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STATE BOARD OF EDUCATION  

SBE VISION: Every public school student will graduate ready for post-secondary education and work, 

prepared to be a globally engaged and productive citizen.  

SBE MISSION: The State Board of Education will use its constitutional authority to lead and uphold the 

system of public education in North Carolina.   
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NC DEPARTMENT OF PUBLIC INSTRUCTION  
Mark Johnson, State Superintendent: 301 N. Wilmington Street Raleigh, North Carolina 27601-2825   

  
In compliance with federal law, the NC Department of Public Instruction administers all state-operated educational programs, 
employment activities and admissions without discrimination because of race, religion, national or ethnic origin, color, age, 
military service, disability, or gender, except where exemption is appropriate and allowed by law.   

Inquiries or complaints regarding discrimination issues should be directed to:  
Maria Pitre-Martin, Ph.D., Deputy State Superintendent: 6307 Mail Service Center, Raleigh, NC 27699-6307 Phone: 
(919) 807-3759: Fax: (919) 807-4065   
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Report to the Joint Legislative Education Oversight Committee 

G.S. 115C-75.6(d) – Annual Report on Innovative School District 
  
Pursuant G.S. 115C-75.6(d), by January 15 annually, the State Board of Education,  
Superintendent of Public Instruction and the ISD Superintendent shall report to the Joint 

Legislative Education Oversight Committee on all aspects of operation of the ISD, including the 

selection of innovative schools and their progress.  

  

  

Background and Introduction:  

  

In 2016, and amended in 2017, the North Carolina General Assembly approved the 

establishment of a new statewide school district under the administration of the State 

Board of Education and the Superintendent of Public Instruction called the North Carolina 

Innovative School District (ISD).  

  

The ISD is operated and managed by the ISD Superintendent, Dr. Eric Hall. Dr. Hall was 

hired in May 2017 to launch and implement this new statewide intervention focused on 

improving student outcomes in low-performing schools. Based on statute the ISD shall 

select no more than five (5) qualifying elementary schools to be transferred for operation 

as innovative schools under contract with a qualified and/or credible innovative school 

operator for a period of five years.   

  

Schools that qualify for the ISD must meet the following criteria:  

• Schools that earned an overall school performance score in the lowest five percent 

(5%) of all schools in the state in the prior school year and  

• Include all or part of grades K-5 and  

• Did not exceed growth in at least one of the prior three school years and did not 

meet growth in at least one of the prior three school years and  

• Did not adopt one of the established reform models in state statute for the 

immediate prior school year  

The ISD may select qualifying schools for transfer commencing with the 2018/2019 

school year, but must select at least two schools for transfer by the 2019/2020 school 

year, with all five schools selected by the 2020/2021 school year.   

  

Local school boards that transfer a qualifying school to the ISD may request of the State 

Board of Education an opportunity to create an Innovation Zone (I-Zone). An I-Zone, if 

requested and approved, would allow local school boards to operate other low-performing 

schools in their local district with the same exemptions from statutes and rules as 
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authorized for charter schools. This flexibility may also include exemptions from local 

school board rules and policies to ensure autonomy with guidance being provided by a 

dedicated I-Zone team under the local authority to manage schools within the zone.   

  

Districts with an innovative school, with fewer than 35% of their schools being low 

performing, may establish an I-Zone to include up to three (3) additional low-performing 

schools in the local district. Districts with an innovative school, with 35% or more of their 

schools designated as low-performing, may establish an I-Zone for all low-performing 

schools in the local district if requested and approved by the State Board of Education.  

  

Recurring funds of $400,000.00 are appropriated for the operation and administration of 

the ISD. In addition, a recurring allocation of $450,000.00 is available for grants up to 

$150,000.00 per established I-Zone for local school boards to use in managing and 

operating the zone. These funds must be matched with non-state funds, and the grant 

may be used to help hire a proven leader for the I-Zone and the support staff needed to 

improve outcomes of the low-performing schools in an established zone.  

