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Executive Summary 

The McKnight Foundation’s Pathway Schools Initiative (PSI) aims to improve the literacy 
achievement of students in the Twin Cities through pathways that integrate and enhance 
PreK–3 literacy education. The PSI was conceived as a long-term partnership (up to 10 
years) with a set of local schools and districts serving high-needs students to provide high-
quality, aligned, and coherent educational experiences from PreK–3. The Foundation 
funded the Urban Education Institute (UEI) at the University of Chicago to provide 
leadership and management for the initiative and to provide Pathway districts and schools 
with professional development and technical assistance focused on literacy and leadership. 
UEI anchored their support on two, validated diagnostic tools developed at the University 
of Chicago: the Strategic Teaching and Evaluation of Progress (STEP) developmental 
literacy assessment for grades PreK–3 and the 5Essentials survey. This report focuses on 
PSI implementation and outcomes in four schools in the 2015–16 school year. 

PreK–3 Enrollment Pipeline 
The PSI emphasized the development of coherent pathways to ensure that from year to 
year, students entered each grade with the skills they needed to continue to accrue 
knowledge. A critical piece of building coherent pathways was developing a pipeline of 
students who stayed at the school from PreK to third grade. 

• Additional PreK slots and full-day PreK programs attracted parents to enroll 
students in the Pathway schools.  

• Rates of continued enrollment from PreK to kindergarten decreased in two schools 
and increased slightly in two schools.  

• Patterns of sustained enrollment from kindergarten to third grade did not improve 
over time. 

Leadership 
The PSI provided leaders with a variety of supports to help them review STEP and 
5Essentials survey data, identify areas for improvement, and facilitate implementation of 
PSI strategies for improving literacy instruction and student achievement. 

• School leaders considered PSI goals and activities when developing school plans and 
prioritizing initiatives.  

• School and district leaders were building and distributing school leadership capacity 
to support the PSI. 

• Most principals valued the principal coaches as thought partners.  

• School leaders used 5Essentials data to establish improvement priorities and be 
more transparent with their staff about areas for improvement. 

• The developmental evaluation (DE) informed leaders’ strategic plans for priority 
instructional practice areas. served as a think tank for school leaders. 
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• Leaders desired more coordination of schedules, participants, and action plans 
across PSI leadership supports. 

• 5Essentials results for leadership overall did not improve in 2015–16. 

Teacher Professional Development and Collaboration 
UEI and the Pathway schools provided teachers with training and other professional 
development supports to strengthen the quality of literacy instruction in their classrooms. 
In 2015–16, UEI provided support through onsite professional development and Literacy 
Collaborative meetings for school leaders, coaches, and teachers. Schools used school-
based coaches to provide individualized supports to teachers and job-embedded 
professional learning communities (PLCs) to help teachers learn new strategies and reflect 
on their practice with their peers.  

• Almost all teachers in the Pathway schools participated in some form of UEI 
professional development during the school year; the rate and intensity of 
participation varied by grade, school, and format of professional development.  

• Although teachers and school leaders appreciated the alignment and pacing of UEI 
professional development, they expressed a desire for more advanced and tailored 
content that builds on their prior experience.  

• Leaders and teachers agreed that UEI professional development increased teacher 
knowledge of literacy development, and noted that teachers still needed help 
transferring this new information into practice. 

• On average, teachers experienced nearly 5 hours of coaching from school-based 
literacy coaches per month. 

• School-based coaches focused largely on helping teachers improve their literacy 
instruction through data analysis and lesson planning for small group and whole 
group instruction.  

• Coaches found UEI support valuable and started to take over more responsibility 
from UEI trainers.  

• Shifting from a teacher-centered to a student-centered coaching model helped 
teachers become more receptive to coaching.1 As a result, leaders reported that 
coaching had a positive impact on instructional practices and student achievement.  

• Teachers used PLC time to analyze STEP data and plan lessons together.  

• Focusing on STEP during PLCs helped improve instructional alignment within and 
across grades.  

                                                      
1  Teacher-centered coaching focuses on helping teachers use specific programs and practices. Teacher-

centered coaching often focuses on feedback and planning without a clear sense of where the students are 
at any given point in time. Student-centered coaching uses formative data to examine whether students are 
learning, and observations focus on interactions between student and teacher, and systematic problem-
solving is focused on improving student outcomes (Sweeney, 2011). 
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• Three of the four Pathway schools faced challenges in using PLCs effectively to 
foster teacher collaboration.  

• In addition to PLCs, Pathway schools provided teachers with other opportunities to 
collaborate, including cross-grade staff meetings that improved vertical alignment.  

• Schools varied widely in the proportions of their teachers that had participated in 
successive years of the initiative. 

• Across the Pathway schools, half of the school-based literacy coaches were new in 
2015–16. 

Literacy Instructional Practices 
The PSI aims to improve and align literacy instruction in all PreK–3 classrooms through the 
implementation and study of progress monitoring and regular assessment using the STEP, 
as well as a variety of professional development opportunities including coaching, 
collaboratives, and trainings offered throughout the 2015–16 school year.  

• A substantial amount of class time was dedicated to literacy instruction. While 
teachers spent most of their time providing small group instruction, students spent 
most of their time in whole group and independent work. 

• Across instructional formats, instruction commonly focused on text analysis, 
comprehension, and decoding; the focus on these skills generally aligned to the 
skills needed to advance to the next STEP level, or STEP bottom lines.  

• Most teachers had structures in place for creating and implementing independent 
work. However, teacher monitoring of independent work varied across classrooms, 
and conferring with students during independent work time was rare in almost all 
classrooms. 

• During observations, the vast majority of students were engaged through discussion 
and collaboration and skills practice.  

• Teachers found STEP results to be greatly useful for informing their instruction.  

• Teachers primarily used STEP data to create guided reading groups and inform 
guided reading instruction and mostly used grade-level standards and district 
curricula to create whole group mini-lessons.  

• Several teachers reported that STEP sometimes did not align with other 
instructional priorities and that focusing only on STEP-identified skills fragmented 
instruction.  

• Teachers reported moderate alignment of instruction across grades.  

• School leaders reported that the alignment of literacy instruction within and across 
grades had improved since the beginning of the initiative as a result of STEP and the 
development of curriculum pacing guides and lesson templates. 
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• Teachers reported using general scaffolding practices to support dual language 
learner (DLL) students but not differentiating instruction for them. DLL students 
received most of their targeted supports from English language (EL) specialists.  

• CLASS observations indicated that the quality of classroom organization and 
emotional support were moderately high. The quality of classroom instruction 
remained low but comparable to national averages.  

Family Engagement 
The PSI theory of action considers home-school partnerships and communication as 
essential to effective instruction. The evaluation team examined how Pathway schools 
communicated with and engaged families in their children’s literacy development and how 
families experienced and interacted with those efforts.  

• Teachers most often communicated with families through phone calls, notes, and 
informal conversations before or after school.  

• Family members who spoke English at home reported communicating with teachers 
in a variety of ways, while family members who spoke other language at home 
almost exclusively relied on parent conferences for communicating with parents.  

• Pathway teachers and other school staff communicated with families about 
students’ progress on STEP by disseminating STEP family guides and holding 
informational meetings.  

• Families were mixed in their awareness and understanding of STEP results. 

• Pathway teachers provided families with resources and strategies to help students 
with literacy at home, and families found the resources to be helpful. 

• Limited availability of bilingual staff and family coordinators continued to present 
challenges for family engagement in Pathway schools.  

• Some schools attempted to increase attendance at family events by experimenting 
with alternative formats and schedules. Despite these efforts, non-English-speaking 
families reported attending school events less frequently than English-speaking 
families.  

• Families desired additional resources for their children, such as more books to bring 
home, more time in the school library, and more literacy supports in children's 
home languages. 

Student Outcomes 
The initiative’s ultimate goal is for all students to be proficient readers by the end of third 
grade. To measure whether more students were on track to being proficient third-grade 
readers, the evaluation analyzed the percentage of Pathway school students reaching year-
end proficiency goals and their rates of progress on the STEP.  

• The rate of progress (number of steps grown per year) did not significantly improve 
for K–3 students overall, but did improve for third-grade students. 
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• Because students repeatedly achieved fewer than three steps per year, they were on 
average 1.3 grade levels below expected performance by third grade. 

• The percentage of K–3 students overall who met end-of-year goals did not change 
significantly between 2014–15 and 2015–16. 

• The proportion of students that met their grade-level end-of-year goal on the 
English STEP decreased with each subsequent grade level.  

• Students who started at the Pathway schools in PreK and stayed for 3 years 
outperformed their mobile peers in every year of the initiative. However, this 
advantage was not seen for students who began their involvement in the PSI in 
kindergarten or first grade.  

• Since the beginning of the PSI, third-grade reading proficiency fluctuated, with no 
clear pattern of improvement. 

Recommendations 
The McKnight Foundation recently decided not to fund Phase III of the PSI but to continue 
supporting the Pathway schools throughout the remainder of the 2016–17 and 2017–18 
school years.2 Therefore, the Pathway schools may want to focus the remainder of the 
initiative on further improvements and planning for sustainability. Below are 
recommendations for potential actions that the Foundation, UEI, evaluation, district, and 
school staff might consider as they continue to work on and sustain this important and 
complex effort to improve literacy instruction and student outcomes for PreK–3 students. 

To fortify PSI professional development and leadership supports, UEI and SRI might 
consider ways to: 

• Offer more advanced professional development for teachers who have already 
participated in STEP administration and fidelity trainings and introduce and 
support use of more instructional strategies related to specific bottom lines. 

• Provide teachers who attend Literacy Collaboratives follow-up support to 
implement new practices. 

• Provide leaders more time between DE cycles to dig deeper into the practice/policy 
being studied or continue to focus on the same topic across cycles. 

• Clarify how the various supports for leaders (5Essentials survey, principal coaching, 
Leadership Collaborative, cross-site visits, and DE) should be working together and 
coordinate the associated action plans. 

• Provide leaders with specific strategies that are associated with strong 5Essentials 
results (e.g., from case studies of schools with strong and very strong leadership 
results). 

                                                      
2  One school is on a slightly different timeline and will conclude its PSI work at the end of the 2018–19 school 

year. 



 

ix 

To further strengthen and sustain improvements in PreK–3 enrollment pipelines, Pathway 
districts and schools might consider ways to: 

• Sustain and/or expand the available PreK slots beyond the PSI grant. 

• Increase the proportion of PreK children that continue on to kindergarten through 
continued outreach efforts to PreK families, providing PreK enrollment priority to 
local families, and addressing families’ transportation challenges.  

• Offer special onboarding supports for new students and families, knowing that 
student mobility is difficult to impact. 

To further strengthen and sustain improvements in leadership and teacher collaboration, 
Pathway districts and schools might consider ways to: 

• Decide which components, structures, and practices developed as part of the PSI 
they will want to sustain after the grant ends and use initiative resources to build 
the needed internal expertise and work on sustainability plans. 

• Continue to build shared leadership for literacy work across teacher leaders in the 
schools.  

• Integrate PSI work into larger district and school plans and goals to promote 
coherence and sustainability. 

• Make sure that all grade levels have sufficient time to hold PLC meetings in which 
teachers can learn new strategies, collaborate on lesson planning, share resources, 
and reflect on their practice with their peers.  

