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A Passion for ExcellenceA Passion for Excellence

Joshua E. Powell is in his fifth year as a superintendent in Kentucky.  Powell holds a B.A. 
from Berea College, an M.A. in Clinical Psychology from Western Kentucky University, and is 
currently working on his dissertation in educational leadership from the University of 
Louisville.  

Having led two low-performing districts to the highest student achievement gains in 
Kentucky, Superintendent Josh Powell has demonstrated proven turnaround success—not 
only in schools, but entire districts.

Beginning his administrative career at Cloverport Independent, Powell led the district 
with a CATS score ranking of 165 to a ranking of 10 in just three years.  In just his two years at 
Union County Public Schools, the district made the 2009 highest academic gain in the state, 
jumped from a ranking of 161 up to 71st, and met all NCLB goals at the district’s Tier 5 middle 
school for the first time in history.  

Powell has received many accolades, including being the only superintendent to be 
named the KASA Administrator of the Year twice– in 2007 and again in 2009.  Powell was 
recently named the 2010 Berea College Young Alumnus of the Year and has also been 
nominated on two occasions for the AASA Superintendent of the Year award. 

Powell is known to be an expert in turnaround schools and served on a panel of the 
nation’s leading turnaround experts at the School Improvement Summit in Washington, D.C. 
last fall.  Powell also shared his turnaround experience and strategies at the recent ASCD 
conference in March 2011.  

With a passion for student achievement, Powell greatly desires improvement for all 
schools.  He has assisted several other Kentucky districts, as well as out-of-state school 
districts, in their efforts to improve student achievement.  

As a major advocate for public education and a proud Kentuckian, Powell hopes to 
someday lead all of Kentucky’s public schools to a nationally competitive standing.

Superintendent Joshua E.  Powell

"It must be remembered that there is nothing more 
difficult to plan, more doubtful of success nor more 

dangerous to manage than the creation of a new 
system. For the initiator has the enmity of all who 

profit by the preservation of the old institution and 
merely lukewarm defenders in those who would gain 

by the new one.”
~ Nicolo Machiavelli 
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Presentation Goals 
� Educate and empower School Board members
� Obligate School Board members to improve student 

achievement
� Key Ideas

� Any school district with U.S. kids can excel
� Leadership is more than one person
� Leadership is uncomfortable and unfortunately unpleasant and 

requires uncompromising values, beliefs, and vision to achieve at 
optimal levels

� More often than not, difficult times do not result in decreased 
performance, but rather unique opportunities to excel.  Be bold and 
embrace the opportunity that has been provided.

� Pride—being an American should yield pride and the belief that we 
should be number one

� If we could inspire  exceptional teachers and  community to unite 
and demand excellence, those of us who believe would be awarded a 
golden ticket that would forever influence this wonderful nation

Foundation of Beliefs
� All U.S. kids can learn at high levels—we believe in all kids and

to accept excuses for any child is harmful and contrary to the
essence of our existence

� “We must understand that as educators, we have the opportunity
to create the future, regardless of circumstance. We have been
blessed to reside in the greatest country in the world and have a
divine obligation to lead, inspire, and influence the world. We
must be able to do what no other country can, including solving
unsolvable problems and exceeding unrealistic expectations. In
fact, the aforementioned is a brief description of our country’s
history. Education has not been and cannot be an exception
during these most critical and opportunistic times.”

~Joshua E. Powell, Superintendent  

Past Performance
� Cloverport Independent, 2005 to 2008

� Began with a state ranking of 165th out of 175 districts
� Year 1 55th

� Year 2 22nd

� Year 3 10th

� Highest gain in history of Kentucky Education Reform Act (KERA)
� Removed all NCLB consequences
� Now a National Blue Ribbon school and featured in U.S. News and World 

Report

� Union County, 2008 to present
� Began with a state ranking of 161st out of 174 districts
� Year 1 87th

� Year 2 71st

� Highest 2009 gain, which was the 2nd highest in history of KERA
� Union County Middle School (a Tier 5 school) met all NCLB goals for 

first time in history
� District Goal of being in the Top 10 in Kentucky
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Turnaround Commonalities: 

Both Districts

� Formative Assessments

� Accountability

� Making decisions based on data

� Empowerment
� Right people in the right places

� Only the appropriate teachers can lead a school to 
high performance

� Effectively linking financial resources to student 
achievement—program evaluation