  

The General Assembly has allocated $500,000.00 for an external evaluation of the ISD 

and the results that are achieved during the initial five years of operation. The State Board 

of Education shall contract with an external research organization to complete this 

evaluation with reports provided to the State Board of Education by February 15 annually. 

The State Board of Education shall provide a report of the research and recommendations 

for legislative changes annually by March 1, beginning in 2018 until submission of the final 

report in 2024.   

  

  

Operational Overview and Summary for 2017  

  

Beginning in May 2017 during the first month of start-up operations, Dr. Hall worked 

closely with division leaders across the Department of Public Instruction to establish  

basic protocols and processes for designing and implementing the requirements in  

G.S. 115C75.5 – 115C-75.13.   

  

In July 2017, Dr. Hall presented to the State Board of Education the first public 

introduction of the ISD with a clear set of steps and actions aligned with the statutory 

requirements adopted by the North Carolina General Assembly. In this overview and 

introduction of the ISD, Dr. Hall presented a six-phase process for identifying, selecting 

and operating schools that would be transferred to this new statewide school district:  

  

I. Consideration Phase:  The ISD team reviews the list of qualifying schools provided 

by the DPI Accountability Division and based on the most recent three years of data. 

This list is released publicly each year upon release of annual accountability data.  

  

II. Evaluation Phase:  Once the list of qualifying schools is established and released, 

the ISD team conducts a review and analysis of the data for each school on this list. 
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This includes steps that may result in a narrowed list of qualifying schools under final 

consideration based on school performance data and the local corresponding district’s 

performance.  

  

III. Selection Phase: Upon completion of all analysis and evaluation, as well as 

engagement with local district superintendents, school principals, school boards, 

county commissioners and parents/community members for schools under final 

consideration, the ISD Superintendent shall present a final recommendation for 

selection to the State Board of Education. Per statute, the State Board may approve 

this recommendation for selection in November but must make a final selection by 

December 15 each year. During this selection phase, the ISD Superintendent and 

external evaluators work together to identify qualified and credible operators to 

contract for the operations and management of the selected school. Final selection 

will be made between January 15 and February 15 each year for those organizations 

recommended by the ISD Superintendent for contract with the State Board of 

Education for a five-year period.  

  

IV. Engagement Phase:  Engagement is focused on the final actions needed to formalize 

the selection and development of contracts between selected schools, operators, the 

local school district and the State Board of Education. In this phase, the ISD 

Superintendent will work with local leaders and selected innovative school operators to 

draft agreements and strategies for preparing school transfers to the ISD for operations 

in the upcoming school year.   

  

V. Partnership Phase:  Once all contracts are signed and enacted, the innovative school 

operator, the local school district and the ISD are partnered to focus on the full scope 

of start-up operations. In this phase, which lasts the full five-year contracted period, 

the partners are working to ensure high quality operations at the innovative school and 

are also working together to support and design strategies that could improve 

outcomes in local Innovation Zones (I-Zones) operated under the local school board. 

The ISD Superintendent will monitor progress of the innovative school and those 

schools in locally operated I-Zones during this phase.   

  

VI. Transition Phase – During the final year of operation of an innovative school under 

the ISD, the local school board and the ISD Superintendent will discuss strategies and 

processes to support the transfer of the school back into the local district. In the event 

the local school board adopts a resolution that does not accept the return of the 

innovative school back into the local district, the ISD Superintendent will engage with 

parents, the community and the operator to explore other options. An innovative 

school operator can request and be granted a three-year extension in its contract 

based on the progress made in student outcomes at the school.   

  

After completing this presentation and overview to the State Board of Education in July, 

the ISD engaged in an in-depth review of school performance data from the past three 

school years in coordination with the District and School Transformation team to better 
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understand the work and strategies deployed by this division at DPI. There was additional 

engagement with DPI’s Accountability Division, as efforts focused on development of the 

ISD’s first list of qualifying schools.  

