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Opening 
On January 17, 2013, Delaware Governor Jack Markell—recently re-elected to his second term— 
stepped up to the podium in the state’s historic Senate chamber to deliver his annual State of the State 
address. Reinforcing the themes of his inaugural address a few days earlier, he said, “We must not 
choose what is easiest for today, but focus on creating a better world for our children tomorrow. This 
better world,” the governor continued, “begins in Delaware’s schools.”  

Over the past four years, Markell declared, Delaware had made important progress in improving its 
public education system. As a result, student achievement was on the rise and graduation rates were 
increasing. During his second term, the governor announced, he planned to pursue additional reforms 
to ensure that every student in Delaware had access to a high-quality teacher. Standards for entering 
the teaching profession needed to be raised, he emphasized, and teacher preparation programs needed 
to be held accountable for the performance of their graduates. Moreover, state and district leaders 
needed to do more to keep effective teachers in the profession—for example, by changing the 
compensation structure and providing multiple career pathways.1  

Among those listening to the governor’s speech that day were leaders from the Delaware Department 
of Education (DDOE), including Secretary of Education Mark Murphy and his staff. A data strategist 
named Atnre Alleyne, who worked within the DDOE’s Teacher and Leader Effectiveness Unit, or TLEU, 
was also paying close attention. Alleyne was well acquainted with several of the data points that the 
governor was citing—for example, the fact that 40% of Delaware’s educators left teaching in the state 
within four years, and that the teacher attrition rate in high-poverty schools was twice that in low-
poverty schools. These powerful statistics had come from a set of analyses that Alleyne had been 
managing through his involvement in the Strategic Data Project (SDP), a partnership between the DDOE, 
Delaware’s Rodel and Longwood Foundations, and Harvard University’s Center for Education Policy 
Research (see Attachment A).  
 
The goal of this dynamic partnership was to improve student achievement by bringing high-quality 
research methods and data analysis to bear on education leaders’ management and policy decisions. 
The fact that the governor of Delaware was using these analyses in his State of the State speech this 
day—and would soon use them as the impetus for new legislation to overhaul teacher preparation in 
the state—provided strong evidence that this goal was being fulfilled. 
 
The Race Begins 
Governor Markell’s assertions during his State of the State address about the need to strengthen 
Delaware’s teaching force had not come out of the blue. In fact, increasing educator effectiveness was a 
core component of the state’s education reform plan, Vision 2015, and of its 2010 application for Race 
To The Top (RTTT) funding.2  
State leaders had submitted Delaware’s RTTT application in January 2010, along with 40 other states 
and the District of Columbia. The application made a compelling case for why the state was well 
positioned for a major federal investment. One important asset was its state-of-the-art longitudinal data 
system, which captured and linked longitudinal information about students and teachers.3 The RTTT  
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funding would enable Delaware to further expand and improve the data system’s capabilities—for 
example, integrating additional data sources and creating a portal that educators and school leaders 
could use to recruit top talent from colleges and universities across the region. 
 
The application also described Delaware’s characteristics—the fact that it contained a mix of urban and 
rural school districts, for example, and that nearly half of the state’s students were economically 
disadvantaged—and stressed the advantages of its size: 

With just 126,800 students, 19 districts, and 18 charters, Delaware is small enough to 
make true statewide reform achievable. Reform will be managed face-to-face, not via a 
remote bureaucracy, allowing the State to act quickly in response to challenges and 
opportunities. By proving that reform is possible with the same complex conditions that 
other states face (e.g., diverse stakeholders, limited funding, complex governance), and 
doing it quickly, Delaware will become a laboratory for reform for the nation.  

 
Every school district and charter school in the state—along with every local school board, teachers 
union, and business community—endorsed Delaware’s application, and all were elated when U.S. 
Secretary of Education Arne Duncan announced on March 29, 2010, that the state was one of only two 
states to win funding in the first round of the competition. (See Attachment B for a timeline of key 
events in the state’s education reform history.) Of all the states that had vied for support, Delaware’s 
application and testimony had received the highest scores.   
 
The extraordinary victory thrust the small state onto the national stage for education reform. As a result 
of its win, Delaware would receive an infusion of $119 million over four years to support a variety of 
reforms, including implementing the Common Core curriculum standards, expanding use of the state’s 
longitudinal data system, providing intensive support to teachers and school leaders, and turning 
around the state’s lowest-performing schools. 
 
Building Capacity 
To achieve the ambitious targets articulated in its winning RTTT proposal, Delaware had to promptly 
ramp up the internal capacity needed to deliver what it had promised. A new Project Management 
Office in the Delaware Department of Education (DDOE), reporting to then-Secretary of Education Lillian 
Lowery, would lead implementation of the reform plans. Within the office, three new organizational 
units were established and staffed: a Teacher and Leader Effectiveness Unit, a Performance 
Management Unit, and a School Turnaround Unit. (See Attachment C.)  
 
Concurrent with these structural changes was a deeper shift in the DDOE’s role. Historically, department 
leaders’ primary responsibility had been to monitor districts’ compliance with state and federal policies 
and requirements. But the state’s RTTT application made it clear that they would now assume a much 
more hands-on role in supporting and building the capacity of local education agencies to implement 
changes aimed at increasing schools’ effectiveness and improving student achievement.4 
 
Paul Herdman, president and CEO of the Rodel Foundation, perceived that what was happening in 
Delaware was indicative of a broader sea change. “Traditionally, reform efforts have focused on large 
urban districts as the unit of change,” he said. “But over time, state education agencies have shifted 
from focusing on compliance alone to engaging in the design and implementation of policy. This massive 
role shift makes research on what’s working all the more important.”5  
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Donna Mitchell, deputy officer of professional development in the DDOE, had experienced this change 
firsthand as she moved from being a principal to working at the state level. “When I came to work in the 
department, I met people face to face that in 18 years as a principal I had never seen in person,” she 
recalled. “But today, people from the department are out in the schools all the time and are increasingly 
seen as a resource.”6 

It was within this changing context that leaders from the DDOE began meeting with leaders from 
Delaware’s Rodel and Longwood Foundations7 and representatives from Center for Education Policy 
Research (CEPR) at Harvard University to explore the possibility of Delaware joining the Strategic Data 
Project (SDP). The SDP partnership offered a valuable opportunity to build research and analytic capacity 
within the state’s Department of Education at this pivotal time. Many of the reform strategies that 
Delaware intended to pursue would depend on ready access to high-quality data that state leaders 
could act on, and this was precisely what the SDP partnership was designed to provide.  
 