• Hold vertical PLCs around topics where better alignment is needed across grade 
levels, such as common instructional strategies to support students at reading levels 
(e.g., STEPs 4–6) that appear across grade levels. 

• Align coaching focus to sustainability goals, and have coaches more deeply engage 
with teachers through coaching cycles, co-teaching, and modeling. 

• Ensure expertise in critical literacy practices (e.g., STEP) is developed in a broad 
enough base (e.g., among teacher leaders) to support sustainability. 

• Consider gaps in teachers’ and coaches’ skills and knowledge (e.g., working with 
DLL students, vocabulary work, decoding and word work strategies) that local 
consultants and experts might be able to address. 

• Codify onboarding supports for new teachers around using schoolwide literacy 
practices (e.g., STEP) given that teacher turnover continues to be an issue and some 
teachers start after the summer professional development sessions are completed.  

To further strengthen and sustain improvements in literacy instruction, Pathway districts 
and schools might consider ways to: 

• Ensure that teachers are sufficiently incorporating decoding, fluency, and 
vocabulary development into literacy lessons, along with comprehension and text 
analysis. 
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• Help teachers develop systems to review and provide feedback on independent 
work tasks. 

• Help teachers figure out when to address state standards, skills tied to developmentl 
reading levels (e.g., STEP bottom lines), or try to combine these objectives during 
instruction. 

• Train teachers on ways to use WIDA/Access data and to differentiate literacy work 
for students who are DLLs besides grouping them together in the same 
developmental reading level. 

• Provide tiered supports for students progressing only two or fewer steps. 

• Identify special programs or interventions to support students stuck on decoding 
skills (e.g., online word work programs or evidence-based phonetics curricula). 

To further engage families in their children’s literacy skill development, district and school 
partners may want to consider ways to: 

• Translate family STEP materials into languages beyond English and Spanish. 

• Increase communication that occurs between fall and winter parent-teacher 
conferences with families whose home language is not English, such as by 
identifying ways to provide those families with emails, texts, and phone calls that 
keep them updated about their children’s progress between conferences.  

• Increase the availability of family liaisons or multiple part-time liaisons who speak 
families’ home languages to help teachers have more regular communication with 
parents. 

• Increase the participation of families, especially non-English speaking family 
members, at school events, by publicizing events earlier, translating invitations, 
providing translators at events or offering events in families’ home languages, and 
offering events at multiple times to provide more flexibility for families’ schedules. 

• Provide students with more books to bring home through classroom book bags or 
the school library. Include books that are in the students’ proximal zones for 
practicing and stretching their current reading skills and books in students’ home 
language to encourage biliteracy and engage families in shared reading. 

For the next 2 years, the evaluation will continue to track lessons learned about 
implementing this complex initiative and impacts of the initiative on PreK–3 student 
enrollment, teacher quality and instruction, and student outcomes. 
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Introduction  

The McKnight Foundation’s (the Foundation’s) Pathway Schools Initiative (PSI) aims to 
improve the literacy achievement of students in the Twin Cities through pathways that 
integrate and enhance PreK–3 literacy education. Research suggests that ensuring third-
grade reading proficiency requires starting early—before children even get to 
kindergarten—and then providing high-quality early elementary instruction to sustain and 
strengthen those gains (Annie E. Casey, 2010; Camilli, Ryan, Vargas, & Barnett, 2010).  

The PSI theory of action posits that aligning and strengthening the literacy learning 
standards, curriculum, assessments, professional development, and student supports 
across prekindergarten (PreK) through third grade will create consistent and high-quality 
instruction for students as they advance through the school system. The ultimate goal of 
the initiative is for students to be proficient readers by the end of third grade.  

The PSI was conceived as a long-term partnership (up to 10 years) with a set of local 
schools and districts serving high-needs students to provide high-quality, aligned, and 
coherent educational experiences from PreK–3. The Foundation was committed to 
monitoring progress and outcomes at each stage of the initiative and based continued 
funding on whether partners made progress toward the initiative’s goals. The first phase of 
the initiative spanned from 2011–2015, during which the Foundation awarded 
implementation grants to three districts—Brooklyn Center Community Schools (BCCS), 
Minneapolis Public Schools (MPS), Saint Paul Public Schools (SPPS)—and two charter 
schools, Community of Peace Academy (CPA) and Academia Cesar Chávez.3 Phase II began 
in 2015 and will run through 2018. All but MPS and Academia Cesar Chávez received 
continuation funding for this phase.  

The Foundation funded the Urban Education Institute (UEI) at the University of Chicago to 
provide leadership and management for the initiative and to provide Pathway districts and 
schools with professional development and technical support focused on literacy and 
leadership. The primary supports districts and schools received from UEI focused on the 
use of formative assessments to inform classroom instruction and leadership of PreK–3 
literacy work. UEI anchored this professional development and technical assistance on two, 
validated diagnostic tools developed at the University of Chicago: the Strategic Teaching 
and Evaluation of Progress (STEP) developmental literacy assessment for grades PreK–3  
and the 5Essentials survey.4 UEI offered support through STEP training and data review, 

                                                      
3 The evaluation of Phase I began in 2012–13 and included BCCS, MPS, and SPPS. CPA joined the evaluation in 

2014–15, and Academia Cesar Chávez was never part of the evaluation. SRI’s report on Phase I 
implementation, outcomes, and lessons learned is available here.  

4 The STEP system includes tools to assess and track how students are developing as readers along a 13-step 
trajectory from PreK through third grade. Students are expected to progress one STEP level in PreK and 
three STEP levels per year in kindergarten through grade 3. Each STEP level denotes specific reading skills 
or strategies students have mastered and informs teachers of the skills and strategies students must learn to 
continue developing as readers. The 5Essentials survey measures strengths, weaknesses, and changes in a 

 

https://www.mcknight.org/system/asset/document/3536/original/Pathway%20Schools%20Initiative%20Phase%20I%20Case%20Study%20FINAL%20August%202016.pdf
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5Essentials survey administration and data review, principal coaching, cross-school 
leadership and literacy “collaboratives” (i.e., professional learning communities), and 
superintendent check-ins and executive briefings for district leadership.  

The Foundation’s Education and Learning National Advisory Committee is comprised of 
experts in early childhood development, PreK–3 alignment, and dual language learners 
(DLLs). The committee provides input into the direction of the PSI and its evaluation. SRI 
Education and Child Trends are conducting the evaluation of Phase II. This report focuses 
on the first year of Phase II implementation, 2015–16.  

Participating Districts and Schools  
All the Pathway schools served a high percentage of children who are at risk of poor 
literacy outcomes. Across the initiative in 2015–16, the Pathway schools served 
approximately 91 percent students of color and 89 percent low-income students  
(Exhibit 1). Approximately 51 percent of students in the Pathway schools were DLLs, with 
schools serving high numbers of children whose home languages are Spanish, Hmong, 
Somali, and Karen. This represents a larger concentration of DLL students than the Twin 
Cities metro area as a whole, where roughly 30 percent of students are DLL.  
  

                                                                                                                                                                           
school’s organization on five essential components: effective leaders, collaborative teachers, involved 
families, supportive environment, and ambitious instruction.  
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Exhibit 1. Student Demographics in 2015-16, PreK–3, by School 

  
CPA 

Earle 
Brown 
(BCCS) 

SPMA 
(SPPS) 

Wellstone 
(SPPS) Overall 

N PreK 37 108 34 55 234 

N K-3 200 764 378 379 1,721 

Demographics           

Native American 1% 1% 1% 2% 1% 

Asian/Pacific Islander 52% 19% 57% 19% 31% 

Hispanic 20% 22% 11% 51% 26% 

Black 18% 44% 25% 24% 32% 

White 10% 13% 7% 5% 10% 

Dual language learner (DLL) 38% 25% 63% 69% 45% 

Special education 7% 11% 14% 14% 12% 

Free or reduced-price meals 82% 82% 92% 89% 86% 
Source: District administrative data provided to SRI 

Each district and school joined the PSI at different times and approached PSI 
implementation differently. Exhibit 2 presents a timeline since the beginning of the 
initiative.  

• Brooklyn Center Community Schools (BCCS) has only one elementary school, Earle 
Brown Elementary School. BCCS had a planning year in 2011–12 and began 
implementation in 2012–13 with all of its PreK–3 teachers.  

• Saint Paul Public Schools (SPPS) chose two elementary schools to participate in the 
PSI: Saint Paul Music Academy (SPMA) and Paul & Sheila Wellstone Elementary. 
SPPS joined the PSI during the first implementation year (2012–13), without the 
benefit of a planning year, and used a phased-in approach to bring the PSI to its two 
school sites. PreK and kindergarten teachers participated in the first year, first grade 
teachers joined in the second year, and second and third grade teachers joined in 
the third year. In addition, SPPS used its district assessment, Mondo Bookshop 
Reading Program, rather than STEP for the first 2 years of implementation. 

• Community of Peace Academy (CPA), a PreK–12 charter school, used the 2012–13 
school year as a planning year and began full implementation in fall 2013.  
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Exhibit 2. Pathway Schools Initiative Timeline, by School 
 

  Phase I    Phase II 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Through the PSI, districts and schools engaged in various efforts to improve students’ 
literacy. District and school leadership committed time to PSI activities, PreK–3 teachers 
and literacy coaches were trained in the STEP, and literacy coaches supported teachers 
using the STEP and making other literacy instructional changes. Schools also used grant 
funds to expand or refine their PreK programs; hire additional staff such as program 
managers, literacy coaches, classroom aides, and family engagement coordinators; and 
purchase instructional materials, such as classroom libraries or tablets.  

PSI Evaluation Overview 
The PSI evaluation is comprised of two endeavors: (1) a fundamental evaluation that 
examines implementation and outcomes to provide both formative and summative 
feedback to the Foundation, and (2) a developmental evaluation (DE) that seeks to engage 
participating districts and schools in a cycle of research that includes developing guiding 
questions, reviewing data, and creating action plans based on the data.  

For the fundamental evaluation, activities in 2015–16 included interviews with district and 
school staff and UEI leaders, parent focus groups, classroom observations using the 
Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS®) as well as a literacy checklist developed 
for this evaluation, and a collection of STEP literacy assessment data, Minnesota 
Comprehensive Assessment (MCA-III) data, and student enrollment and demographic data. 
Appendix A describes the data sources and evaluation methods.  

The DE was a collaborative effort involving Pathway school and district leaders and staff 
members from the Foundation, UEI, SRI, and Child Trends. It began with identification of 
high-priority questions of practical interest. The DE then supported continuous 
improvement by gathering data and offering rapid, relevant feedback to the initiative 
leaders, who developed action plans based on the implications of the findings. The first DE 
cycle occurred in fall 2015, during which the DE team sought to better understand the 
knowledge, skills, and resources teachers use to advance students the expected number of 

Used STEP  

2011–12 2012–13 2013–14 2014–15 2015–16 2016–17 

Used Mondo 

Used Mondo 

Planning 

Planning 

Earle 
Brown 

SPMA 

Wellstone 

CPA 

Used STEP Used STEP 

Used STEP 
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STEP levels each year. One of the DE findings indicated that teachers typically did not use 
STEP results to inform independent work, yet students spent a large portion of the literacy 
block in independent activities while teachers were leading guided reading groups. In the 
second DE cycle, the DE team therefore sought to understand the nature of the activities 
and learning opportunities students engage in during independent work time.5  

Report Overview  
This report presents findings for the fundamental evaluation. It focuses on Pathway school 
and district progress during 2015–16 in areas the Foundation identified as fundamental to 
creating coherent PreK–3 pathways. It begins with a discussion of the extent to which 
Pathway schools were able to create a pipeline of students who stayed enrolled at the 
school from PreK to third grade. The report then describes the commitment to and 
involvement of district and school leaders in the initiative, followed by the types and 
perceived value of supports teachers received to improve their literacy instruction. Next, 
the report examines literacy instruction and schools’ efforts to engage families in 
supporting students’ literacy development. The final section describes students’ literacy 
outcomes at the Pathway schools. The report concludes with recommendations for areas 
the Foundation, UEI, and the districts and schools may want to address to further increase 
efficacy and sustainability.  