How We Have Obtained Success
“A wise man makes his own decisions; an ignorant man follows public 

opinions.”--Chinese Proverb

Our Story…
� Implemented at onset of turnaround plan

� District Formative Assessment Initiative
� Department of Student Achievement (DSA)
� Development and implementation of formative assessments

� Emphasis on developing effective teachers and principals
� Adopted standards that exceeded state standards

� Often schools/districts see standards (core content) as a maximum 
instead of minimum

� Importance of obtaining mastery

� Adopted multiple assessment tools to monitor student achievement
� 97% accuracy in predicting scores

Radical Turnaround Expert?
� What is turnaround and who isn’t an expert?
� The blessing of deprivation
� Radical—only in education
� Are we more forgiving to those who fail to educate our children than 

those who fail to produce a reliable vehicle?
� Turnaround practices should be referred to as common sense 

approaches 
� Leadership competency, support, and permission is the secret recipe 

for turnaround and improvement 
� Research can be found at “What Works Clearinghouse”

� Turning Around Chronically Low-Performing Schools: A practice guide

� Kentucky’s Educational Commissioner, Dr. Terry Holliday 
� Disruptive Innovation
� Fierce advocate for school improvement
� National leader; KY among first to implement national standards
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Why Children Suffer…

� Lack of vision and belief 

� Lack of leadership

� Lack of accountability for adults/teachers 

� Lack of empowerment for adults/teachers 

“All that is necessary for the triumph of evil is that good 
men do nothing.” 

~Edmund Burke

The Nature of Public Schools in Kentucky

� Majority of school 
districts are major 
employers

� In the average district, 
school board members 
are key politicians in 
the community

� Politics are intensely 
intensified!

� Leadership is a long-
term project, yet board 
members and 
superintendent 
appointments are in 
four year increments

“In understanding leadership, especially 
turnaround leadership, one must realize that the 
first few years are tumultuous and painful, which 
is mitigated by the fact that Board members are 
often born and raised with some of the very 
individuals/groups that are the cause of low 
performance.  When a superintendent and Board 
engage in improving the poor conditions, the 
impending result is to offend the very same 
individuals who have been our friends and part of 
our community for most of our lives.  This is what 
makes the job extremely difficult and Boards must 
ask themselves who they work for– kids or adults?   
This is why we must, as Board members and 
superintendents, accept our roles of having vision 
and intestinal fortitude and lead our often 
unwilling communities to prominence.”

~Joshua Powell, Superintendent

Turnaround Troubles
� Everybody wants change until you start changing things
� Understand the political and social nature of school 

business
� Understand the tumultuous nature of change in the first 

year
� In turnaround, it appears to be getting worse before it gets 

better– everyone must be prepared for the long haul
� If morale is good and student achievement is low…
� Morale is not changed in one year
� Do not set mediocre goals– if you do not believe you should 

be number one, you never will 
� Change takes time but you still have to start today!
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Turnaround: Perceived Barriers & Reasons 

for Low Academic Performance

� Children
� Poverty
� Minorities
� Special Education
� Bad kids

� Parents
� Focusing only on the low performing students, while the 

middle and high performing students suffer
� Teacher unions and tenure
� Demographics, district size, and geographical location
� Funding determines performance
� “Just” teaching to the test

Turnaround: Perceived Barriers & Reasons for 

Low Academic Performance

� Bureaucracy 

� Dysfunctional work environment

� Workplace incivility/adult-centered culture

� Wrong people in the right places

� Politics

� Backward norms

� Belief that not all kids can learn 

� Lack of pride

� Individuals misidentify reasons for lack of success

� There are a million reasons not to succeed-- people who 
cannot find solutions, make excuses

Turnaround: Actual Barriers
� Politics, politicians and bureaucracy 

� State assistance
� OEA

� Leadership
� Principals
� Superintendents and Boards

� Teacher pay and incentives—we must place greater priority on 
attracting, rewarding, and retaining great teachers

____________________________________________________________________________

“Michelle Rhee, CEO of Students First and past Chancellor of D.C. , has 
encountered numerous political and bureaucratic barriers in her turnaround 
efforts.  To me, Michelle Rhee is both a pioneer and a national hero.  Although 
under constant criticism, she remains steadfast in her dedication to improving the 
lives of our country’s children.”