A New Partnership 
In the fall of 2011, after a competitive application process, Delaware joined the second cohort of SDP, 
becoming the first state to enter the program. The first step was to identify two agency fellows—data-
savvy leaders already working within the agency who would serve as Delaware’s representatives for the 
two-year SDP Fellowship program. The second step was to select and hire a data fellow—an external 
candidate with strong analytic talent recruited by SDP and placed within the agency.8   
 
Mitchell and another DDOE employee named Alan Phillips were chosen to be the agency fellows. 
Mitchell, a former high school teacher and principal with many years of experience in Delaware schools, 
was now leading professional development activities within the DDOE’s new Teacher and Leader 
Effectiveness Unit (TLEU), including major projects focused on implementing professional learning 
communities (PLCs) and data coaching in districts across the state. Phillips, on the other hand, had 
worked in the DDOE for many years and recently joined the new Performance Management Unit (later 
renamed the Delivery Unit) as deputy officer of assessment resources.9  
 
Finding the right person to fill the data fellow position proved to be more difficult, though. After an in-
depth search process, a data fellow was hired and assigned to the TLEU. But she struggled to settle into 
her new role, and after just two months, she left. The situation frustrated the DDOE and SDP leaders, as 
well as the foundation partners, and to set things right for the next data fellow, they reflected on what 
had gone wrong. One DDOE leader, who wished to remain anonymous, offered this diagnosis: “Her job 
description was somewhat loosely defined. She was also housed in two brand-new divisions, so roles 
and responsibilities were still being worked out. Also, she did not have strong internal relationships with 
those who were essential to the success of her work.”  
 
Beyond this, the observer continued, there seemed to be some initial skepticism within the department 
regarding the need for external analytic help: 
 

Partnering with Harvard was well received, and the internal fellows were well received. 
But the idea of having outside people was less welcome at first. There was a sense of 
self-sufficiency, and questions ranging from, “Where is this person going to sit?” to 
“Why should we invest in someone who is going to leave anyway?” Some pointed out 
that the DDOE already had its own data and technical people, so why couldn’t we just 
conduct our own analyses?  
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But Christopher Ruszkowski, the newly appointed head of the department’s new TLEU, was among 
those who perceived a great need for external talent. He himself had come to the DDOE as an outsider 
not long before. “I felt that we could accelerate the work faster and farther for our students if we 
brought in stellar people with a fresh perspective who had skill sets that aren’t typically found at 
education agencies,” he said.10 The key was finding the right people.  
 
A New Fellow Enters 
As 2011 came to an end, Mitchell was trying to get an impact study of the PLC and data coaching 
initiatives off the ground, with the help of her SDP Faculty Advisor. Phillips, meanwhile, was trying to get 
the DDOE’s technology workgroup to pull the data needed for the SDP work, in addition to managing his 
other responsibilities. But a new national fellow had still not been found. By the spring of 2012, there 
was growing impatience on all sides to get a new data fellow in place, so that the state could reap the 
full benefits of the Harvard partnership. This person was also expected to play an important role in the 
next wave of RTTT reforms.  
 
In the months since the departure of the first data fellow, the Delaware leadership team had 
interviewed several potentially strong candidates, but all of them had decided to pursue other 
opportunities instead. These repeated disappointments prompted then-SDP Executive Director Sarah 
Glover to advise the agency leaders in Delaware to reexamine how the role was structured and being 
presented to candidates. Herdman of the Rodel Foundation later explained: 
 

We realized that we were looking at highly talented folks and saying, in essence, you will 
be solely a researcher, with little potential for influence or growth, and you will be 
required to spend almost all of your time in Dover—a smaller and more isolated city 
than Wilmington. This was not compelling for people with a lot of options. The public 
and private partners finally came around to the fact that we needed to reframe our 
approach, and to do that, we needed to understand what great candidates needed in 
order to be excited about the post. Exit interviews of those who declined our offers told 
us that what they wanted was direct access to state leaders, opportunities to engage in 
serious high-level policy discussions, and some flexibility about where they spent their 
time, as long as they delivered.  

 
Accordingly, in the late spring of 2012, DDOE leadership revised the job description and began looking 
for candidates with the attributes they were seeking. By this time, a young man named Atnre Alleyne 
was finishing up his Ph.D. in political science and international relations at the University of Delaware. 
After attending high school in Ghana, Alleyne had earned an undergraduate degree in economics and an 
M.P.A. at Rutgers University. There, he had become involved in social policy research, including action-
oriented crime research. An internship with the Gallup Organization had also allowed him to gain 
experience in public opinion surveys.  
 
Above all, Alleyne was passionate about improving public education and particularly about expanding 
educational opportunities for economically disadvantaged students. He and his wife had founded and 
remained involved in a Camden nonprofit called TeenSHARP, which provided leadership development 
and college preparatory programs for underprivileged youth.  
 
When he saw the job posting for the SDP Fellowship (see Attachment D), Alleyne believed that it would 
be a good fit for him, given his background, skills, and interests. He submitted his application, not 
knowing where he might be placed; it could be at any SDP site across the country. In June 2012, 
however, Ruszkowski interviewed him for the data fellow job in DDOE and recognized that he was ideal. 



 

 

STRATEGIC DATA PROJECT | gse.harvard.edu/sdp 5 
 

He made a job offer a few days later, which Alleyne accepted. He would begin his new position on July 1, 
2012. Although he would officially be an employee of the Rodel Foundation, which was funding his 
salary, he would work out of the DDOE offices in Dover.  
 