  

                                                      
5 Each developmental evaluation cycle concludes with a “learning brief.” The first learning brief can be found 

here and the second learning brief can be found at this link.  

https://www.mcknight.org/system/asset/document/1172/original/DE%20Cycle%201%20Learning%20Brief_Feb2016.pdf
https://www.sri.com/sites/default/files/publications/learning_brief_2_july2016.pdf
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PreK–3 Enrollment Pipeline 

The PSI emphasized the development of coherent pathways to ensure that from year to 
year, students entered each grade with the skills they needed to continue to accrue 
knowledge. A critical piece of building coherent pathways was developing a pipeline of 
students who stayed at the school from PreK to third grade.  

To learn about Pathway schools’ progress in increasing the percentage of students who 
remained enrolled in the school, the evaluation team used student enrollment and 
demographic data from 2009–10 to 2015–16 and data from fall 2015 interviews and spring 
2016 interviews and parent focus groups. This section of the report describes patterns of 
sustained enrollment between PreK and kindergarten and kindergarten and third grade, 
including factors supporting and challenging sustained enrollment. 

Additional PreK slots and full-day PreK programs attracted parents to enroll students in the 
Pathway schools.  

Three of the four Pathway schools increased the number of available slots for PreK over 
time; in some cases, the increases were dramatic. Exhibit 3 shows the growth in the 
number of students who enrolled in PreK at each Pathway school since the 2009–10 school 
year. Earle Brown and Wellstone had the largest growth in the number of students enrolled 
in PreK since 2009–10. Earle Brown enrolled about 10 times more students in the 2016–17 
school year than in 2009–10, and Wellstone nearly doubled the size of its PreK program. 
PreK enrollment at SPMA remained nearly constant around 40 students, and CPA grew its 
PreK program by about a third.  

In addition to adding PreK slots, with encouragement from initiative leaders, Pathway 
schools extended the length of the PreK school day. A SPPS district leader explained, “That 
single decision about having a full-day PreK at these sites is one of the decisions that has 
most profoundly positively affected the pipeline conversation.” In focus groups, parents 
confirmed that the all-day PreK programs were a major reason for initially enrolling their 
children in Pathway schools. Parents also reported that they chose the schools based on 
geographic proximity.  



 

4 

Exhibit 3. Number of Students Enrolled in PreK Cohorts by School  

 
Note: CPA joined PSI in 2013–14, Earle Brown, Wellstone, and SPMA joined in 2012–13. SPMA opened in 2011–12. 
Source: 2009–10 to 2016–17 school enrollment data 

 

Rates of continued enrollment from PreK to kindergarten decreased in two schools and 
increased slightly in two schools.  

As enrollment in PreK increased at Earle Brown and Wellstone, rates of matriculation into 
kindergarten decreased (Exhibit 4). At both schools, some parents took advantage of the 
full-day PreK offered at Earle Brown and Wellstone and then transferred their children to 
different schools for kindergarten, that perhaps only offered half-day PreK. At CPA and 
SPMA, where PreK enrollment was more stable, kindergarten matriculation rates inched up 
since the start of the initiative. 
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Exhibit 4. Percent of PreK Students who Continued to Kindergarten 

 
Source: 2009–10 to 2016–17 school enrollment data 

To encourage continued enrollment from PreK to kindergarten, two schools changed 
kindergarten enrollment procedures and policies to make it easier for PreK students to 
enroll in their school’s kindergarten program. Schools changed the kindergarten 
registration process by reducing or eliminating paperwork. In one school, parents only 
needed to bring proof of their children’s vaccinations. In another school, parents of PreK 
students only needed to complete paperwork if they wanted to remove their children from 
the school; otherwise, their children were guaranteed a spot in the kindergarten program 
and automatically enrolled. A BCCS district representative said, “[We] make it as easy as 
possible to stay engaged in the building. We have a spot saved for [returning PreK 
students] and that is what's communicated [to parents].” 

Of those families who did keep their children in the Pathway schools for kindergarten, 
many said they did so because they were satisfied with the schools’ overall quality. For 
example, one parent said she enrolled her child in the school because they live “only four 
blocks down the road” but ended up “[getting] more than they bargained for,” and she was 
quite pleased with the school. Another parent said she initially enrolled her child in SPMA 
because it was convenient, but she chose to keep her child there for the music program. 
Another SPMA parent said she chose to stay at the school because she was satisfied with 
her children’s progress and liked the fact that her children had reading homework every 
day. 

Patterns of sustained enrollment from kindergarten to third grade did not improve over time.  

Exhibit 5 shows the percentage of students who remained enrolled in their school for 1–3 
years after kindergarten. While there were marginal differences in the percentage of 
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students remaining enrolled each year for each cohort,6 the general pattern was 
unchanged. On average across all cohorts, about 80 percent of students remained enrolled 
in their Pathway school 1 year after kindergarten, 68 percent remained enrolled 2 years 
after kindergarten, and 53 percent remained enrolled 3 years after kindergarten. There 
was no evidence the PSI impacted patterns of sustained enrollment.  

Exhibit 5. Student Enrollment Pipeline: Sustained Enrollment of Kindergarten Cohorts  

 
Exhibit reads: Of the 1052 students who started kindergarten in the 3 years preceding initiative implementation, 57 
percent remained enrolled at the Pathway schools in third grade. 
Note: Only 1 year of SPPS data is included in the pre-implementation total; n for pre-implementation is the total 
cohort size across 3 years, and n for cohort 1, cohort 2, and cohort 3 is the sum of kindergarten cohorts in each 
district; n for cohort 4 is the sum of kindergarten cohorts in Earle Brown, SPMA, and Wellstone. CPA is not included in 
Cohort 4.  
Source: 2009–10 to 2016–17 school enrollment data 
 

School leaders identified several root causes to student mobility, including inter- and intra- 
district school choice, transportation challenges, and lack of affordable housing. In one 
district, school and district leaders noted that because of policies that give parents choice to 
enroll their children in any school in the district, parents leave after PreK to enroll their 
child in more established special programs (e.g., Spanish immersion programs) in other 
areas of the district. At the same time, a school leader from the same district explained that 
she had used resources to strengthen her school’s special music program in order to attract 
parents within the choice system.  

                                                      
6 SRI analyzed sustained enrollment for the kindergarten cohorts starting in 2011–12, 2012–13, 2013–14, 

and 2014–15, with pre-implementation kindergarten cohorts that started in 2009–10, 2010–11, and 2011–
12.  
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Two district leaders identified transportation issues as a reason some parents removed 
their children from their school. To improve transportation, one district hired additional 
bus drivers, which allowed students at different age levels to ride the school bus with their 
peers. For instance, elementary school students began riding the school bus only with other 
elementary school students and not with high school students. At a different school, the 
principal described working closely with parents to ensure that they were aware of 
transportation options.  

While school leaders reported working to tackle school structures and polices to improve 
retention, there was an underlying sense that many students left not just the school, but the 
district or state, because their parents were seeking better wages or more affordable 
housing or moved on from these “port-of-entry” communities after gaining an economic 
foothold. School leaders believed there is little they can do to prevent this type of student 
mobility. A principal explained, “A lot of it is affordable housing, and that is beyond our 
control. I mean, it’s families looking to find the most affordable housing that meets their 
family’s needs…I don’t know how much we can do when, you know, 20 to 30 percent of the 
moves occur over the summer.”  
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Leadership  

The PSI continued efforts to support PreK–3 leaders at the school and district levels in 
prioritizing literacy improvement and promoting effective literacy instructional practices.7 
The PSI provided leaders with a variety of supports to help them review STEP and 
5Essentials survey data, identify areas for improvement, and facilitate implementation of 
PSI strategies for improving literacy instruction and student achievement.  

Data about leadership within Pathway districts and schools came from interviews in spring 
2016 with district administrators, PSI program managers, principals, and school-based 
literacy coaches. This section of the report describes district and school leaders’ support of 
PSI activities, the perceived usefulness of PSI leadership supports, and leadership ratings 
on the 5Essentials survey.  

School and District Leadership in the PSI  
The PSI theory of action posits that consistent commitment to the initiative from district 
and school administrators is essential for improving students’ literacy outcomes. In 2015–
16, district leaders continued to support the Pathway schools’ activities and school leaders 
used PSI goals and data in developing school plans and communicating with staff about 
areas in which they need more work.  

School leaders considered PSI goals and activities when developing school plans and 
prioritizing initiatives.  

Principals considered PSI requirements, data, and learnings as they wrote their school 
goals and identified priorities. The two SPPS principals based much of their school 
improvement plans on the PSI work. For example, one principal described thinking about 
what she learned at the DE meetings and working in the 5Essentials as she wrote her 
school improvement plan. The SPPS program manager said that the Pathways schools’ 
school improvement plans guided the work in their staff and PLC meetings. Another 
principal explained that data from the PSI helped her school decide whether to adopt or 
abandon certain changes in practice and ensure that adoption of reforms were being 
implemented with fidelity.  

Moreover, school leaders prioritized PSI instructional reforms underway over other 
initiatives that did not align with the PSI goals. CPA pared down the number of initiatives 
and programs it was implementing to ensure that each program aligned with other reform 
efforts at the school level and that all programs supported the instructional vision. Because 
CPA is a charter school, their leaders reported a certain level of autonomy from district or 
other outside mandates that allowed them to maintain a coherent reform agenda. Another 
school leader described using data collected at the school level to petition the district to 
allow the school not to participate in a new non-aligned instructional technology program, 
but instead continue implementing the program that was already in place. School leaders 
also reported that remaining focused on a primary professional development topic (e.g., 

                                                      
7 When we refer to district leaders, we include the Executive Director of CPA who oversees that K–12 school. 
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inference, Habits of Discussion) for the entire school year supported coherence and 
instructional improvement. 

District leaders facilitated coordination around and prioritization of PSI activities. The 
district executive director of teaching and learning in BCCS oversaw and made the PSI a 
high priority. She met weekly with the program manager and the literacy coaches and took 
on a number of roles related to the improvement of literacy instruction in the school, 
including overseeing the development of pacing guides for the curriculum, developing 
professional development for teachers around the use of the curriculum, and helping 
develop look-fors for guided reading and walk-throughs. Similarly, an SPPS district leader 
worked with the PSI program manager to coordinate the supports the Pathway schools 
received from the district and the PSI and tried to relieve principals of the burden of 
district requirements as much as possible.  

School and district leaders were building and distributing school leadership capacity to 
support the PSI. 

