Reconstitution does not help to bring expertise and stability to a school.

· Reconstitution has a decidedly negative impact on teacher morale.  

Given the research findings so far, JCTA has concerns about the use of reconstitution. JCTA does not believe reconstitution is an effective practice and does not support the use of reconstitution as a strategy to improve low-performing schools.  
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