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Building Capacity and Going to Scale 
The Saint Paul Public Schools has followed a carefully crafted strategy for taking Saint Paul’s Project for 

Academic Excellence (PAE) to scale in all schools in the district.  A cornerstone of this strategy has 

involved working with an initial cohort of schools to engage in deep reform, and at the same time, 

continuing to offer general professional development focused on balanced literacy in elementary schools 

and content development in secondary schools.  District-level leaders built the district's capacity to phase-

in schools’ adoption of the comprehensive reform model.  

 
The initial cohort of schools helped build the district’s capacity to provide essential demonstration 

classrooms—modeling standards-based curriculum, instruction, and assessment—and put into practice 

Learning Walks—modeling shared instructional leadership.  Additionally, the first cohort of schools has 

been the testing ground for how the comprehensive reform would look given sufficient resources to take 

the reform to scale within a school.  These schools provided the environment for learning among all role 

groups in the district, including Superintendent Patricia A. Harvey and Chief Education Officer Maria J. 

Lamb, district-level administrators, principals, and teachers.  These schools have shown that, when the 

comprehensive reform model is fully implemented, students have the opportunity to significantly improve 

their achievement.  By 2004-2005, all elementary and junior high schools were engaged in the Saint Paul 

Project for Academic Excellence. 

 
Key Components for Building Capacity and Going to Scale 
 
A number of components have been important in moving the Saint Paul Public Schools’ reform a great 

distance toward scale across the district.  The key components include: 

§ Partnerships with the larger community—including the Saint Paul citizens, elected officials from the 

City of Saint Paul, Ramsey County, community foundations, and the Minnesota legislature; 

§ Strong instructional leadership from Superintendent Harvey and Chief Education Officer Lamb, who 

in turn have brought district-level administrators into the reform; 

§ Clarity of the vision through publications and presentations, updated each year as components are 

launched—most recently (fall 2005), Saint Paul’s Project for Academic Excellence: A Comprehensive 

Academic Reform Model, describing all the components of the PAE; 

§ A theory of action requiring the insiders to own the reform, a crucial factor in being able to take the 

reform to scale—an essential difference between SPPS and much less successful districts with the 

same agenda;   

§ A phase-in strategy with willing early implementers modeling the reform and proving that it works;    

§ Shared leadership at the school-level, critical for ownership and capacity building school-by-school; 
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§ Continuous district support for principals and lead teachers in becoming instructional leaders in 

their schools to guide the implementation of the Principles of Learning, Learning Walks, and Writer's 

and Reader’s Workshops; 

§ A progressive system of ongoing district-level high quality professional development, providing 

Levels I, II, and III, first for the Writing Initiative and then for the Reading Initiate, Junior High 

Initiative, and Mathematics Initiative; 

§ A strong team of high quality trainers have been available for all components of the reform; 

§ Content-focused coaching by high quality district coaches provided ongoing support to schools; 

§ Demonstration classrooms and demonstration schools for district staff to see models of the reform 

by establishing four SPPS elementary schools as demonstration schools and developing model 

classrooms in all junior high schools; 

§ Capacity-building activities for district coaches with expert consultants to deepen their coaching 

skills and support implementation in individual classrooms; and 

§ Considerable district support for developing classroom libraries in every elementary school. 

 
Accomplishments by the End of 2004-2005 
 
Finest Education in an Urban Setting:  Superintendent Patricia A. Harvey said, “My goal was to change 

the perception that you couldn’t get the finest education in an urban setting.”  Minnesota Comprehensive 

Assessments have shown continuous improvement in student achievement each year of Superintendent 

Harvey’s tenure in Saint Paul.  At the same time, the poverty rate has increased from the mid-sixty 

percent to the mid-seventy percent, and the number of different languages spoken increased from forty-

seven to ninety-seven.  Harvey said, “The kids have gotten more complicated, but their achievement has 

gone up.” 

 
Partnerships with the Larger Community:  The Saint Paul community has supported Saint Paul schools 

in many ways including passage of two funding referenda and other vital financial support.  The 

reputation of the Saint Paul Public Schools has changed in the community and the state, making a 

difference during the 2005 struggle for an increase in state funding for schools. 