To further support the PSI, leaders across the schools reported their intentions to continue 
working on building leadership capacity and distributing leadership among more school 
staff. In one case, the principal assigned leadership roles to both the instructional coaches 
and the literacy coaches. Another principal described relying on the new curriculum 
coordinator and the coaches to help lead the work:  

[The new curriculum coordinator has] learned and done a fabulous job 
supporting the implementation and the professional development. She does all 
the professional development and so we’ve been meeting with [coaches] once a 
week and also helping her, she’s been helping me think through ways to meet 
my goals which are really focused on the leadership team capacity to get the 
teachers and the leadership to do more of the work of knowing how do we 
collaborate more, how do we take more kinds of responsibility, how do we have 
common practices.” 

Another school whose district leader was initially very involved intentionally took a step 
back in 2015–16 to enable the principal and instructional coaches to take more leadership 
of the initiative. The principal and coaches took the lead of the data analysis and action 
planning during the Leadership Collaborative and the DE meetings. While this leader saw 
her involvement as still being important for making sure she understands what the school 
needs to move forward with the work and how to resource it, she said she “appreciated 
being able to take more of a backseat and really watch the principals and the coaches do 
the real legwork.” Moreover, this school had plans to build broader leadership capacity 
through teacher leaders who could mentor new teachers about STEP, rather than having 
the literacy coach provide this support.  

PSI Leadership Supports  
The Foundation and UEI continued to provide various supports to Pathway leaders, 
including principal coaches, a Leadership Collaborative, and executive briefings and 
superintendent check-ins. Reviewing 5Essentials survey data and STEP data for each 
Pathway school was a primary component of these supports. New in 2015–16 for Phase II 
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of the PSI was the developmental evaluation (DE), which leaders reported being another 
support for guiding and informing their PSI work. District and school leaders and 
Foundation, UEI, SRI, and ChildTrends representatives engaged in two DE cycles per year, 
during which they focused on a specific topic, or guiding question, in literacy.  

Most principals valued the principal coaches as thought partners.  

UEI principal coaches provided one-on-one coaching to each Pathway school principal once 
a month. During the visits, the principal coaches typically observed classrooms with the 
principal, debriefed what they saw, and reviewed the 5Essentials and STEP data to inform 
school planning. The principal-coach relationships were at various stages, with some 
coaches and principals having worked together for multiple years and others working 
together for the first time in 2015–16. One principal requested, and was granted, a new 
coach, while another principal was new to the school and the initiative.  

In general, the principals appreciated having someone to provide critical feedback and with 
whom to brainstorm. For example, one principal described, “We do observations and then 
[the principal coach] and I look at our data. We debrief on the observation. She gives me 
some ideas on next steps for specific teachers or just in general how it’s looking. I love 
having a principal coach. …It’s nice to just bounce ideas off somebody.” Another principal 
also experienced her coach as a much needed leadership thought partner. A third principal 
who had worked with her coach for several years said the coach helped her streamline all 
of the initiatives at the school and make sure the school improvement strategies were 
coherent and focused.  

School leaders used 5Essentials data to establish improvement priorities and to be more 
transparent with their staff about areas for improvement. 

The 5Essentials survey is intended to support school improvement by generating input 
from staff and students on how their schools rate on five components: effective leaders, 
collaborative teachers, involved families, supportive environment, and ambitious 
instruction. Principals across the schools used the 5Essentials data to identify areas in need 
of improvement and took a more active role in sharing that data with their staffs and using 
it to drive conversations about improvement.  

All of the principals used the 5Essentials data to identify areas for improvement, based on 
the components that received the lowest ratings. For example, one principal was perplexed 
by her schoool’s 5Essential survey results on quality professional development. She used 
that data to enage in a discussion with her staff about what they really wanted out of 
professional development. The principal shared the discrepancy between the 5Essentials 
results and what teachers told her, and this helped provide more clarity about what her 
staff really wanted out of professional development.  

In another school, the principal identified program coherence and teacher voice as areas in 
need of improvement, based on low 5Essentials ratings. She then created a plan for 
meeting individually with teachers to discuss the survey data and learn why teachers felt 
they did not have a voice. The principal then shared that information with the instructional 
leadership team so they could figure out how to move forward.  
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One of the districts engaged in a structured process of reviewing data and sharing it in a 
strategic way with the rest of the staff. It began with two district leaders reviewing the 
5Essentials data and then meeting individually with principals. The principals were then 
expected to share the 5Essentials data with their instructional leadership teams who then 
presented it to their staff. A respondent explained the rationale for this process: “Because 
one of the things that we believe strongly in is the principal should stand up there and own 
the data. The principal and teachers should own the data together.” This process helped 
increase the transparency of the 5Essentials results.  

In another case, the 5Essentials results revealed the tradeoffs in the areas schools focused 
on first, and helped teachers see the benefits of their work. This school had focused on 
holding teachers more accountable for student performance. The 5Essentials results from 
teachers reflected that focus, with lower ratings for teacher morale. But the data from the 
5Essentials student survey helped the school staff feel better about those teacher ratings, 
as students reported that instruction was more rigorous and they were learning more, 
which was also evidenced in the MCA data. The principal said, “[I] know I’ve got to tackle 
the teacher morale part, but right now, we can have it be a little low knowing that our data 
are going to show later that students are more successful.” The principal added the fact that 
the teachers’ hard work was paying off made it worth it.  

The developmental evaluation (DE) informed leaders’ strategic plans for priority instructional 
practice areas. served as a think tank for school leaders.  

The DE meetings were a venue through which leaders could engage in conversations about 
the initiative, provide input into the type of data that is collected to support their literacy 
efforts, review the data that is collected, and receive formative feedback on the strategies 
underway. Following each DE meeting, each school/district team identified goals for 
improvement that emerged from the findings; specific action steps, resources, and a 
timeline for achieving those goals; and measures of success.  

Respondents described the DE as an additional think tank through which they collected 
data about the realities of literacy instruction in their schools. It helped schools be strategic 
about the supports they provide to teachers. For example, one respondent described the 
value of the DE:  

I found the developmental evaluation to be an invaluable source of information 
for driving the work and so I think that piece was really critical and somehow it 
seemed more helpful than maybe some of the other pieces which sometimes felt 
disjointed. It felt like data that really helped us form a direction for the work 
over the year. So I think that was a good added piece to the work. 

Leaders also reported wanting more time with each DE cycle and to dig deeper into the 
guiding question. A district administrator shared that one limitation of the DE meetings 
was that they were not long enough for the leadership teams to process all of the 
information before having to come up with the action plans. Moreover, beyond the length 
of the meetings, respondents wanted more time overall with each DE question. One 
principal said the DE needs to “stay focused on one topic so schools can make changes to 
respond to needs and get more results.” Another principal also suggested sticking with one 
guiding question through the year. 
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Leaders desired more coordination of schedules, participants, and action plans across PSI 
leadership supports. 

Given the many different forms of PSI support and requirements for leader participation 
and action, leaders reported wanting more streamlining and coordination of schedules, 
participants, and action plans leaders were expected to produce following leadership 
support activities. Attending the various meetings required a large time commitment from 
leaders, and several were frustrated at the amount of time they were asked to be away 
from their buildings and teams and the lack of coordination between the various meetings.  

The same participants could not always attend every meeting and some meetings limited 
the types of attendees, which made it challenging to coordinate across the PSI leadership 
activities. While leaders tried to triangulate what they learned with other leaders within 
their districts and schools, some reported that it would be useful for certain individuals to 
participate across the various supports. For example, only superintendents and other 
district administrators attended the superintendent check-ins and executive briefings. One 
district administrator thought it would be beneficial for principals to attend the executive 
briefings in order to increase understanding and help enrich the conversations at the 
briefings. Another leader thought it would be useful for the principal coaches to attend 
more of the PSI leadership activities (e.g., executive briefings, the Literacy Collaborative 
meetings, and the Developmental Evaluation meetings) to coordinate support:  

[One of the things] we have voiced and encouraged UEI to do in order to render 
yet more productive coaching, one is to ensure that the principal coaches are 
really looped in on all these other conversations, right? …Helping ensure that 
the principal coaches are seeing the same STEP data we are, seeing the same 
5E data, or are present as much as possible in some of these possible planning 
environments so that it’s all part of one consistent effort. 

Moreover, leaders expressed a desire for greater alignment across the plans they were 
asked to produce following the various leadership support activities. One leader said there 
was no connection in the plans schools were making based on the various data sources. For 
example, she felt like there was a separate plan based on the 5Essentials data, another plan 
for literacy based on STEP data, and a third plan for the DE. This leader struggled with how 
to direct and support the school staff in developing these plans:  

I am not going to have people waste their time and their thinking and invest in 
this plan, where we know we’re going to have another plan over here, another 
plan where the timing is actually very perfect for us because we need to get 
here and address this. …How do we get all of those connected for people? …We 
don’t want our schools to feel like they’re working on all these separate plans in 
isolation.  

Additionally, leaders reported that some of these plans required for the PSI often felt too 
separate from the other demands leaders faced. In particular, one leader expressed a desire 
for better alignment of action plans they were required to develop following the DE 
meeting and their district school improvement plans. She said, “I am doing reports for the 
district. I cannot write another report for you which does nothing for nothing.”  
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Leadership Outcomes  
Measuring leadership outcomes was not an explicit focus of the PSI evaluation. However, 
leaders’ capacity to support the PSI impacted the ability of teachers to improve their 
instruction and ultimately students’ literacy skills. The 5Essentials survey measured staff 
ratings of leaders on the effective leaders component. That component is defined as the 
extent to which “the principal works with teachers to implement a clear and strategic 
vision for school success.”  

5Essentials results for leadership overall did not improve in 2015–16. 

Most Pathway principals received low ratings on the effective leaders component of the 
5Essentials survey that was completed by all Pathway school staff in 2015–16. Despite 
principal progress on streamlining school efforts with the PSI and being more transparent 
with teachers, only one principal of the four Pathway schools received a rating higher than 
weak (Exhibit 6). 

The weak leadership ratings may have stemmed from teachers feeling overwhelmed by the 
many demands placed on them, increased accountability for student performance, and in 
one case lingering confusion and distrust amidst leadership turnover over the course of the 
PSI. One leader thought the ratings could have been affected by the timing of survey 
administration in 2015–16. UEI moved administration of the 5Essentials survey to the fall 
at the request of Pathway schools, so that the schools would have the results before the end 
of the school year. However, administering the survey in the fall allowed little time for 
teachers to adjust to new structures that were put in place that year. For example, one 
school instituted a new co-teaching model and had seven new staff members to the 
organization and to the PSI work. The leader said the new model put a strain on the school 
and it was a difficult time to ask teachers how things were going. Although the leader 
realized the results were a snapshot of a particular moment in time, she thought “it’s been 
somewhat tricky for us to get valid longitudinal data from 5Essentials because we have 
tinkered with the timing of the tool.”  

Exhibit 6. Effective School Leadership: Pattern and Trends from the 5Essentials Survey 

Note: Dark Green=Very Strong, Green=Strong, Yellow=Average or Neutral, Orange=Weak, Red=Very Weak 
Source: 2015–16 5Essentials Survey 
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Teacher Professional Development and Collaboration  

UEI and the Pathway schools provided teachers with training and other professional 
development supports to strengthen the quality of literacy instruction in their classrooms. 
In 2015–16, UEI provided support through onsite professional development and Literacy 
Collaborative meetings for school leaders, coaches, and teachers. Schools used school-
based coaches to provide individualized supports to teachers and job-embedded 
professional learning communities (PLCs) to help teachers learn new strategies and reflect 
on their practice with their peers.  