SDP Research Manager Meg Nipson was among those who recognized the strength of the now fully 
formed team of SDP Fellows in Delaware: 
 

Due to her experience in schools, Donna had a deep grasp of the on-the-ground 
realities, the inner workings of school systems across the state, and the questions that 
needed to be answered. Alan brought to the table an understanding of technical issues 
as well extensive knowledge of the history of past reform efforts. And Atnre had strong 
analytic skills as well as strong leadership and people skills. It was a great mix.11 

 
Ruszkowski was committed to doing all that he could to ensure that Alleyne was set up for success. “It’s 
important to establish a clear point of entry and job description,” he said. He therefore began to “scope 
out smaller grain projects for Alleyne to sink his teeth into” that would allow him to “develop 
relationships across the department and the state, build up steam, and establish credibility.” 
 
When Alleyne arrived at DDOE for his first day, he sat down with Ruszkowski, who handed him a sheet 
of paper that described four major “buckets” of work: 1) evaluating several TLEU programs, 2) managing 
certain research projects underway in the TLEU, 3) contributing to RTTT evaluation efforts, and 4) 
leading research and analysis efforts for the SDP partnership. Without a data fellow in place, there had 
not been enough momentum on the latter over the past year, and the partners were eager to see more 
rapid progress.  
 
Focusing on Human Capital 
The analytic work began with the launch of two diagnostics—an SDP Human Capital Diagnostic and an 
SDP College-Going Diagnostic—developed by researchers at CEPR through their work with school 
districts across the country. Each diagnostic consisted of a series of analyses focused on specific areas of 
strategic and policy interest. The SDP Human Capital Diagnostic, for example, examined teacher 
characteristics and performance across the stages of a teacher’s career: preparation, recruitment, 
placement, development, evaluation, and retention. The SDP College-Going Diagnostic focused on key 
transitions during students’ high school years that research has shown are particularly important: from 
ninth to 10th grade, from ninth grade to high school graduation, from high school graduation to college 
enrollment, and persistence to the second year of college.12  
 
The purpose of the diagnostics was five-fold:  

1. To provide actionable analyses in the areas of human capital and college-going success, to 
identify challenges to investigate more deeply and/or leverage points to act upon; 

2. To increase reliance on analytics and research in the DDOE, influencing the culture of data use; 
3. To demonstrate the types of analyses that are possible with DDOE data;  
4. To develop methods, processes, and data sets for further analytic work; and, ultimately, 
5. To impact policy and management decisions.13  

 
Upon establishing the SDP partnership, Delaware’s leaders had to decide whether to conduct the human 
capital and college-going analyses simultaneously or sequentially—and if the latter, which should go 
first. The partners decided to conduct the SDP Human Capital Diagnostic first, then to bring the SDP 
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College-Going Diagnostic analyses along a few months after. The decision was partly due to the fact that 
Delaware’s human capital reforms had an executive-level champion in Ruszkowski, whereas college-
going reforms had no such champion at the time.14 Furthermore, recent reports had highlighted some 
important challenges pertaining to human capital that Delaware needed to address. For example:  
 

x A 2011 report from the National Council on Teacher Quality (NCTQ) commended Delaware for 
its progress in improving teacher quality but gave the state an overall grade of C for its state 
teacher policies—with grades of D– for “Delivering Well-Prepared Teachers,” a C+ for 
“Expanding the Teaching Pool,” a B for “Identifying Effective Teachers,” a C– for “Retaining 
Effective Teachers,” and a D+ for “Exiting Ineffective Teachers.”15 

x A 2012 analysis conducted by Bellwether Education Partners (see Attachment E) pointed out 
that although the state data system could be used to link student achievement data back to the 
programs where teachers and principals were prepared, this was not required by state law.16 

Improving the caliber of Delaware’s educators and leaders was also at the core of the state’s RTTT 
proposal, and the results of the SDP Human Capital Diagnostic were expected to help state leaders 
implement the various teacher reforms they had committed to pursue. Specifically, the diagnostic would 
provide valuable data on what happened at various stages along teachers’ career paths, including how 
they were recruited and assigned to schools, how their effectiveness changed over time, and how long 
they remained in the teaching profession (see Figure 1).  
 

Figure 1. SDP Human Capital Diagnostic Pathway 

 
 
 
Before the human capital analyses could be conducted, however, much work had to be done to prepare 
the necessary data files. In the months leading up to Alleyne’s arrival, Phillips, Mitchell, and staff in the 
DDOE’s technology office had been working diligently to pull together student and teacher data from a 
variety of data sources, including legacy systems.17 But when the CEPR analysts conducted the initial 
analyses, DDOE staff discovered flaws in the data, such as missing values and coding inconsistencies.  
 
Ruszkowski put Alleyne in charge of resolving these issues, and as he did so, he uncovered a variety of 
underlying challenges. One was that the DDOE’s data analysts were extremely siloed; each was 
conversant with particular subsets of organizational data, and there seemed to be little communication 
or coordination between analysts in separate units. Another major challenge was that the DDOE’s 
technology workgroup, which was responsible for pulling the data for the diagnostic analyses, was 
inundated with data requests from external and internal clients. Getting the information that Alleyne 
needed would require diplomacy—and persistence. 
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Alleyne noted other challenges, too. For example, he observed that the DDOE’s technology workgroup 
members “often don’t get a full picture of the policy questions to inform their data pulls or analyses 
because they aren’t policy owners.” As a result, analytics to inform management and policy decisions in 
the DDOE were often lacking or untimely, even though Delaware had abundant data resources (see 
Attachment F). 
 
He knew it was important to be careful and strategic in addressing these challenges. He later reflected: 
 

It was important that I not go to the technology data owners as a know-it-all. Instead, I 
went to them seeking advice and expressing my lack of understanding of how things 
work at the DDOE. One thing I’ve found very useful is what psychologist Adam Green 
calls powerless communication—in other words, posing questions, asking for input, and 
listening, rather than just talking and telling people what you need them to do.  

I openly acknowledged that I knew they were already overwhelmed with other people’s 
requests for data and analyses and that I was likely a burden to them. And I told them 
that by teaching me how to fish, how to pull the data and do the analyses myself, they 
would save time in the future. So using communication and listening techniques helped. 
But it also helped that I spoke their language. And I was very persistent. They knew I 
wouldn’t go away. 