 
Ownership of the Reform by Internal Stakeholders:  Ownership by internal stakeholders—district staff, 

principals, and teachers—was demonstrated at the end-of-the-year celebration.  Superintendent Patricia A. 

Harvey heard ownership in the voices.  She said, “I heard the elementary principals and teachers say, ‘this 

is just the way we do business.’  And I heard middle school people stand up and say, ‘don’t worry 

elementary schools, we’re ready for them’ and they were serious.  And then, high school staff stood up 

and said, ‘we’re getting ready for them in high schools.  We have become a different school district.” 
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IFL also celebrated the “great job” the leadership in the district did in “taking ownership of the work and 

really turning it into a district effort.”  The IFL liaison said, “Instead of the Institute being outside, they 

brought the Institute into the work and took it on as their work, which is the way it should be, and they 

have done an incredible job.  It shows their commitment to the work.” 

 
National Contribution:  A source of pride for Patricia A. Harvey and Maria J. Lamb is the bringing 

together of the America's Choice School Design and the work of the Institute for Learning.  “The 

Learning Walk strategy is the glue,” said Harvey, “and the year-end celebration was created by Saint Paul 

to be able to display where we are and talk about it to help guide us to the next level.” 

 
The success story of Saint Paul is getting national recognition.  Superintendent Harvey has presented 

several times at the Council of Great City Schools.  Saint Paul’s IFL staff liaison is being asked in her 

other districts to “teach us those great things they are doing in Saint Paul.”  Student achievement in Saint 

Paul is solid and recently highlighted in an IFL published article. 

 
Phase in of Schools:  The phase-in of schools adopting the Project for Academic Excellence 

comprehensive reform model began with seven elementary schools that were ready to come into the 

Project in summer 2001.  Eleven schools (including one junior high school) were added, so that eighteen 

schools participated during 2001-2002, five schools (including one junior high school) came in during 

2002-2003, twenty-one elementary and seven junior high schools in 2003-2004, and by 2004-2005 all 

elementary and junior high schools participated in the Project.  Conversations have begun on how to move 

the reform into the high schools during the coming year. 

 
Too Far to Turn Back:  At the end-of-the year celebration, Superintendent Patricia A. Harvey said, 

“Sometimes we get to a point in a journey that we have come too far to turn around.  Friends and 

colleagues, I’m telling you that we have come too far to turn around.”   

 
In an interview, Chief Education Officer Maria J. Lamb added, “It’s embedded into the classroom, it’s 

embedded in the schools, and it’s embedded into the district.  It would be really hard for somebody to 

derail this because the teachers have really bought into it.” 

 
It does appear that the vast majority of elementary teachers are implementing Writer's Workshop and a 

majority of teachers have signed up for training in Reader's Workshop.  Coaching assistance was 

provided to all K-6 schools and made available to all K-8 core curriculum teachers.  The partnership with 
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the Institute for Learning brought Instructional Leadership Seminars and support to all principals K-8 to 

substantially change their role to an instructional leadership role.   

 
Systemic Change:  With all K-8 schools and all district-level administrators involved in the Project for 

Academic Excellence, there is strong evidence of development of a common language and common 

materials across the district so that the leadership can have meaningful conversations about PAE work.  

As senior district staff commented:  

It’s systemic; it’s across our district.  It is very self-evident in the appearance of rituals and 
routines across our district.  Regardless of the level of the teachers’ training, when you go from 
room to room, you see the same organization of the classrooms.  You see evidence that students 
across the district understand different genres and understand whether their writing meets 
standard or not. – Superintendent Patricia A. Harvey 

 
In the past two to three years, we have had an amazing amount of people who have crossed that 
line and said, "This is the route to go."  When Maria first came on, I thought her vision was 
impossible.  She planned to move across the entire district, and I thought I will be gone and 
retired and probably dead by the time she achieved all this.  It’s not true. – Area superintendent 
Lou Kanavati 

 

Principal Instructional Leadership:  Saint Paul staff members at all levels understand that principals are 

important to comprehensive reform.  One content coach said,  

If you don’t have the principals understanding the reform and buying-in, it isn’t going anywhere.  
Organizing for effort happens in the classroom, but, in a bigger way, it happens at the building 
level.  For example, [one teacher] worked for a year to get cabinets that are not used, off the 
walls so she can post student work and do what she knows she needs to do.  They can look at the 
issues, the big roadblocks, the logjams that we have to overcome.  The principal must be willing 
to push staff, change schedules, or whatever is needed. 
 