To learn about teachers’ experiences with the UEI professional development and the 
school-based supports, the evaluation team used data from the spring 2016 teacher survey 
and from fall 2015 and spring 2016 interviews. This section begins with findings about 
supports provided by UEI, then describes school-based coaching, PLCs, and other 
structures to support teachers, and concludes with a discussion of the stability of teachers 
and coaches in the Pathway schools, a factor which can affect a school’s ability to sustain 
the benefits of professional development.  

Experiences with UEI Professional Development  
UEI onsite professional development included STEP assessment training, STEP data 
analysis sessions (data dives), and topical training sessions on instructional strategies such 
as teaching students to make inferences. UEI trainers also conducted cross-site Literacy 
Collaborative meetings that were tailored for three distinct cohorts: Cohort 1 included 
school leaders and coaches and met four times, Cohort 2 included teachers who began 
participating in the Literacy Collaborative in 2014–15 and met twice, and Cohort 3 
included teachers who began participating in 2013–14 and some EL teachers, and also met 
twice.  

Almost all teachers in the Pathway schools participated in some form of UEI professional 
development during the school year; the rate and intensity of participation varied by grade, 
school, and format of professional development.  

On the spring 2016 teacher survey, most teachers (93 percent) reported that they attended 
UEI professional development sessions, while fewer experienced coaching from UEI 
trainers (61 percent) or attended the Literacy Collaborative (47 percent; Exhibit 7).  

Teachers varied in the number of hours of UEI professional development they reported 
receiving during 2015–16. Overall, nearly half of Pathway teachers (49 percent) 
participated in 10 or more hours of UEI professional development sessions by May 2016 
(Exhibit 7). The intensity of participation in professional development varied substantially 
by school: Earle Brown teachers participated in fewer hours of UEI professional 
development than teachers at the other schools, with only 8 percent of Earle Brown 
teachers attending 10 or more hours compared with 94 percent of SPMA teachers, 78 
percent of Wellstone teachers, and 33 percent of CPA teachers. In interviews, respondents 
from the two SPPS schools and CPA reported that UEI provided onsite professional 
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development to the entire staff on several occasions on topics such as analyzing STEP data 
and teaching inference and promoting oral language development, whereas respondents at 
Earle Brown did not describe participating in any all-staff, onsite professional development 
led by UEI staff. However, some Earle Brown staff mentioned that UEI conducted grade-
level workshops with Earle Brown teachers in kindergarten and first grade as part of their 
grade-level cohort meetings.  

The amount of coaching teachers received directly from UEI trainers also varied 
considerably, with many teachers (40 percent) receiving no UEI coaching and nearly a 
fourth (23 percent) participating in 10 or more hours of it (Exhibit 7). UEI coaching 
included data analysis support following STEP administration cycles (i.e., “data dives” with 
grade-level PLCs), demonstration lessons, and classroom observations with school-based 
coaches. UEI trainers almost always provided their coaching together with the school-
based coaches as part of their effort to build capacity of the school-based coaches. Across 
schools, most UEI coaching went to first- and second-grade teachers; the majority of PreK 
teachers and over half of kindergarten teachers who completed the spring 2016 teacher 
survey reported they experienced no UEI coaching at all. At Earle Brown and Wellstone, 
over half of teachers received no UEI coaching, but a small portion received 10 or more 
hours (27 percent and 17 percent, respectively). UEI coaching was more evenly distributed 
at CPA, with 92 percent of teachers participating in 1 to 9 hours of coaching. Teachers at 
SPMA received the most UEI coaching: 33 percent of teachers received 10 or more hours 
and 45 percent of teachers received 1–9 hours while only 22 percent of them received no 
coaching at all.  

In addition to school-based UEI trainings and coaching, UEI conducted a series of cross-site 
Literacy Collaborative meetings for school leaders, school-based coaches, and PreK–3 
teachers. Almost half (47 percent) of the PreK–3 teachers in the four Pathway schools 
reported attending a Literacy Collaborative meeting in 2015–16 (Exhibit 7). Participation 
did not differ by school, although there were slight differences by grade, with slightly 
greater representation from kindergarten, first-, and second-grade teachers compared with 
PreK and third-grade teachers. 
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Exhibit 7. Teacher Participation in UEI Professional Development, 2015–16 

 
Source: 2016 Teacher Survey 

 

Although teachers and school leaders appreciated the alignment and pacing of UEI 
professional development, they expressed a desire for more advanced and tailored content 
to help meet the changing needs of the schools.  

On average, surveyed teachers agreed that UEI professional development was aligned with 
other building and district professional development and goals, such as those outlined in 
the school improvement plans (Exhibit 8). They also agreed that there was sufficient time 
to process new information (i.e., enough time to think about, try, and evaluate new ideas), 
meaning the UEI professional development was well-paced. They somewhat agreed that 
the UEI professional development offered opportunities to work productively with 
colleagues across and within grade levels, and at other schools.  
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Exhibit 8. Teachers’ Perceptions of UEI Professional Development 

 
Source: 2016 Teacher Survey 

In interviews, respondents reported on various components of UEI teacher professional 
development that they found particularly beneficial. For example, one school leader 
explained that she found STEP and professional development supports for its 
implementation to be most valuable. Another school leader appreciated how UEI 
professional development fostered cross-school networking for teachers and 
administrators. Leaders at one school also reported teachers there responded most 
favorably to UEI onsite professional development on a specific instructional strategy (i.e., 
how to teach inference in sequential whole group and small group formats). 

At the same time, many interview respondents across all four schools voiced concerns 
about the depth and relevance of professional development. For example, one leader 
shared the perception that UEI professional development did not “go deep enough,” and 
reported that experienced teachers were not satisfied with the 2015–16 offerings because 
they felt too similar to the prior year. A leader from another school similarly found the 
professional development on STEP data analysis to be too rudimentary for her staff at this 
point in PSI implementation. This leader added that UEI repeated certain training content 
despite her requests for new content, and her teachers did not find the training valuable. 
However, UEI did respond to the school’s subsequent requests regarding future onsite 
sessions and this helped make these sessions more useful for teachers. School leaders and 
teachers who attended the Literacy Collaborative strand focused on DLLs (Cohort 3) 
expressed concerns about the quality and value of the session, and most interviewed staff 
were unable to provide examples of useful information or instructional strategies they 
learned.  
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Leaders and teachers agreed that UEI professional development increased teacher knowledge 
of literacy development, and noted that teachers still needed help transferring this new 
information into practice. 

Most surveyed teachers (about 75 percent) reported that UEI-led professional 
development increased their literacy instructional quality, literacy knowledge and 
strategies, and expectations for students to a moderate or great extent (Exhibit 9). These 
findings were largely consistent across schools.  

Exhibit 9. Teachers’ Perceptions of the Impact of UEI Professional Development 

 
Source: 2016 Teacher Survey 

In interviews, respondents across all four schools expressed confidence in the ability of 
STEP and related training to improve student outcomes. Teachers at one school also 
reported that they made substantial progress in the area of inferencing, due in part to the 
building-wide professional development on this topic provided by UEI.  

However, school leaders at all four schools reported that many teachers found it 
challenging to apply information they learned in UEI professional development to their 
practice. Leaders noted that the STEP data helped teachers determine what students 
needed to learn, but they continued to need help with how to teach it. They suggested that 
UEI provide training on specific strategies for teaching STEP bottom lines (i.e., the skills 
needed to advance to the next STEP level), as one coach explained: 

I know that they have had [bottom line training] in the past, but when we did 
our last round of observations of guided reading groups, it was clear to all of 
the people… that we could do some more work on bottom lines… Some of these 
STEP levels seems to be a bigger hurdle to get to, to achieve that level and go 
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on—and it's not out of lack of trying by teachers, it's just that really 
understanding how to teach those bottom lines I think takes practice.  

Similarly, some school leaders were unsure if teachers would actually use the information 
they learned in the Literacy Collaborative meetings to change their practice, even if they 
found the content to be interesting and valuable. The school leaders said the professional 
development from the Literacy Collaboratives felt too “stand-alone,” and in their 
experience, teachers need sustained follow-up to support implementation of new practices. 

School-Based Coaching for Teachers 
School-based coaches provided support to teachers using a wide range of methods, which 
they employed with varying frequency. These methods included modeling, co-teaching, co-
planning, observation, and feedback. At times, coaches worked with teachers in tandem 
with UEI trainers, who provided the coaches with professional development regarding how 
to support the teachers. In some of the Pathway schools, the coaching model changed from 
teacher-centered to student-centered coaching in 2015–16 because of UEI professional 
development . School-based coaches also supported teachers in implementing STEP, by 
assisting with assessment administration and leading data analysis and file reviews. 

On average, teachers experienced nearly 5 hours of coaching from school-based literacy 
coaches per month. 

Almost half of surveyed teachers (45 percent) reported receiving 2 hours or less of 
coaching per month from their school-based literacy coach, although almost one-quarter 
(25 percent) reported receiving 6 or more hours per month.8 Most surveyed teachers 
reported being observed and discussing their teaching with their coaches on a regular basis 
(at least a few times a year; Exhibit 10). Most teachers also reported rarely observing their 
coach teach, co-teaching with their coach, or engaging in a coaching cycle. The amount of 
coaching varied across schools, with Earle Brown teachers reporting experiencing all types 
of coaching with greater frequency on the spring 2016 survey. Additionally, school-based 
coaches fostered learning and teacher collaboration at job-embedded grade-level team 
PLCs. In the two SPPS schools, interview respondents noted that because one-on-one 
coaching was voluntary, most coaching actually occurred during PLC time. 

  

                                                      
8 The survey question did not ask teachers to differentiate between hours of one-on-one coaching and 

coaching during PLCs, so this number may reflect both types of coaching.  
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Exhibit 10. Frequency of Support from School-Based Literacy Coach  

 

 
Source: 2016 Teacher Survey 

School-based coaches focused largely on helping teachers improve their literacy instruction 
through data analysis and lesson planning for small group and whole group instruction.  

The vast majority of teachers (90 percent) reported that school-based coaches assisted 
them to a moderate or great extent with analyzing data to inform instruction. The next 
most common supports from coaches involved helping teachers plan instruction by 
identifying instructional activities to use (71 percent), lesson planning for small group 
instruction (63 percent), lesson planning for whole group instruction (56 percent), and 
acquiring materials for literacy instruction (56 percent). A little more than half of the 
surveyed teachers reported that coaches assisted them to a moderate or great extent with 
STEP administration (55 percent) and implementing specific learning strategies (52 
percent; Exhibit 11). Fewer teachers reported receiving help to a moderate or great extent 
with text selection (48 percent), progress monitoring (45 percent), supporting DLLs (40 
percent), and planning for independent work (27 percent). 
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Exhibit 11. Amount of Assistance from School-Based Literacy Coach for Teachers, By Topic 

 
Source: 2016 Teacher Survey 

In interviews, respondents from most of the schools reported that a major focus of 
coaching was on small group instruction. However, leaders in one school expressed 
wanting to move beyond small group instruction since it was the focus of their work for the 
last few years.  

Coaches found UEI support valuable and started to take over more responsibility from UEI 
trainers.  