 
Alleyne’s technical expertise, communication skills, and tenacity thus allowed him to earn the trust and 
confidence of DDOE data owners and to gain access to the information he needed. By late summer, the 
data collection and cleaning process had been completed, and he began working with the CEPR analysts 
to carry out the diagnostic analyses.18 It was the moment that the partners had been waiting for.  
 
Sharing the Results 
In October 2012, Delaware’s SDP steering committee—consisting of newly appointed Secretary of 
Education Mark Murphy, the foundation partners, Ruszkowski, and the heads of various organizational 
units within the DDOE—met to review preliminary data from the SDP Human Capital Diagnostic, which 
they decided to rename the Educator Diagnostic. As the participants pored over the data, they debated 
which analyses to focus on and how best to present the findings.  

“Having the external players there helped raise level of dialogue,” recalled SDP Research Manager 
Nipson. “We came with about 20 charts and talked at great length about just a few of them. One big 
positive was that the secretary was very engaged and concerned about what results would show.”  

SDP Research Director Lindsay Page agreed that this was both important and unique. “Secretary Murphy 
took time to be very involved in the work. He sat with us to review results for hours on end and was 
extremely committed. He was engaged in a tangible way almost immediately, and that is unusual for 
such a high-level leader.”19 

Over the weeks that followed, Alleyne and his CEPR colleagues continued to refine the human capital 
analyses and also perform initial analyses with DDOE’s college-going data. He and Agency Fellow 
Mitchell often brainstormed questions that DDOE leaders cared about most, then figured out what was 
possible with the data. Alleyne used these conversations to conduct further queries and to tailor the 
standard analyses to Delaware’s needs.  
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By December, the SDP Fellows had completed a variety of analyses for both diagnostics, and although 
the data were still preliminary, they shared them freely with other DDOE leaders. One of the early 
recipients was Sara Kerr, chief performance officer in the DDOE’s Delivery Unit, who began 
incorporating the data into the monthly meetings that she and Secretary Murphy held with district 
superintendents and their leadership teams. “We felt that the sooner we could share it with them, the 
sooner they could start acting on what the numbers revealed,” she said.20  
  
Each “chiefs” meeting began with a plenary session in which Secretary Murphy presented specific state-
level educator data, such as key findings on teacher development or retention. Kerr noted, “We are 
lucky to have a secretary of education who is so data savvy. I think it’s remarkable that he took the time 
to understand the data so deeply, and it sent a strong message to the local leaders about the value that 
we placed on the data.”  
 
After the plenary, DDOE staff facilitated small group discussions based on structured questions. In one 
of the most influential meetings, the chiefs looked at specific data elements across all of the Delaware 
districts and identified those that were beating the odds. Leaders from these districts then talked about 
what they were doing so that others could learn from them.  

Kerr reflected: 

Our goal was to first build awareness of the problem, then look at what LEAs [local 
education agencies] were already doing or not doing to drive improvement. We used 
the diagnostics to have honest conversations about where we were strong and where 
we were not doing well. One of the biggest values of SDP was putting richer, broader 
data in our hands to do that. In fact, it became one of the most powerful tools in our 
arsenal to drive change at the local level because the discussions helped a lot of people 
recognize that they were nowhere near where they needed to be.  

 
Secretary Murphy also began to carry printouts of the data around in his briefcase and referring to them 
every chance he could. “When I’m talking to people,” he said, “I often pull out the data and say ‘Check 
this out.’”21 
 
The Delaware Way  
At the same time, Ruszkowski and Alleyne were rolling out the data to other groups in a dissemination 
effort that one observer called “nimble and opportunistic.” By the end of December, they shared the 
diagnostic analyses with Governor Markell and his staff, who incorporated some of the findings into his 
January 2013 State of the State address. Over the following weeks, they presented the results to district 
leaders and personnel directors, the teachers and principals unions, and community partners such as 
teachers of the year, PTA groups, and chambers of commerce.  

In late February 2013, Ruszkowski appeared before the state’s Professional Standards Board to share 
the analysis findings and answer questions posed by the board members.22 The next day, Alleyne made 
a similar presentation to the state’s higher education institutions, showing the retention trajectory of 
newly hired teachers, teacher turnover data by district, the percentages of new teachers by degree-
granting institution, and more.  

In mid-April, Alleyne shared the near-final version of the SDP Human Capital Diagnostic results with the 
Data Analysis Work Group (DAWG), a new entity composed of data leaders from school districts across 
the state. He had launched the group at the suggestion of Jeff Klein, the research and evaluation 
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coordinator for Appoquinimink School District. The two had agreed that there was a great need for data, 
research, and evaluation heads from school districts across the state to come together on a regular basis 
to discuss shared challenges, learn from each other, and vet upcoming DDOE research projects. Klein 
had tried to pull such a group together before but “couldn’t get folks to come together until the state 
convened us.”23 Despite the state’s small size, this was the first time that many of the district data 
leaders had ever met face-to-face.  
 
During his presentation to the Data Analysis Work Group, Alleyne walked the district data leaders 
through a deck of slides summarizing the diagnostic analyses—showing, for example, the racial/ethnic 
characteristics of Delaware’s educators vs. its students, teachers’ impact on student achievement over 
time, differences in how novice vs. experienced teachers were assigned, teachers’ impact on student 
achievement, attrition rates over time, and more.  
 
The data leaders had numerous questions throughout the presentation. Some wanted to know more 
about the methodology while others wanted to delve into the root causes of the results. Near the end of 
the session, Alleyne urged those present to reflect on their own school districts. What types of human 
capital analyses do you currently conduct? How do the leaders in your district use—or not use—this 
information? What more could you do? The participants talked enthusiastically about what they knew 
and did not know about their districts’ educator workforce, and about analyses they could do or wished 
they could do.  
 