Superintendent Harvey commended the principals, who she said, “Need to first be teachers and first be on 

top of the skills that we are asking our kids to learn and be able to do.”  

 
Members of the each cohort’s planning committee not only co-planned and co-developed the range of 

learning opportunities, but they also co-lead the presentations to their peers.  District-level administrators 

and principals collaborated to plan next steps in the schools. 

 
Building Capacity of District Coaches:  After four years of learning from the writing and reading 

consultants, district literacy coaches play strong leadership roles in their assigned schools and in the 

district.  They successfully took over much of the Writing Institute Level I training in 2003-2004 and 

much of the Reading Institute Level I in summer 2005.  For 2004-2005, the number of district elementary-

level literacy coaches grew to what the district feels is “full capacity” so that each coach worked with four 
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schools.  They continue to interact with the writing and reading experts to improve their presenting and 

coaching skills. 

 
Junior high coaches have worked side-by-side with IFL Disciplinary Literacy content experts from the 

beginning of the Junior High Initiative.  They initially co-taught sessions with them and then assumed full 

responsibility for all levels of training of junior high teachers.  They continue to attend IFL training in 

Disciplinary Literacy and to be coached by IFL staff.   

 
Increasing Nested Learning Communities:  At all levels of the district, there were many examples of 

groups learning together and discussions of additional ways to network.  Learning Walks have provided 

the structure for principals, teachers, and district-level administrators to visit schools together.  Most 

schools have organized study groups within their schools through which teachers collaborate and read 

professional literature together.  Learning communities at the building can provide healthy peer 

pressure—setting expectations from peer to peer.  One principal said, “We needed the routine of learning 

communities coming together to talk about instruction and making decisions and agreements.  It makes 

the difference in creating momentum.” 

 
Integration of Special Education and ELL with PAE:  A district document, “Project for Academic 

Excellence Instructional Plan, Elementary Schools, April 2004,” guides the alignment of services and 

programs, containing recommendations for the integration and interaction of PAE with other district 

academic programs, including English Language Learner (ELL), Excel, Gifted Services, and Special 

Education.  By 2005-2006, full-fledged collaboration between ELL and PAE and Special Education and 

PAE will bring about joint professional development and follow-up support to participants, resulting in all 

district ELL and Special Education teachers being trained in Writing Institute Level I and having follow-

up coaching from district ELL and Special Education staff. 

 
Curriculum Frameworks:  The district document, Standards-Based Frameworks K-6 for Reading and 

Writing (Literacy Frameworks), aligns State of Minnesota standards and National Center on Education 

and the Economy (NCEE) standards, and provides a clear guide for teachers to establish successful 

Reader's Workshops and Writer's Workshops in their classrooms.  The pilot version of the Literacy 

Frameworks was used and revised during 2004-2005, and the revised Literacy Frameworks were 

distributed to all teachers in September 2005.  The first draft of Standards-Based Frameworks for K-6 

Mathematics (Mathematics Frameworks) was available for all teachers fall 2005.  Development has begun 

on science frameworks.  Curriculum and standards alignment is underway at other levels of mathematics, 

English/language arts, and social studies. 
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Integrating magnet schools with the PAE:  Many of Saint Paul’s schools are magnet schools with a 

specialized focus such as the arts, Montessori, or Spanish Immersion.  These schools have confronted the 

issues of blending their focus with the district’s literacy initiatives.  The Open School staff discussed ways 

of blending Writer's Workshop with the “open” philosophy.  Mississippi Creative Arts Magnet School 

worked on making “a really good marriage of the arts focus and the Project for Academic Excellence” 

through two-way curriculum mapping and looking at standards and curriculum from the academic and 

arts perspectives.  Adams Spanish Immersion Magnet had school forums to grapple with questions such 

as: How does this work in an immersion school?  Where do I get the Touchstone Books in Spanish?  Do I 

do Reader’s Workshop in Spanish or English?  A Success for All school aligned their rigorous Success for 

All curriculum with the Principles of Learning.   