UEI trainers worked to build the capacity of school-based coaches during school site visits 
and the Literacy Collaborative cohort for coaches. During school site visits, UEI trainers 
worked alongside the school-based coaches to co-coach teachers, using what some 
interview respondents described as an “I do, we do, you do” model. UEI trainers also 
provided a few coaches with in-depth training on MSV (meaning, syntax, visual cues) 
running record analysis, which the coaches were then able to support the teachers in doing. 
School leaders reported that as time went on, coaches needed less training from UEI on 
STEP data analysis and the coaches were capable of working directly with the teachers 
themselves. Leaders reported seeing a shift in responsibilities from UEI trainers to the 
school-based coach. In particular, one building leader appreciated how UEI’s professional 
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development was building the coaching capacity in her school, which she noted was 
important for the long-term sustainability of PSI impacts. 

In 2015–16, the cohort of the Literacy Collaborative for coaches (Cohort 1) focused on 
coaching cycles and differentiating between teacher-centered and student-centered 
coaching. Interviewed coaches across all Pathway schools expressed satisfaction with the 
Literacy Collaborative and found the UEI trainers to be responsive to coaches’ needs. For 
example, one newly-hired coach found the focus on the coaching cycles to be very useful, 
and the interactions with UEI trainers to help build her confidence. However, another new 
coach expressed that, although she felt the Literacy Collaborative was valuable, she would 
have appreciated more content-based professional development specific to literacy.  

Shifting from a teacher-centered to a student-centered coaching model helped teachers 
become more receptive to coaching.9 As a result, leaders reported that coaching had a 
positive impact on instructional practices and student achievement.  

Over the course of the initiative and continuing in 2015–16, coaches in some schools faced 
teacher resistance to coaching. For example, staff in one school continued to report teacher 
mistrust and resistance to change as contributing to teachers’ reluctance to coaching. In 
other schools where coaching was not required, pushing for it caused tension among the 
staff. However, in 2015–16 interviewed leaders in two schools described how switching to 
a student-centered (rather than teacher-centered) coaching model and emphasizing 
growth through collaboration reduced some of that resistance. One interviewee reported 
that once teachers experienced the interaction, their initial reluctance was replaced by very 
positive feedback about the helpfulness of coaching:  

I think we got really good feedback… all positive feedback about the coaching 
experiences. Maybe people might be kind of surprised, but once they started 
getting coaching, good, positive experiences… and I think having more trust of 
not thinking there's an ulterior motive, ‘she's trying to get me out or she's 
trying to punish me,’ but this is really for growth… I think people are getting 
into [coaching], so that's good. 

Some leaders also felt that the “case study” work being done by coaches as part of the 
Literacy Collaborative in which a coach works intensively with one teacher with a focus on 
a particular student (student-centered coaching) increased receptiveness of teachers to 
coaching and resulted in changes in teacher practices and improved student performance.  

Teacher Collaboration and Professional Learning Communities 
Schools implemented job-embedded professional learning communities (PLCs) to help 
teachers learn new strategies, collaborate on lesson planning, share resources, and reflect 
on their practice with their peers. Although all schools had PLCs, they varied in the way PLC 

                                                      
9 Teacher-centered coaching focuses on helping teachers use specific programs and practices. Teacher-

centered coaching often focuses on feedback and planning without a clear sense of where the students are at 
any given point in time. Student-centered coaching uses formative data to examine whether students are 
learning, and observations focus on interactions between student and teacher, and systematic problem-
solving is focused on improving student outcomes (Sweeney, 2011). 
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agendas were set and how the time was utilized. The Pathway schools also differed in the 
extent to which teachers co-planned lessons or shared resources at PLCs. Schools also 
offered other meeting times that teachers could use to collaborate, both within and across 
grades, such as common planning time for grade-level teams in SPPS, all-staff meetings in 
SPPS and CPA, and kindergarten and first grade cohort meetings in Earle Brown.10 

Teachers used PLC time to analyze STEP data and plan lessons together.  

The PLC models varied across the Pathway schools, with PLC time ranging from 70 to 100 
minutes per week in most cases. At Earle Brown, teachers met in PLCs twice a week for 45 
minutes each. In CPA, literacy PLCs met for 70 minutes each week. In the two SPPS schools, 
grades 1 and higher had 50 minutes of job-embedded PLCs twice a week. Due to scheduling 
difficulties (stemming from the scheduling guidelines of the SPPS kindergarten curriculum, 
as well as scheduling conflicts related to classroom coverage), kindergarten teachers in 
SPMA and Wellstone only had one-quarter of the PLC time. School-based coaches attended 
PLCs in all four schools, and also led the literacy PLCs in both SPPS schools. However, 
unlike the other grades, SPPS PreK teachers received PLC support from the district Office of 
Early Learning.  

Surveyed teachers reported discussing literacy in their PLC or grade-level team for 4 hours 
a month, on average. The focus of collaboration was most frequently on shared lesson 
planning, review of assessment data, and review of student work, all of which occurred 
once or twice a month. Shared learning among teachers (e.g., discussing what they learned 
at a literacy workshop or conference) and observing literacy instruction in another 
classroom occurred less frequently (Exhibit 12). 

In some cases, PLCs included ESL teachers. When this occurred, teachers reported 
improved collaboration between ESL and mainstream teachers around instruction. At some 
schools, this collaboration meant an increased alignment in the content and pacing of 
instruction, and at others it meant increased alignment in expectations for student 
outcomes. 

  

                                                      
10 Due to idiosyncratic differences in language, CPA staff referred to job-embedded grade-level team meetings 

as “common planning time” and to afterschool all-staff meetings with vertical teaming as “PLCs,” whereas 
staff in the other schools referred to the former as PLCs and the latter as staff meetings. For clarity, we 
adopted the more common usage of job-embedded grade-level team meetings as PLCs, and applied it to 
CPA as well.  
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Exhibit 12. Frequency and Focus of Teacher Collaboration  

 
Source: 2016 Teacher Survey 
 

Focusing on STEP during PLCs helped improve instructional alignment within and across 
grades.  

Many schools used PLC time specifically for STEP assessment fidelity training. These 
training sessions focused on calibrating teacher expectations for scoring student responses 
during the STEP assessments. One leader explained that the training helped the teachers in 
becoming more rigorous and more standardized in how they were scoring students. Prior 
to the focus on fidelity, teachers had different standards for what students needed to 
demonstrate to pass to the next STEP level. A leader at a different school explained how 
fidelity training helped strengthen alignment across grade levels: 

 [At first] the idea of the fidelity discussions was … why are we doing this? And it 
wasn't until this year and seeing the professional development session that we 
had in January when teachers were able to talk across grade levels. And they 
started seeing the common threads. Oh, you do that in kindergarten? Oh! ... 
Well if you're doing it in kinder, I can expect that in first. And I can expect that 
in second. And so those fidelity discussions have been gold, absolutely golden.  

A district leader expressed a desire to continue using the STEP assessment to further align 
expectations within and across grade levels. Similarly, a school leader mentioned that she 
would like to focus on aligning PreK and kindergarten teachers’ expectations for students 
around particular skills necessary for advancing on STEP, such as identifying first letter 
sounds and tracking words. Much of this work was done during PLC time, and one school-
based coach stated that without PLCs, there would be no time for STEP training and data 
analysis. 
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Three of the four Pathway schools faced challenges in using PLCs effectively to foster teacher 
collaboration.  

At three of the Pathway schools, effective use of PLCs was inhibited by time constraints. At 
one school, interview respondents felt that PLC time was not used as effectively as it could 
be by teachers, partly because it was scheduled in the early morning before students 
arrived, and many teachers had their own children to care for at this time. Leaders were 
working to switch PLCs to afternoons to give teachers longer, more continuous blocks of 
time to hold their meetings. At two other schools, kindergarten teachers had limited PLC 
time due to scheduling difficulties, and PreK teachers attended PLCs facilitated by the 
district. Given that teachers in these schools had few opportunities for formal collaboration 
outside of PLC time, these teachers in particular had very limited opportunities to work 
together.  

At three schools, staff noted some disagreement over who was responsible for setting the 
agenda and leading the PLC given that priorities differed for district administrators, school-
based coaches, and individual teachers. For example, in one school where PLCs were 
supposed to be teacher-led, they were often led by the coach or administrator, especially 
after STEP assessment windows when the PLCs focused on data analysis, reliability, and 
folder reviews. A coach at this school described her role in the PLCs this way:  

[My role] varies—sometimes [PLCs are] very led, sometimes [teachers] have 
their own collaboration time…. The agenda depends on the time of year. During 
the [STEP] assessment window it is very prescribed: on this day we're doing 
reliability or folder review or entering data, etc. But between windows, there 
will be more professional development, student work, also time to plan lessons.  

In addition to PLCs, Pathway schools provided teachers with other opportunities to 
collaborate, including cross-grade staff meetings that improved vertical alignment.  

At three schools, collaboration also sometimes took place during afterschool staff meetings 
in which leaders presented information on a particular topic and then gave teachers time to 
work together.11 School leaders mentioned that including multiple grades in staff meetings 
was an effective strategy for increasing vertical alignment. A principal described how 
teachers increased alignment during these staff meetings:  

PreK–5 teachers heard each other, got to share lesson plans, got to share what 
it looked like at each grade level and share work, student work at each grade 
level… I think that was a really good eye opener for the teachers to really see 
the trajectory of kinder or first grade all the way to fifth grade, and what 
literacy learning looks like.  

At one school, kindergarten and first-grade teachers received additional school-based 
professional development and collaboration through monthly 3-hour cohort meetings 
during which they focused on learning about various literacy instructional strategies and 
reviewing student work. A leader expounded on the benefits of this shared time: “I think 
the most effective collaborative time was the cohorts that we led in kindergarten and first 
                                                      
11 Again, CPA staff referred to afterschool all-staff meetings as “PLCs,” but for clarity we call them “staff 

meetings” and reserve the term “PLCs” for job-embedded grade-level team meetings. 
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grade… I thought those were very positive for teachers and teachers reported that it was 
really nice to have that time… We were able to cover quite a bit [of content].”  

In addition to holding PLC meetings, some of the Pathway schools facilitated teacher 
collaboration through scheduled peer observations. One school’s shift to a co-teaching 
model facilitated such observations because having multiple teachers in a room meant one 
could leave to observe in another classroom without requiring further coverage to be 
scheduled. Leaders at another school mentioned that teachers greatly appreciated being 
able to do peer observations, although scheduling was difficult at this school due to lack of 
teacher coverage.  

Teacher and Coach Turnover 
As a multi-year initiative, the PSI intends to build both coach capacity and teachers’ literacy 
instructional capacity over time. In theory, the effects of educators’ exposure to PSI 
supports should accumulate, with multiple years of participation in the initiative leading to 
greater improvements in instruction. Thus, it is important to examine the proportion of 
staff who had the opportunity to participate in the initiative for multiple years.  

Schools varied widely in the proportions of their teachers that had participated in successive 
years of the initiative.  