Alleyne and others within the DDOE perceived that Delaware’s size was a great advantage in enabling 
conversations like this, as leaders from across the state could all be brought together in one room. This 
was not only possible; in fact, it was expected. State leaders would later explain in their request for a 
federal waiver from certain requirements of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), 
“Collaboration among the many constituency groups in Delaware is common and expected. While there 
is not always agreement on every aspect, there is mutual respect and a willingness to listen by all 
parties. This has served Delaware well in the past and continues today.”24 

There was a term, in fact, for Delaware’s penchant for bringing people together: the Delaware Way. 
Some pointed out that the term sometimes had a negative connotation, as in, “We don't get anything 
done without getting everyone into a room to agree to it.” But most embraced the Delaware Way as a 
unique and important aspect of the state’s culture. In particular, they believed that it allowed state 
leaders to secure broad understanding of and support for difficult changes. 

The Growing Demand for Data 
Just as the Data Analysis Working Group had a mixture of reactions to the SDP Human Capital Diagnostic 
data, so too did other groups to whom the findings were presented. Rebecca Taber, Governor Markell’s 
education policy advisor, later remembered:  

Generally speaking, there were three kinds of reactions to the data. One was, I agree 
with the methodologies, the findings, and what to do about them. The second was, I 
agree with the findings, but we disagree about what to do about it. The third was, I 
disagree with methodology and the findings. The number of folks in the third category 
was very limited. For the most part, people accepted the data, though they often 
disagreed about the root causes or what to do about it.25  

Not surprisingly, discussions about the SDP Human Capital Diagnostic findings frequently sparked more 
questions, and when this happened, Alleyne and the other fellows pursued the answers with help from 
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the CEPR analysts. Agency Fellow Mitchell emphasized, this was precisely what the SDP partnership was 
meant to do: “The diagnostics are set up to create demand for more data.”  

And the demand seemed to be growing by leaps and bounds. The governor and his staff often sought 
additional data to reinforce his public remarks on education topics and to inform his policy making. One 
morning in the spring of 2013, for example, Taber emailed Mitchell asking for some bullet points “ASAP” 
on what the state’s teacher preparation programs were doing to increase the diversity of teacher 
candidates. An hour later, Mitchell sent a detailed reply with copious information and examples.26  
 
Ruszkowski saw tremendous value in the DDOE’s ability to respond rapidly to these kinds of data 
requests. “I would ask a question, and by the end of the day, one of the data fellows or someone at SDP 
would come back with an answer,” he recalled. “This was not just helpful; it was essential to the work 
we were doing.”  
 
Department leaders found the ability to conduct rapid, focused analyses especially valuable in their 
efforts to hold school districts accountable for implementing their RTTT commitments. For example, 
when the leaders of the Christina School District—Delaware’s largest school system—tried to gloss over 
high rates of educator attrition in their highest-poverty schools, DDOE leaders used the diagnostic 
analyses to highlight the severity of the problem and to press district leaders to respond with an 
appropriate plan. “This was no longer a question of ideology," Ruszkowski emphasized. “It was about a 
district’s unwillingness to look at the data in front of them and invest resources in solving the problem.” 
Ultimately, the DDOE withheld nearly $2.4 million in RTTT funding from the district, using the diagnostic 
analyses as a core component of their justification.  
 
To disseminate answers to some of the follow-up questions stemming from the diagnostic data, Alleyne 
created a new monthly TLEU publication called The Set, which highlighted particular findings of interest. 
Although the briefs were only two pages long, they were packed with small, colorful graphs so that users 
could quickly extract the key points. In January 2013, for example, The Set profiled the state’s principals. 
In February, it highlighted retention patterns for teachers in the state’s highest need schools. The March 
issue focused on teacher preparation (see Attachment G).27  
 
Alleyne appreciated the fact that Ruszkowski gave him the latitude to pursue new projects such as this. 
“I like that he lets me go rogue a little bit,” he said.28 He also hoped there would always be a place 
within the DDOE to go for the kinds of analyses that he and his colleagues were doing. Secretary Murphy 
agreed and began contemplating how best to institutionalize the DDOE’s research and evaluation work, 
perhaps by creating a new unit with the Department. “I believe this is the state’s role, but it’s not a role 
that this state has traditionally played,” he said. 
 
The Public Release 
After many months of preliminary sharing, the SDP Human Capital Diagnostic findings for Delaware were 
formally released to the public on April 18, 2013. Shortly after opening a meeting of the State Board of 
Education, Board President Teri Quinn Gray recessed the meeting so that the board members could 
attend the release of the SDP Human Capital Diagnostic findings, led by SDP Research Director Page.29 
Governor Markell attended the presentation, as did an array of state leaders, DDOE staff, the SDP 
Fellows, and many others.  

The event was held in a historic building near the DDOE in room filled with children’s artwork. “While it 
was an official setting,” Page recalled, “being surrounded by work of children was a powerful reminder 
of why we were there.” 
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Before Page’s presentation, the head of the teachers union spoke about the importance of being clear 
and transparent with data—and about celebrating what is working while also honest about what is not. 
Next, the teacher of the year made a few remarks. Page later remembered, “He talked about what his 
own experience had been as a new teacher and how it took several years to truly understand what he 
was doing. That was a nice set-up for some of the data that I would be presenting.” 
 
Next it was Page’s turn to speak. The first slide of her presentation, which bore SDP’s crimson logo, was 
titled, “Delaware Educator Diagnostic: An Analysis of the First State’s Workforce.” The second 
highlighted SDP’s mission: to transform the use of data in education to improve student achievement.  
 
Today, she explained to the audience, she would be presenting results of the SDP Human Capital 
Diagnostic, which examined five major stages in the teaching pipeline: recruitment, placement, 
development, evaluation, and retention. She then described the diagnostic results step by step, 
highlighting key findings through a series of now-polished graphs (see Attachment H). 
 
As Page walked through the data slides, many in the room leaned forward to study the graphs on the 
screen, along with their explanatory titles. A bar chart on one slide, for example, showed that the least 
academically prepared elementary students in Delaware were more likely to be placed with the most 
inexperienced teachers. The next slide revealed that even within a school, inexperienced teachers were 
most likely to be placed with the most academically challenged students.  
 