  

On September 7, 2017, the ISD Superintendent presented and released the inaugural  

list of qualifying schools to the State Board of Education. Upon the completion of this 

presentation, the list of qualifying schools was posted for the public to the ISD’s webpage 

at www.innovativeschooldistrict.org. Prior to this release and presentation, the ISD 

Superintendent engaged with each local Superintendent with a qualifying school to 

ensure they were aware and prepared for this public release. A total of 48 schools 

qualified for consideration for the ISD representing 21 school districts across North 

Carolina. The following is a list of schools that qualified based on the requirements in 

statute for the ISD for the 2018/2019 school year:  

  

  
  

http://www.innovativeschooldistrict.org/
http://www.innovativeschooldistrict.org/
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From this list of qualifying schools, the ISD Superintendent used the following criteria to 

further narrow the list of schools to four (4) schools for consideration:  

  

1. Schools that currently receive funding through federal School Improvement Grants 

were removed from consideration.  

2. The ISD then removed all schools rated as a “D” in the 2016-2017 school year.   

3. The next step was to remove all schools rated “F” who met growth in 2016-2017.  

4. Then all schools who met academic growth in both 2014-2015 and 2015-2016 and 

earned a “D” rating for those same years were removed.  

5. All schools that are in a district with fewer than 35 percent of their schools 

designated as low performing were removed.  

6. Removed one school from consideration in districts with two schools remaining on 

the list. (Durham and Robeson both had two schools remaining after steps one 

through five above were followed. This resulted in the removal of Lakewood 

Elementary in Durham and R.B. Dean Elementary in Robeson based on school 

performance data, growth and recent interventions.)  

  

After applying this criteria to the 48 qualifying schools and 21 corresponding school 

districts, the ISD Superintendent presented the following schools for final consideration to 

the State Board of Education on October 5, 2017.  

  

• Willis Hare Elementary, Northampton  

• Glenn Elementary, Durham  

• Williford Elementary, Nash Rocky Mount  

• Southside Ashpole Elementary, Robeson  

  

Upon finalizing this list, the ISD Superintendent engaged with each local district with a 

school on this list to further examine school performance data, review comprehensive 

needs assessments completed by DPI, and to better understand the strategies being 

implemented and adopted for improving the school. Once this review and analysis was 

completed, the ISD had until October 15th, per statute to provide notice to the local 

district(s) if they were to be recommended to the State Board of Education for final 

selection. Considering this requirement, the ISD Superintendent sent notice on October 

13, 2017, to the school board chairs and superintendents in Northampton, Durham and 

Nash Rocky Mount indicating that they were not being recommended for selection for the 

2018/2019 school year. A separate notification was sent to the Public Schools of 

Robeson County School Board indicating that Southside Ashpole Elementary would be 

recommended for final selection at the November State Board of Education meeting. Prior 

to this notification, the ISD Superintendent met with the local school board, conferred with 

the county commission, engaged with the local school district superintendent, the 

principal and school personnel at Southside Ashpole, and conducted a parent/community 

forum (public hearing). These meetings and activities provided opportunities for the ISD  
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to explain why Southside Ashpole was being considered, while also allowing the ISD to 

receive input and feedback regarding the possible selection of the school for the ISD for 

the 2018/2019 school year.   

  

In alignment with the notifications sent on October 13, 2017, the ISD Superintendent 

made a final recommendation to the State Board of Education on November 2, 2017, that 

Southside Ashpole Elementary be approved for selection for the ISD for the 2018/2019 

school year. In support of the recommendation, the ISD Superintendent presented the 

following school performance data and district data regarding the number of low-

performing schools operating within each district.  

  

  

  
  

  
  

  

With this recommendation and review of data, the State Board of Education voted 

unanimously to approve a recommendation for selection of Southside Ashpole 

Elementary School. The ISD Superintendent sent final notification of this approval by 

the State Board of Education on November 2, 2017, to the school board members in 

Robeson County.   
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Next Steps for the ISD in 2017/2018   

  

Innovative School Operator Selection:  As of December 1, 2017, the ISD finalized its 

initial application process for qualified and/or credible operators for possible contract for 

the management and operation of Southside Ashpole Elementary School in Robeson 

County for the next five years. There are two organizations that have submitted 

completed applications for contracting as an Innovative School Operator. They are 

Achievement for All Children (AAC), a nonprofit organization based in North Carolina and 

The Romine Group (TRG), an organization based in Michigan, with one school in their 

network operating in Fayetteville, North Carolina.   