To gauge how many of the 2015–16 PreK–3 teachers were new to or experienced with PSI, 
the evaluation team categorized the staff at each school by the number of years they had 
taught in grades PreK–3 during the years of the initiative. Earle Brown had the largest 
proportion of teachers (39 percent) who were new to teaching grades PreK–3 in 2015–16; 
however, half of Earle Brown PreK–3 teachers had been teaching in those grades 3 or all 4 
years of the initiative (Exhibit 13). In contrast, SPMA had the smallest proportion of 
teachers (11 percent) who were new to teaching grades PreK–3 in 2015–16, and almost 
three-quarters (72 percent) of its teachers had been teaching in those grades 3 or all 4 
years of the initiative. Wellstone was in between, with one-quarter of their teachers new to 
teaching grades PreK–3 at the school in 2015–16 and 65 percent of its teachers teaching in 
those grades 3 or all 4 years of the initiative. Data on CPA teachers were not available for 
2013–14 because CPA did not join the evaluation until 2014–15. Since 2014–15, 85 percent 
of CPA teachers had been teaching in grades PreK–3 for at least 2 years of the initiative. 

Teacher turnover reflects both movement of teachers within a school between PreK–3 and 
the higher grades and teachers leaving the schools altogether. Earle Brown leaders 
described purposely moving some teachers from fourth and fifth grade to lower grades to 
install teachers they perceived to be more effective in the PSI grades (PreK–3).  
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Exhibit 13. Years Participating in the PSI as a PreK–3 Teacher 

 
Note: SPMA and Wellstone included PreK and K teachers only in 2012–13; CPA joined the evaluation in 2014–15. 
Source: Teacher rosters provided to SRI 
 

Across the Pathway schools, half of the school-based literacy coaches were new in 2015–16. 

Over the course of the initiative, school-level coaches transitioned in and out of the 
Pathway schools. Coach turnover made building capacity difficult, as new coaches had to 
learn about the PSI and STEP while developing relationships with teachers. In 2015–16, 
SPPS brought on three new coaches (out of four). Earle Brown experienced substantial 
coach turnover in previous years, but inducted just one new coach (out of three) in 2015–
16. At CPA, the one school-based literacy coach remained in place for the 2015–16 school 
year. 

 

  

15

39

11
25

85

11

17

10

14
50 40

36
22 25

0

20

40

60

80

100

CPA
n = 13

Earle Brown
n = 18

SPMA
n = 18

Wellstone
n = 20

Pe
rc

en
t o

f t
ea

ch
er

s

1 year 2 years 3 years 4 years



 

28 

Literacy Instructional Practices 

The PSI aims to improve and align literacy instruction in all PreK–3 classrooms through the 
implementation and study of progress monitoring and regular assessment using the STEP, 
as well as a variety of professional development opportunities including coaching, 
collaboratives, and trainings offered throughout the 2015–16 school year.  

To study the focus and quality of teachers’ instruction during the 2015–16 school year, the 
evaluation team collected data through teacher interviews, a teacher survey, and classroom 
observations using a researcher-developed observation checklist (the Pathway Schools 
Initiative Checklist) that focused on literacy instructional practices promoted by the 
initiative and the Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS®). The findings below draw 
on these data sources to examine the extent to which Pathway teachers implemented high 
quality literacy instruction in their classrooms.  

Format and Focus of Literacy Instruction  
Teacher surveys and classroom observations were used to determine the format and focus 
of literacy instruction and how it aligned to students’ STEP levels. 

A substantial amount of class time was dedicated to literacy instruction. While teachers spent 
most of their time providing small group instruction, students spent most of their time in 
whole group and independent work. 

On average, teachers reported spending 116 minutes a day on literacy instruction, with a 
range from 109 to 122 minutes across schools. Across all schools, teachers reported 
spending the most time leading small groups of similar ability (average of 44 minutes), 
followed by instructing the whole class (average of 28 minutes).  

In contrast to teachers, students spent the least time in small groups, and the most time in 
independent work and whole group (Exhibit 14).  
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Exhibit 14. Observed Student Time in Instructional Formats Across All Schools 

 
 Source: PSI Checklist, N = 120 students  
 

Across instructional formats, instruction commonly focused on text analysis, comprehension, 
and decoding; the focus on these skills generally aligned to the skills needed to advance to 
the next STEP level, or STEP bottom lines.  

A little more than half of students received instruction on analyzing text, decoding words, 
comprehension, and writing (Exhibit 15). In contrast, only 23 percent of students ever 
received instruction focused on fluency, which is a focus of a number of STEP bottom lines 
(specifically STEPs 1 through 6).  
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Exhibit 15. Instructional Focus on Skills 

 
Source: PSI Checklist, N = 120 students  
 

For the most part, teachers taught the bottom line skills appropriate to what students 
needed to know to advance in STEP. As expected, for students at STEPs 0 through 3 
teachers focused more on preliteracy skills, such as print concepts and decoding. Similarly, 
students at higher STEP levels received instruction that focused on more advanced reading 
skills such as comprehension and text analysis.  

In contrast, fluency and decoding were not emphasized in STEPS 4 through 6 despite them 
being bottom line skills for those STEP levels (Exhibit 16). Although students at STEPs 1–6 
have fluency as a bottom line skill, only 42 percent of students in those STEP levels were 
observed receiving instruction focused on fluency. Similarly, only 36 percent of students at 
STEPs 4–6 received decoding instruction despite it being a bottom line skill (Exhibit 6).  

Vocabulary and writing are not topics that are explicitly incorporated into the STEP bottom 
line skills. However, the Common Core standards include specific vocabulary and writing 
standards in every grade beginning in kindergarten. Observations found that a third of 
students received explicit vocabulary instruction, while about half of students were 
engaged in writing tasks or instruction (Exhibit 16).  
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Exhibit 16. Instruction Focus by Student STEP level 

 
Source: PSI Checklist, N = 105 students (as observers were not able to gather STEP levels for all students) 
 

Most teachers had structures in place for creating and implementing independent work. 
However, teacher monitoring of independent work varied across classrooms, and conferring 
with students during independent work time was rare in almost all classrooms. 

At the request of the Pathway school leaders following the first developmental evaluation 
cycle, the evaluation team examined independent work practices in more depth. With 
students spending 41 percent of their literacy instructional time in independent work, 
school leaders wanted to better understand what students were doing during that time. 
Teacher interviews and classroom observation revealed that most teachers had structures 
in place for independent work, but that improvements were needed in the rigor of the work 
and the monitoring of whether learning goals were being achieved.  

Most teachers reported organizing independent work around centers where students 
worked on specific literacy skills and strategies. With this center-based approach, teachers 
relied on a variety of resources such as computer/iPad apps, tutors/specialists, and 
phonics programs. For instance, one teacher stated, “I’ve incorporated Daily 5 and the 
CAFÉ board. In any given day, they should be able to hit the Daily 5: read to self, read to 
someone, listen to reading, work on word work, and work on writing.” A few teachers did 
not mention using any particular structure for independent work time.  

During independent work time, teachers most often had students work on word work 
(letter/sound identification, building words/sentences with manipulatives, sight word 
identification) and independent reading. Second-grade and third-grade teachers also had 
students work on comprehension during independent time by reading to themselves and 
sometimes completing reading response logs. Teachers less frequently mentioned having 
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students practice writing or using particular reading strategies during independent work. 
Teachers reported that they collected student work from independent work time several 
times a week (average from 1–2 to 3–4 times per week) as a way of monitoring students’ 
progress and activities. Teachers also indicated on the survey that they regularly assessed 
and provided feedback to students on collected independent work (average from a few 
times a month to 1–2 times per week). However, interviewed teachers indicated that they 
rarely if ever evaluated or returned independent work to students. Both surveyed and 
interviewed teachers agreed they rarely conferenced or checked in with students during 
independent work time 

Student Engagement 
Based on classroom observations, most students were on task and engaged during literacy 
instruction. 

During observations, the vast majority of students were engaged through discussion and 
collaboration, group response, and skills practice.  

Students were typically on task during observations of literacy blocks. If they were off task, 
they tended to get back on task within a few minutes; only 13 percent of students were 
ever observed off task (e.g., they were talking to a neighbor, turned away from the speaker 
for more than 1 minute, or left the group) during their literacy block.  

Students were most often engaged through discussion and collaboration, group response, 
and skills practice. Of the 101 students who were observed in four observation cycles, more 
than half were observed participating in a discussion or collaborating with peers and 
engaging in group response (Exhibit 17). Seventeen percent of students were passively 
listening. 
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Exhibit 17. Student Engagement During Their First Four Observation Cycles 

 
Note: Sample restricted to students who were observed in at least four cycles. 
Source: PSI Checklist, N=101 students 

 

Use of STEP Data to Inform Instruction  
Teachers reported using STEP data as well as state standards and district curricula to plan 
instruction. However, teachers faced some challenges in using STEP data in combination 
with these other resources. 

Teachers found STEP results to be greatly useful for informing their instruction.  

The survey asked teachers how useful they felt STEP assessment results were for fulfilling 
a range of purposes during the 2015–16 school year. On average, teachers found STEP 
results to be greatly useful for informing their instruction (3.79 on a 4-point scale), based 
on a cluster of survey items that included individualizing literacy instruction for each 
student, informing curricular and lesson planning, and determining instructional groups 
(Exhibit 18). During interviews one teacher noted, “This [STEP assessment] has just been 
super helpful with informing what [the students] need, what next steps are, and what's 
realistic and within their reach.” Teachers found STEP moderately useful for evaluating the 
overall effectiveness of their own literacy instructional practice (3.59) and for 
communicating literacy progress with others (3.18). Teachers’ ratings of the usefulness of 
STEP varied by school from a moderate extent to a great extent. Finally, leaders at two 
schools observed that implementing STEP helped teachers be more focused and confident 
in what they were teaching.  
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Exhibit 18. Teacher Reports on Usefulness of STEP Data 

 
Source: 2016 Teacher Survey 
 

Teachers primarily used STEP data to create guided reading groups and inform guided reading 
instruction and mostly used grade-level standards and district curricula to create whole group 
mini-lessons.  

Interviewed teachers reported most often using students’ STEP levels and performance on 
STEP subskills (e.g., fluency, making inferences) to create guided reading groups and to 
develop objectives for guided reading instruction. For example, a teacher might create a 
guided reading group of students who were all working on mastering the skills and 
strategies needed to achieve STEP 3 or who were all working on a specific STEP 3 subskill, 
such as making predictions. One teacher stated, “I do focus on the types of questions, if 
they're comprehension, if that's an issue or whether it is fluency or accuracy, so kind of like 
those big three. So whether that's just helping group my students or if it's what I focus on in 
those guided reading groups, so I kind of use that to guide my direction [with the student].” 
Teachers mentioned rarely using the finer-grained data available through STEP, such as 
observational notes and informal assessments, to inform their instruction. Teachers 
reported regularly aligning independent work activities to STEP bottom lines as well as 
state/district standards. 

Teachers also mentioned that whole group instruction provided an opportunity to expose 
students who were below grade level in reading to grade-level content. They appreciated 
that during whole group instruction students could interact with and learn from peers who 
were in different reading groups and had different strengths.  

Several teachers reported that STEP sometimes did not align with other instructional 
priorities and that focusing only on STEP-identified skills fragmented instruction.  
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Some teachers noted that grade-level standards, standardized assessments, and 
instructional programs adopted by the school or district sometimes did not align with STEP 
because STEP’s developmental approach contrasted with the standards-based approach. 
That is, STEP data might suggest that a first-grade student needs to work on STEP 2 skills, 
such as recognizing high-frequency words, whereas the grade-level standards would 
suggest that the student work on more advanced skills such as decoding multisyllabic 
words or words with complex letter patterns.  