In a series of slides on teacher development, Page showed that Delaware teachers’ impact on students’ 
math achievement increased the most during the first few years of teaching, then plateaued (see Figure 
2). Teachers’ impact on student achievement in their third year of teaching was therefore highly 
predictive of their future impact.  
 
Still another graph revealed that there was essentially no difference in impact on student achievement 
between teachers who had earned a masters degree and those who had not—a finding that caused 
murmuring across the room since Delaware’s single salary schedule awarded salary increases to 
educators based on years of teaching and advanced degrees, rather than on their demonstrated impact 
on student achievement. In the final part of the presentation, which focused on teacher retention and 
turnover, a simple but powerful line graph showed that only two thirds of newly hired educators in 
Delaware were still teaching in the state four years later.30  
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Figure 2: Sample Graphs from Public Release of Data  
from the SDP Human Capital Diagnostic for Delaware – April 18, 2013 
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The release of these analyses of Delaware’s educator data attracted considerable coverage in the local 
news media, and the Rodel Foundation also highlighted the findings on its blog:  
 

They say a picture is worth a thousand words. Yesterday, a portrait of Delaware’s 
teacher workforce was unveiled as part of the Strategic Data Project. The preliminary 
results show both the value of data and areas of improvement here in the First State. . . 
. We now have data that was available but never unearthed. This information is critical 
to helping determine what’s working and what isn’t so that the state can make smarter 
decisions around human capital. . . . [We] believe Delaware has the courage and 
creativity to continue pushing forward in implementing strong new policies, based on 
research and with local innovation, as part of a coherent strategy—which will no doubt 
reap benefits for our students for generations to come.31 
 

The day after Page’s presentation to the governor and lawmakers, she made a follow-up presentation 
that included “fewer political people and more community members.” Because this was a longer 
meeting, Page recalled, “we had more time to roll up our sleeves, and it became a conversation rather 
than just a presentation. There was a lot of passion among those present around what the data 
showed.”  
 
Later that same day, the State Board reconvened for the continuation of its work session. During the 
meeting, Executive Director Donna Johnson led the group of leaders in a frank conversation about 
educator preparation programs in Delaware, and about existing requirements for licensure and 
certification. She then highlighted the findings of several recent research studies and identified specific 
areas in which educator preparation in Delaware fell short of their recommendations.  
 
After Johnson’s presentation, Taber provided a short synopsis of the governor’s education policy 
agenda. In particular, she emphasized Governor Markell’s strong support for legislation that would make 
educator preparation more rigorous. The state had promised to do this work in its RTTT proposal, and it 
was time to act on what the data showed.  
 
A New Law 
On April 24, 2013—about a week after the SDP Human Capital Diagnostic data were released—Delaware 
Senator David Sokola (D-Newark) introduced a new bill, Senate Bill 51: An Act to amend Title 14 of the 
Delaware code relating to educator licensure, certification, and preparation programs. The bill, which 
was cosponsored by Representative Darryl Scott (D-Dover) and many other members of the Senate and 
House, contained seven provisions: 

1. Require teacher candidates to have a minimum GPA of 3.0 on a 4.0 scale, or in the top 50th 
percentile for coursework completed (in high school or the first two years in college); 

2. Require teacher candidates to pass a test normed to the general college-bound population 
(likely including the SAT and ACT) and achieve a minimum score to be determined by the 
Professional Standards Board and State Board; 

3. Require candidates to pass a content readiness exam and performance assessment; 

4. Allow the aforementioned requirements to be waived for up to 10% of students admitted, so 
that teacher preparation programs could admit qualified candidates with special needs or other 
challenges; 

5. Require all candidates to achieve a passing score on an examination of content knowledge; 
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6. Ensure that all candidates have access to high-quality student teaching experiences and ongoing 
evaluations throughout their practice teaching; and 

7. Require all teacher preparation programs to collect and annually report data on their graduates’ 
performance and effectiveness.32 
 

About a week later, Sen. Sokola introduced an amendment to SB 51 that tweaked some of its language 
in response to input from the DDOE and various stakeholder groups.33 With this amendment, the Senate 
unanimously approved the bill, 21–0.  

Over the next two weeks, the bill wound its way through the House Education Committee and onto the 
floor. On May 16, House members introduced two amendments that would weaken or remove some of 
the bill’s core provisions. Representatives Charles Potter Jr. (D-Wilmington North) and John Kowalko (D-
Newark South) proposed to eliminate the minimum GPA requirement. “I know there’s hope that the 
better product we get going in, the better product we get going out,” Kowalko commented, “but we 
can’t ignore the products that are not as highly polished at that moment in time, which is what we’re 
doing by law.” Their amendment was defeated. 34 

Another congressman proposed eliminating the requirement to track the performance of Delaware’s 
teacher preparation programs. “It introduces a dangerous direction of micromanaging our colleges and 
universities by our state Department of Education,” he said. But that amendment was also soundly 
defeated, and the House moved on to approve the bill 37–2. 35  

On June 12, 2013—less than two months after it was introduced—Governor Markell signed SB 51 into 
law.36 It was a pivotal moment, and one that would have long-lasting ramifications not only for 
Delaware’s teachers and the colleges and universities that prepared them, but also for its students. 
 
The next day, the governor posted a video online in which he acknowledged the important role that 
DDOE’s partnership with SDP had in influencing the new legislation and the state’s reform work as a 
whole.  
 