 

The ISD has contracted with School Works, a third-party, nationally recognized 

organization with extensive experience in evaluating operator applications and proposals.  

Their evaluation will include a thorough review of each applicant’s history of success, 

outcomes at other schools they operate and each applicant’s capacity and ability to 

effectively manage the innovative school with a focus on improving student achievement.   

  

As part of School Works’ examination as the contracted external evaluators, they will 

engage local community representatives to gather input and participation in matching a 

qualified/credible operator with the needs and goals of the school. The external evaluation 

process is expected to be completed between January 15th and February 1, 2018, so that 

a final recommendation can be made by the ISD Superintendent to the State Board of 

Education prior to February 15, 2018, for the selection of an innovative school operator. 

The ISD Superintendent’s recommendation will be based on final evaluations provided by 

School Works.   

 

Local School Board Response:  The School Board for the Public Schools of Robeson 

County is in the process of making a final decision regarding the future of Southside 

Ashpole Elementary School in Rowland.  Southside Ashpole is the first school to be 

selected and approved by the State Board of Education for transfer to the Innovative 

School District.  The local School Board held a public hearing, as required in G.S. 115C-

75.7(c), on December 12th at the school.  Approximately 100 members of the local 

community were present with several providing comments to the local School Board.  The 

great majority expressed a strong opinion focused on keeping Southside Ashpole open 

and allowing the partnership with the ISD to take place for the upcoming school year.  

Speakers included the newly elected Mayor of Rowland, the Town Clerk, local faith 

leaders, parents, and community leaders who are alumni of Southside Ashpole 

Elementary.  After closing the public comment portion of the hearing, the School Board 

Chair indicated that the Board would take an official vote on their decision at the upcoming 

meeting in January.   

  

Providing that the local school board in Robeson County adopts a resolution transferring 

the school into the ISD, the ISD Superintendent will work to have a final contract in place 

with the selected operator by April 2018. Once a contract has been signed, the ISD, the 
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contracted operator and the Public Schools of Robeson County will collaborate toward full 

start-up operations for launch of the inaugural ISD school for the 2018/2019 school year.  

  

If the local school board adopts a resolution closing the school, Southside Ashpole must 

close at the conclusion of the 2017/2018 school year. In this scenario, the ISD 

Superintendent will continue to monitor the progress of other ISD qualifying schools that 

were under consideration, while working to finalize all start-up processes for this new 

statewide school district model.  In the event Southside Ashpole is closed, a new set of 

qualifying schools will be identified in September 2018, based on current statute, and 

from that list at least two schools will be selected for the 2019/2020 school year. The final 

three schools would then be selected based on school performance data from the 

2019/2020 school year with their start-up in the ISD taking place in 2020/2021. All five 

schools would be operating as part of the ISD by the 2020/2021 school year per statute.   

  

Evaluation of the ISD and Innovation Zone (I-Zone) Models   

  

In alignment with the requirements in statute, the State Board of Education has entered 

into a contract with an independent research organization, the Friday Institute, for the 

development and design of the five-year evaluation of the ISD and the Innovation Zone 

models. During this initial year a team at the Friday Institute, including researchers from 

the Research Triangle Institute (RTI), is working with the ISD Superintendent and ISD 

team to establish a research design that will ultimately guide the evaluation process. The 

evaluation is expected to examine student and school outcomes on standard 

accountability processes already in place for public schools in North Carolina as well as 

additional factors that may help to inform future policy and practice for the ISD and other 

public schools across the state. The ISD held its first evaluation design meeting with the 

external research team at the Friday Institute on November 2, 2017, with a follow-up 

meeting to be scheduled in December 2017.  