~Joshua Powell, Superintendent
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Turnaround:

New Philosophy and Initiatives
� Leaders must be able to “diagnose disease”

� Providing remedy for a disease is distinctly different from 
providing treatment for individual symptoms

� Determine the problems and correct them
� Eat an entire elephant in one bite
� Establish unrealistic goals
� Success is directly proportional to the amount you 

change/correct at the initial onset of your turnaround 
efforts

� Keep it consistent—people can only take so much change 
over time, but can deal with a lot of change initially

� Turnaround is about improvement for all children-- not 
just low performing students

District Formative Assessment Initiative 
“Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the 

world.  Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.”—Margaret Mead

� Creation of the Department of Student Achievement 
� Curriculum Specialists, GAP Interventionist, RtI Specialists

� Weekly formative assessments
� Data makes decisions

� Led to growth and improvement-- accepting no excuses
� Fundamental Model—

� Highly effective teaching strategies
� Order of instructional delivery
� Standards-based lesson planning

� Linking performance to evaluation
� Urgency

� Critical developmental periods for children

“Children who get two bad teachers in a row never recover academically.”
~Kati Haycock, President of the Education Trust

Turnaround: The Results

� ALL groups of students significantly improved

� Improved discipline

� Improved culture

� Higher expectations 

� Less negative personnel issues 

� Pride—there is nothing that instills pride more than a school 
and district being proud of the organizational product (the 
student) that school personnel have developed

� Improved psychological health of employees

� Stability

� Community growth
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Why Such Great Results?
� Empowering the best and brightest

� Mavericks

� Promotion philosophy—elite instructional leaders

� ACCOUNTABILITY + EMPOWERMENT = SUCCESS
(1A + 2E = S)

� Intestinal fortitude 

� Clearly define student achievement as the 
organizational product, not perceived adult 
satisfaction

What Can School Boards Do?
� Understand that leadership begins with the School Board

� A superintendent is a direct reflection of the Board’s wants, desires, and 
expectations

� Complicated due to the nature of being elected

� Clearly recognize that your organizational product is student achievement 
and the allocation of resources and decisions you make should be for 
children, not adults

� Promote, reward, and maintain leadership that is dedicated to educational 
excellence

� Understand that leadership involves having vision, much like parenting, 
and that many can be disgruntled when instant gratification is not 
achieved.  This, in fact, is what makes a leader—the ability to navigate 
through these obstacles for the good of all.

� Don’t be at fault for what has happened, but rather, be guilty for knowing 
better and doing nothing

Are you willing to pay the price in order to do what is right for children?

Key Roles of Board Members and 

Superintendents
� Work with legislators to promote excellence in 

education

� Allow no excuses for reasons of low performance

� Why is it that a school with similar demographics can 
achieve success?

� Understand that you are a critical part of America’s 
future

� Now is the chance to do something great, which is why 
you are in a leadership role  

� Now is the time and we must make U.S. better  
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Powell’s Turnaround Model--

Principles 

� Organizational product—student achievement 

� Importance of personnel

� Accountability

� Teacher leaders

� Empower the great 

� Link performance to evaluation 

� Culture is not a chili supper

� Two types of turnover 

Powell’s Turnaround Model—

Key Components

� Data Driven

� Data is useless unless it tells you what to do

� Proactive

� Listen to the right people

� Eliminate barriers to student achievement

� Organizational alignment 

� Develop a high performance mindset

� Break all the rules

Powell’s Turnaround Model—

Barriers

� Prepare for fierce opposition—you will be criticized 
more for doing what is right than for doing what is 
wrong and/or doing nothing

� Negative public relations

� Do not negotiate with terrorists

� Do not compromise at the expense of the children

� Turmoil—should everyone be satisfied in a low 
performing school/district? 

� Understand that negative experiences are only a 
chapter in a book--what makes the book is the ending
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Powell’s Turnaround Model

YEAR ONE

� All board members and community leaders desire change
� Hire a change agent
� Superintendent quickly analyzes and aggressively alleviates 

barriers, and implements systems to improve student 
achievement
� Outside leader can easily see what is wrong
� Honeymoon period is brief—action must be taken quickly
� Empowerment with accountability

� Expect first year changes to result in:
� High turnover—remember we are low performing
� Uncertainty/decreased support for change
� GREAT RESULTS!