Just as our teachers are now using data better in the classroom, we’ve been working to 
use data better at the state level. The Strategic Data Project . . . has been a key partner 
in our efforts to transform the way we use data to inform our practices and to drive our 
strategies. The SDP Fellows have improved our analytical capacity to work with our 
state’s education data. Through this collaboration, and using the SDP Diagnostics, we 
now have information about our teachers and students that we’ve never had before. 
Having results like these at our fingertips has enriched the discussions among education 
leaders and policymakers in Delaware and allowed us to be more strategic and targeted 
in our efforts to reform education.37 

 
Secretary Murphy agreed that the SDP partnership and the analytical work had been transformative for 
Delaware. He later reflected, “What we saw is that in a period of several months, you can go from 
having very little information to having really good information and taking it public. Then you can create 
a situation where you have both support and pressure: support to make changes in policy, combined 
with pressure on schools, districts, and legislative leaders to make better human capital decisions. That 
is remarkable.” 
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The Work Continues 
The impact of the SDP Human Capital Diagnostic findings did not end with the passage of SB 51. In the 
months that followed, DDOE leaders continued to use the data to propel other reform measures. The 
data on students’ differential access to quality teachers, for example, reinforced the need for a state 
program called the Delaware Talent Cooperative, which provided recognition and financial rewards to 
effective teachers willing to transfer into (and remain in) the state’s highest need schools.38  
 
Furthermore, based on the teacher attrition findings, DDOE leaders began working more closely with 
districts across the state to ensure that they provided more support and coaching for teachers over their 
first four years. Alleyne explained, “The diagnostic data, along with results from our new TELL-Delaware 
teacher surveys, helped state leaders make a much stronger case for the importance of mentoring 
novice teachers.”39  
 
In the meantime, Mitchell was developing the scorecards that would be used to track the performance 
of the state’s teacher preparation programs beginning in 2014, in keeping with the requirements of SB 
51. She was also bringing a data-driven perspective to her new role as head of the state’s Professional 
Standards Board. 
 
As the ripple effects of the SDP Human Capital Diagnostic continued, the separate analyses for the SDP 
College-Going Diagnostic were nearing completion. Just as they had done with the SDP Human Capital 
Diagnostic data a few months before, DDOE leaders held meetings with various stakeholder groups to 
share the preliminary results, explore root causes, and develop new policies and interventions to 
improve the outcomes.  
 
DDOE Chief Academic Officer Michael Watson, who was leading the development of the state’s new 
delivery plan for college and career readiness, was finding the college-going data deeply useful as a way 
to dispel complacency:    
 

Because Delaware had won Race To The Top, most people assumed we were on a 
trajectory of success. However, the diagnostic data was disturbing and disruptive. When 
Atnre presented the college-going data to groups of counselors, they had never seen 
data like this before. The first reaction was shock. The second was, “Tell me more.” And 
the third was, “What do we do about it?”  
 
SDP fundamentally changed the conversation in the state by helping us look at data and 
think about data differently. The data are allowing us to challenge assumptions, define 
core measures of success, and create trajectories for implementation. All of this will 
ultimately lead to improvement. In fact, behavior is already changing as a result of these 
data.40   

 
Reflections and Lessons 
As the summer of 2013 drew to a close, Delaware’s participation in the two-year SDP program was 
nearing an end, and state leaders were determined to find ways to sustain its impact. Alleyne began 
incorporating some of the key indicators from the diagnostics into existing DDOE processes and reports 
so that they would live on. He was also focused on helping district leaders develop the internal capacity 
needed to conduct their own diagnostic analyses. “Our goal,” said Agency Fellow Mitchell, “is to teach 
them how to fish.”  
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To that end, Alleyne traveled to Boston for several days to learn from CEPR’s analysts how to use their 
graphing code to create district-specific diagnostic reports, then shared what he learned with district 
data leaders. From Taber’s perspective, “that was a really big win in terms of the sustainability of the 
work.” 
 
In September 2013, DDOE leaders also mapped out a series of organizational changes to address the 
analytic challenges that Alleyne and the other SDP Fellows had uncovered through the diagnostic 
work—for example, defining research priorities within the DDOE; facilitating communication and cross-
training among analysts in different units within the department; standardizing processes for data 
collection, cleaning, and analysis; establishing a data quality review process; and developing new 
research and data use tools for DDOE workgroups and local education agencies.41  
 
As they thought about the impact of the work of the past few years, Alleyne and his colleagues within 
the DDOE—and the governor himself—agreed that undertaking the analytical work and participating in 
the partnership had further strengthened the culture of data use in Delaware, not just at the state level, 
but also for districts. Perhaps most importantly, they had learned that even in a state that was 
considered exemplary in its use of education data, there was always room to grow.   
 
As one observer noted:  
 

From the outside, Delaware earns high marks for its reform agenda, for taking bold 
steps, and for being data driven. From the inside, staff are constantly throwing up their 
hands in frustration over the challenges—handling competing data requests, gaining 
access to the right data, or managing the length of time needed to obtain the data they 
need.  
 
The reality is that both sides are true. Delaware was miles ahead of everyone in terms of 
reform initiatives, but it had some significant gaps on the research side. There was so 
much more that they needed to do, and could do, in terms of gathering and using 
system-level data. SDP was there at the right time because those gaps are now being 
recognized and filled.  
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Facts About Delaware’s Public Education System, 2012–13 

State Statistics  

� 96 miles long with an area of 1,954 square miles, making it the second-smallest state in the 
United States 

� Estimated population on July 1, 2012, of 917,092, according to the U.S. Census  

� The state is divided into three counties: Kent, New Castle, and Sussex.  

District, School, and Student Statistics (2012–13)  

� 19 school districts in the state, including 3 vocational technology districts 

� 234 public schools: 
o 218 traditional public schools enrolling 131,514 students 
o 22 public charter schools enrolling 8,680 students 

� Student demographic characteristics: 
o 49% White 
o 32% African American 
o 14% Hispanic 
o 4% Asian American 
o 52% low income (eligible for free or reduced-price lunch) 
o 6% English language learners  

� 8,449 public school teachers 
o 7,809 in traditional public schools  
o 640 in charter schools42 

 
 

All statistics above were retrieved from the following publication available on the DE DOE website:  
State of Delaware. (2014). State Summary for 2012–13. 
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Attachment A: About the Strategic Data Project 
 

Since 2008, the Strategic Data Project (SDP) has partnered with school districts, charter school networks, 
state education agencies, and nonprofit organizations to bring high-quality research methods and data 
analysis to bear on strategic management and policy decisions. Our mission is to transform the use of 
data in education to improve student achievement.  

Part of the Center for Education Policy Research (CEPR) at Harvard University, SDP was formed on two 
fundamental premises: 

1. Policy and management decisions can directly influence schools' and teachers' ability to improve 
student achievement. 