 
Focus for 2005-2006 and Beyond 
 
Sustainability:  As Superintendent Patricia A. Harvey spent her last weeks in Saint Paul Public Schools, 

she talked about sustainability.  She felt that in Saint Paul Public Schools, “It’s been a complete 

renaissance in terms of everything that you can use to validate success.  My bet is that it is sustainable.  

We have proven that we’ve changed the way we do business...not just the superintendent, but the 

principals and many others.  If it is owned, then it’s just going to continue to be the way we do business.” 

 
Harvey had some concern that the district might become stuck.  She said, “I’m hoping that, just as firmly 

as we’ve learned the instructional practices, we’ve learned creative problem solving so even though we’re 

quite pleased with what we’ve been able to do, we will maintain that eagerness to do more.  That’s 

something that we have to guard against.”  Harvey spent her remaining time in the district talking with 

district leaders about areas on which she felt they must concentrate to keep Saint Paul Public Schools 

improving—what “to be careful about.” 

 
With the resignation of Superintendent Harvey, many leaders in the district have been contemplating what 

will keep the reform moving forward.  They understand the importance of keeping the professional 

development and coaching model at the current level or expanded as resources allow.  They are conscious 

of reaching all schools at all levels so that when a student moves from one grade level to another, they 

really have a consistent program and consistent materials, rituals, and routines.  Maria J. Lamb said, “The 

future of the PAE is to make sure we don’t stop the professional development, that we continue to look at 

data, and we continue to look at our strengths and weaknesses and fill in the gaps.  The next stage is deep 

implementation.” 
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Obtaining Sufficient Resources:  In the past two years, the district has had limited resources and was 

forced to scale down professional development, on-site coaching support, and funds for substitute 

teachers and materials.  Though the 2005 state legislative session increased funding to schools, there is 

likely to continue to be more demand for professional development from principals and teachers than the 

district resources will allow.  With more resources, the district would be able to accommodate more 

teachers in Reading Institutes and pay for more coaches to provide follow-up support in classrooms.  

With more resources, schools would have more adequate classroom and school libraries.  With more 

resources, coaches would have funds to bring in substitute teachers and could provide support to more 

teachers, speeding up implementation to scale within each classroom.  With more resources, resisting and 

struggling teachers could be provided more support. 

 
High school reform:  During the past few years, high schools have focused most of their professional 

development time on creating small learning communities.  High schools, for the most part, have 

completed this transition, and the district is working with IFL to design professional development of the 

same high quality for high schools that is now being provided for K-8 to change instructional practices. 

 
Going to Scale in Every Classroom:  Superintendent Harvey said, “What we need to do is make sure that 

every classroom across our district, leaving none behind, is a highly skilled as possible....We need to be 

very, very aggressive in telling the story about what works.”  The district is exploring ways to be more 

aggressive in getting all of the classrooms through Level I of the PAE and move more classrooms to 

Level III.   

 
District and school leaders made suggestions for next steps in the district to stay the course and move to 

scale, including: 

§ Develop an implementation guide to be used as a self-assessment by principals to see where their 

schools are in this process; 

§ Develop a districtwide plan for going to scale in every classroom in every school; 

§ Develop supports and structures—benchmarks and timelines—to address the needs of reluctant and 

struggling teachers; 

§ Clarify expectations of role groups; 

§ Share successful school models, structures, or protocols, e.g., study groups, modules for training staff 

in  Principles of Learning, or use of district and school coaches; 

§ Develop abbreviated versions for principals and administrators of the professional development 

teachers are receiving; 
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§ Differentiate professional development for principals to meet the diversity of needs, e.g., principal 

study groups; 

§ Provide multiple opportunities for principals to meet with colleagues and to partner with other 

schools; 

§ Continue strengthening collaboration between the PAE and the Special Education Department and the 

PAE and the ELL Department; 

§ Increase the capacity to train elementary teachers in Reader's Workshop; 

§ Continue development of curriculum frameworks in core academic areas at junior and senior high 

school levels; and  

§ Develop a district vision for junior high school education with clear curriculum standards and 

curriculum maps, a plan for buildings to go to scale, and the resources to support the plan; 

§ Develop a plan for preparing new teachers to join the Saint Paul faculty. 