Powell’s Turnaround Model

YEAR TWO

� New leadership (principals, teachers)

� Having a foundation on which to build

� Expect for second year changes to result in…

� Angry mob punishing leadership

� However, if you can survive year two…

� Put all the eggs in the basket of performance

� Must have another victory!

Powell’s Turnaround Model

YEAR THREE
� Empowerment begins to take effect

� Teacher leaders
� Student advisory groups
� Teacher  advisory groups

� Student body is noticeably different
� Behavior
� Student achievement
� Classrooms look and feel different

� Support increases
� Different personnel
� Can smell and taste victory
� Difficult to argue with performance combined with students being visibly 

different
� Better applicant pool

“Good teachers are attracted by high standards and high expectations.”
--Kati Haycock
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District Turnaround Performance: 
Increases in Proficiency

Two Year View 

2008: 
Onset

2009 2010 % Growth

Reading 59.07% 71.94% 75.37% +16.30%

Math 45.38% 59.24% 61.81% +16.43%

Science 46.28% 54.67% 57.54% +11.26%

Social Studies 46.56 % 52.79% 53.93 % +7.37 %

Writing 34.07% 40.29% 42.74% +8.67%

District Gains
African American -Increases in Proficiency

Two Year View

READING 2007-08 2008-09 2009-10 Gains

District 38.00% 54.34% 59.01% +21.01%

State 49.72% 51.09% 53.77%

MATH 2007-08 2008-09 2009-10 Gains

District 20.00% 33.33% 41.82% +21.82%

State 38.90% 41.32% 41.78%

In 2007-2008, African Americans had zero percent proficient and distinguished
in math and 13% proficient and distinguished at UCHS.

Significant Gains at Tier Schools
African American - Increases in Proficiency 

Two Year View

READING 2007-08 2008-09 2009-10 Gains

MES 35.00% 50.00% 63.04% +28.04%

UCMS 46.00% 56.96% 60.26% +14.26%

MATH 2007-08 2008-09 2009-10 Gains

MES 25.60% 47.83% 52.17% +26.57%

UCMS 20.60% 30.38% 43.59% +22.99%
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District Gains
Special Education – Increases in Proficiency

Two Year View

READING 2007-08 2008- 09 2009-10 Gains

District 39.00% 50.76% 54.49% +15.49%

State 41.04% 43.33% 48.67%

MATH 2007-08 2008- 09 2009-10 Gains

District 26.57% 34.34% 39.33% +12.76%

State 35.33% 39.63% 43.37%

Significant Gains at Tier Schools
Special Education – Increases in Proficiency

Two Year View

READING 2007-08 2008- 09 2009-10 Gains

MES 18.00% 45.65% 65.85% +47.85%

UCMS 34.60% 37.66% 44.29% +9.69%

MATH 2007-08 2008- 09 2009-10 Gains

MES 7.30% 43.48% 43.90% +36.60%

UCMS 17.00% 20.78% 35.71% +18.70

District Gains
Gifted & Talented – Increases in Proficiency

Two Year View

READING 2007-08 2008- 09 2009-10 Gains

Elementary 95.00% 98.11% 100.00% +5.00%

UCMS 78.33% 91.62% 90.62% +12.29%

MATH 2007-08 2008- 09 2009-10 Gains

Elementary 84.33% 97.17% 94.45% +10.12%

UCMS 71.33% 81.43% 85.81% +14.48%
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District Distinguished Improvement

Two Year View
2008 % 

Distinguished
2009 % 

Distinguished 
2010 %

Distinguished
Increase 

Since 
2008

Math 33% 72% 64% 31%

Reading 27% 42% 50% 23%

Science 30% 52% 56% 26%

Social Studies 24% 44% 50% 26%

Writing 9% 14% 18% 9%

District Novice Reduction 

Two Year View
2008 % 
Novice

2009 % 
Novice

2010 % 
Novice

% Novice 
Reduction

Math 82% 56% 45% 37%

Reading 20% 8% 12% 8%

Science 60% 32% 30% 30%

Social 
Studies

52% 43% 37% 15%

Writing 37% 18% 18% 19%

Contact Info

Contact Joshua E. Powell at:

josh.powell@union.kyschools.us

(270) 389-1694 office

(270) 285-3353 cell