2. Valid and reliable data analysis significantly improves the quality of decision making. 

We believe that if we bring together the right people, assemble the right data, and perform the right 
analysis, we can help leaders make better decisions—ultimately improving student achievement 
significantly. To make this happen, SDP pursues three strategies: 

1. Building a network of top-notch data strategists who serve as fellows for two years with our 
partners (e.g., school district, charter management organization, nonprofit, or state education 
agency). 

2. Conducting rigorous diagnostic analyses of teacher effectiveness and college-going success 
using agency data. 

3. Disseminating our tools, methods, and lessons learned to the education sector broadly. 
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Attachment B: Key Events in Delaware’s Recent Education  
Reform History and Partnership with the Strategic Data Project, 2006–13 

 

Oct. 2006 Delaware’s Vision 2015 education plan is released 

2007–08 Vision 2015 is the centerpiece of the 2008 gubernatorial race and candidate Jack Markell’s 
education policy platform 

Nov. 2008 Markell is elected governor; Barack Obama is elected president 

Jan. 2009 Governor Markell appoints Lillian Lowery as Delaware’s new secretary of education  

Mid-2009 Obama U.S. Department of Education initiative Race To the Top (RTTT) competition is 
announced; state leaders begin working on application 

2009 Delaware joins the Common Core Standards Initiative 

Mar. 2010 Delaware is selected as of one of two states to win first-round RTTT funding 

Fall 2010 Delaware Department of Education (DDOE) creates and staffs new organizational units to 
implement the RTTT reforms: Delivery Unit, Teacher and Leader Effectiveness Unit, and 
School Turnaround Unit 

Oct. 2010 Initial meeting between Delaware leaders and Harvard leaders regarding the state’s 
potential participation in the Strategic Data Project (SDP) 

Sept. 2011 Delaware becomes the first state to participate in SDP; initial SDP Agency Fellows Donna 
Mitchell and Alan Phillips are identified; first SDP Data Fellow is selected and placed in the 
agency 

Nov. 2011 First SDP Data Fellow leaves 

Dec. 2011 National Council for Teacher Quality (NCTQ) gives Delaware an overall grade of “C” for its 
state teacher policies 

Apr. 2012 Mark Murphy is appointed as Delaware’s secretary of education  

July 2012  New SDP Data Fellow Atnre Alleyne is selected and placed in the DDOE 

Aug. 2012 Bellwether Education Partners provides a mixed review of Delaware’s teacher quality 
policies and practices  

Mid-2012 CEPR and Alleyne work to collect and clean data to produce initial SDP Human Capital 
Diagnostic analyses. Initial work also begins for SDP College-Going Diagnostic. 

Oct. 2012 CEPR presents preliminary SDP Human Capital Diagnostic results to the Delaware’s SDP 
Steering Committee 

Nov. 2012 Governor Jack Markell is re-elected 

Jan. 2013 Governor Markell’s State of the State address references data points from the SDP Human 
Capital Diagnostic 
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Jan. 2013 CEPR presents preliminary SDP College-Going Diagnostic results to the Delaware’s SDP 
Steering Committee 

Apr. 2013 Alleyne convenes the first Data Analysis Working Group 

 SDP Human Capital Diagnostic data are formally released at a State Board of Education 
meeting 

 Senate Bill 51 (An Act to amend Title 14 of the Delaware code relating to educator licensure, 
certification, and preparation programs) is introduced 

June 2013 After passing both the Senate and House by very large margins, SB 51 is signed into law by 
Governor Markell 

July 2013 SDP College-Going Diagnostic results are released  
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Attachment C: DDOE Organizational Charts  
 

DDOE Organizational Chart from the RTTT Application, 2010 

 
DDOE Organizational Chart, 2013 
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Attachment D: Strategic Data Project Fellow Job Description 
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Attachment E: Bellwether Education Partners’ Analysis of Delaware  
Laws and Regulations Related to Teacher Effectiveness, 2012 

(Based on analysis of Delaware Code Title 14, Chapter 12 S 1270;  
Delaware Performance Appraisal System Guides; SB 263) 
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Attachment F: Leveraging DDOE Data Resources for Organizational Success 
(Excerpt from Presentation to DDOE Leadership Team, September 2013) 

 
 

 

Note: T&L = Teaching and Learning; ESIP = Education Supports and Innovative Practices; TLEU = Teacher and Leader 
Effectiveness Unit; DU = Delivery Unit; AR = Assessment Resources. 
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Attachment G: Example of The Set 
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 The Set, March 2013 – page 2  
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Attachment H: Summary of Key Findings From  
the SDP Human Capital Diagnostic for Delaware,  

Presented to the State Board of Education, April 18, 2013 
 

 

RECRUITMENT 
x More than one quarter of Delaware’s teachers (28%) have five or fewer years of teaching 

experience. 

x Fewer than one in 12 teachers are new hires each year. 

x High-poverty schools have larger shares of new hires (5%) than low-poverty schools (3%). 

x Teacher characteristics (race, gender, years of teaching experience) differ markedly between 
high- and low-poverty schools. 

x Teachers are less likely to be minority than their students. 

PLACEMENT 
x The least academically prepared students (elementary and middle school) are more likely to 

be placed with the most inexperienced teachers. 

x This is also true when we look at student placement within schools. 

DEVELOPMENT 
x Teacher impact on student achievement increase the most in the first few years of teaching. 

x There is little difference in impact on student achievement between teachers with and without 
master degrees. 

EVALUATION 
x Teacher impact on student achievement varies widely across the state. 

x On average, a math teacher’s impact on student achievement is predictive of future impact—
but there is movement between impact groups. 

x In 2011–12, among teachers participating in Delaware’s new teacher evaluation system, more 
than two in five teachers were rated “Exceeds Expectations.” 

RETENTION/TURNOVER 
x More than 15% of teachers do not continue teaching in the same school the following year. 

x A large share of newly hired teachers (> 36%) leave teaching in Delaware within four years. 

x Charter schools tend to have higher turnover than traditional schools. 

x High-poverty schools have higher rates of teacher turnover. 

x Retention trajectories are similar for newly hired teachers graduating from different programs. 
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