Further, teachers mentioned that when students focused on a specific skill they needed to 
master to pass to the next STEP level, sometimes it was challenging to integrate with other 
instructional priorities. For example, teachers struggled to find time to work with students 
on reading nonfiction text or developing academic vocabulary, two standards emphasized 
in the district requirements, because they needed to focus on STEP bottom line skills that 
do not address those two learning goals.12 In addition, the way in which teachers used 
STEP to guide instruction led to the separation of reading and writing instruction, which 
several teachers said was in conflict with best practice.  

Instructional Alignment and Quality 
Instructional alignment across PreK–3 was supported by teachers using a common 
assessment (STEP), participating in shared professional development and collaboration 
time, and in some cases, having curriculum pacing guides and shared lesson templates. 
Overall, teachers reported a moderate level of alignment. The level of alignment was seen 
by school leaders as an improvement compared to where the schools were at the beginning 
of the initiative. However, overall instructional quality as measured through classroom 
observations using the CLASS observation instrument remained low, though comparable to 
national averages.  

Teachers reported moderate alignment of instruction across grades.  

On the 2016 teacher survey, teachers reported a moderate extent of alignment among 
PreK–3 teachers regarding shared language, expectations for student achievement, and 
agreement about how to teach literacy skills and instruction (Exhibit 19). The level of 
reported alignment in these areas did not change significantly between spring 2015 and 
2016.  

                                                      
12 For example, a non-fiction third grade English Literacy standard from the Common Core is: Describe the 

relationship between a series of historical events, scientific ideas or concepts, or steps in technical 
procedures in a text, using language that pertains to time, sequence, and cause/effect. 
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Exhibit 19. Alignment of PreK–3 Teacher Expectations and Practices, 2015–16 

 
Source: 2016 Teacher Survey 
 

School leaders reported that the alignment of literacy instruction within and across grades 
improved since the beginning of the initiative as a result of STEP and the development of 
curriculum pacing guides and lesson templates. 

School leaders noted that participating in the initiative supported the creation of a 
coherent instructional approach across grades. One leader described how program 
coherence was emphasized:  

I think that the initiative is always reminding us about program coherence. And 
so it’s always in the back our mind that we have to ensure anything that we do 
at any grade level, it’s part of our program. It’s not just what a specific teacher 
wants to do. And so, you know, program coherence has been the buzz word for 
us for the last 3 years and we always want to make sure everything we do is 
across the board. And that has helped us have a lot more consistency in 
language as well as procedure as well as just expectations for what literacy 
instruction is.  

In addition, school leaders noticed increased vertical collaboration around instructional 
alignment topics within and beyond PreK–3 since the beginning of the initiative in fall 
2012. For example, several district and school leaders mentioned teachers collaborating 
around approaches to instruction within PLCs. One principal stated, “They meet to talk 
about, here's a group of students, what strategies are we going to use to increase their 
achievement, increase their reading levels, you know different things.” This vertical 
collaboration also extended beyond the teachers engaged in the initiative, as one principal 
said, “I see fourth grade teachers talking to first grade teachers because they have students 

3.18 3.16 3.08

1

1.5

2

2.5

3

3.5

4

Extent of shared language at
school

Shared literacy expectations
for student achievement

among teachers

Shared agreement among
teachers about how to teach

literacy

M
ea

n

Great extent

Moderate extent

Small extent

Not at all



 

37 

who are that low. You go to first grade teachers and say, ‘What do you do for this?’ So, a lot 
more collaboration [than before].” 

In addition to using STEP, instructional alignment was supported by other means. In BCCS, 
the district had cross-grade committees develop pacing guides and curriculum maps to 
standardize practice and expectations across grades. In Wellstone, alignment was 
supported by developing lesson plan templates. 

Teachers reported using general scaffolding practices to support DLL students but not 
differentiating instruction for them. DLL students received most of their targeted supports 
from English language (EL) specialists.  

Teachers rarely mentioned differentiating instruction for DLL students. However, they did 
report using some scaffolding practices to support DLL students with instructional 
activities, grouping DLL students in small reading groups, and relying on EL teachers to 
provide targeted supports. 

Many interviewed teachers explained that they did not differentiate instruction explicitly 
for DLLs because they felt that instruction was sufficiently differentiated for students by 
their guided reading groups. Teachers mentioned that DLL students often clustered 
together in guided reading groups due to being at similar STEP levels. Rather than 
differentiating instruction for DLL students, teachers mentioned using visuals and graphic 
organizers, emphasizing speaking and discussion, and previewing vocabulary as strategies 
to support DLL students. For instance, one teacher stated that with her DLL students, "We 
really work on vocabulary building…we use a lot of visual aids and non-verbal 
communication." 

Teachers reported relying on EL specialists to provide targeted or differentiated 
instruction. They rarely mentioned using WIDA/Access scores to help inform instruction of 
DLL students.  

CLASS observations indicated that the quality of classroom organization and emotional 
support were moderately high. The quality of classroom instruction remained low but 
comparable to national averages.  

In 2015–16, across the four Pathway schools, scores across all three domains—emotional 
support, instructional support, and classroom organization—were fairly consistent over 
time (Exhibit 20). Pathway schools’ scores were also similar to national averages: the 
emotional support national average is 6.03 and the classroom organization national 
average is 5.80. For the instructional support domain, the national average score is 2.88. 
Across studies of classroom quality, scores on this particular domain tend to be lower than 
those on the other two domains of the CLASS, a pattern that is consistent with the data 
from Pathway schools.  
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Exhibit 20. Classroom Organization Scores For All Four Schools 

 
Source: CLASS observations 
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Family Engagement 

The PSI theory of action considers home-school partnerships and communication as 
essential to effective instruction. The evaluation team examined how Pathway schools 
communicated with and engaged families in their children’s literacy development and how 
families experienced and interacted with those efforts. This section is based on data from 
school and district leader interviews, focus groups with family members of Pathway 
students, and the spring 2016 teacher survey.  

In this section, we first describe the frequency and types of communication between 
Pathway teachers and families. Next, we discuss how schools communicated with families 
about the STEP tool and families’ understanding of STEP. We then describe Pathway 
schools’ efforts to provide resources, strategies, and activities that help families support 
their children’s literacy skills development at home.  

Teachers’ Communication with Families13  
Pathway teachers communicated with families in a variety of ways. However, families of 
Pathway students reported differences in the variety and frequency of their 
communication with teachers by home language.  

Teachers most often communicated with families through phone calls, notes, and informal 
conversations before or after school.  

On the spring 2016 survey, teachers were asked how often and in which formats they 
typically communicated with families. Across all schools, teachers reported most 
frequently communicating with students’ families by calling home, sending notes/emails, 
and talking with families informally before or after class.14 On average, teachers at Pathway 
schools reported communicating with families slightly more than 1–2 times a month 
(Exhibit 21). Teachers reported inviting families to the classroom, reaching out to families 
using school-based resources, such as a family liaison, and visiting students’ homes less 
often.15 Overall, there were no significant differences in the reported frequency of any of 
these activities from the previous school year (2014–15) or by school. However, the 
practice of conducting home visits varied by school; teachers at Wellstone and CPA 
reported visiting students’ homes a few times year, while teachers at Earle Brown and 
SPMA reported never visiting students’ homes.  

In focus groups, families also responded that teachers most commonly communicated with 
them via phone, through newsletters or notes sent home, and through conversations at 
parent-teacher conferences. 

                                                      
13 Quotes from focus groups facilitated in Spanish or Hmong were translated into English.  
14 The factor for teacher-family communication included three smaller items: 1) Called or sent a personal 

note/email to discuss a concern, 2) talked with parents informally before or after class, and 3) called or 
sent a personal note/email to share positive news. 

15 The factor for invitations to classroom included three smaller items: 1) Invited parents to help out in my 
classroom, 2) invited parents to visit my classroom, and 3) asked parents to share their cultural traditions 
with the students in my classroom. 
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Exhibit 21. Teacher Communication with Families, All Schools  

 
Source: 2016 Teacher Survey 
*Starred items are factors representing clusters of multiple items. 

Family members who spoke English at home reported communicating with teachers in a 
variety of ways, while family members who spoke other language at home almost exclusively 
relied on parent conferences for communicating with parents.  

In most schools, English-speaking families reported communicating with teachers and 
school staff more often and in a greater variety of formats than families who did not speak 
English. For example, English-speaking family members at one school reported that 
teachers used multiple communication methods, such as conferences, phone calls, and a 
folder system, to communicate about a variety of topics (e.g., child behavior, classroom 
activities and events, and children’s progress and learning). 

Most school staff struggled to communicate with families who did not speak English. While 
all of the schools had some staff members who spoke Spanish, the Pathway schools also 
had large Somali, Hmong, and Karen-speaking student populations. Many family members 
who did not speak English reported relying heavily on school interpreters to communicate 
with school staff, and interpreters were mostly available during formal parent-teacher 
conferences. School staff were not able to translate materials and conversations into all 
home languages on a regular basis. For example, teachers at one school regularly sent 
home STEP progress reports to families but school staff were not able to translate them 
into every language spoken by their families. A coach identified translations of STEP 
information as an area of need:  

We do share all of the STEP data off the wall with [families]. After each 
assessment window, we send home a packet for families that shares [STEP 
data] with them and that has some suggestions for what they can do at home… 

3.11

2.24 2.15

1.36

1.0

1.5

2.0

2.5

3.0

3.5

4.0

4.5

5.0

Calls, emails,
conversations*

Invitations to
classroom*

Through school
resources- e.g., family

liaison

Visited students' homes

M
ea

n

Daily

1-2xs/wk

1-2xs/ 
month

Few xs/
year

Never



 

41 

if they can read it. It would be great if UEI translated them, so they could be 
provided in Somali and Karen.  

As a result, English-speaking families were largely satisfied with the level of 
communication from the school, while many families who spoke languages other than 
English from the same schools wanted more communication. In contrast, teachers and 
administrators at one of the Pathway schools were able to communicate with Spanish-
speaking parents with the same frequency as English-speaking parents, so did not 
experience differences in satisfaction across families by language groups. 

Communication about STEP 
In the Pathway schools, STEP served as the primary measure of students’ literacy progress. 
To better involve families in their children’s literacy development, school staff reported 
trying to communicate the purpose of the STEP tool and to explain STEP data to family 
members. However, some families continued to not fully understand STEP results.  

Pathway teachers and other school staff communicated with families about students’ 
progress on STEP by disseminating STEP family guides and holding informational meetings.  

On the survey, teachers reported explaining students’ STEP results to family members a 
few times a year. Overall, Pathway teachers did not report communicating STEP data 
significantly more or less frequently than in 2014–15, nor were there significant 
differences by school.  

In interviews, school staff reported using family engagement events as opportunities to 
educate families on the STEP tool and how to interpret STEP data. For example, staff taught 
family members about the STEP tool during “Take Your Parent to School” days at the SPPS 
schools and during family nights at CPA.  

Moreover, all Pathway schools provided families with STEP guides after each testing 
window that showed students’ current STEP level, the levels of their classmates, and their 
expected level. The guides provided families with more detailed information on children’s 
literacy growth and expected progress, as measured by STEP. STEP guides were translated 
into Spanish, but no other languages. School leaders reported that teachers also explained 
the STEP guides to family members during parent-teacher conferences.  

Families were mixed in their awareness and understanding of STEP results. 

Across the Pathway schools, most family members appreciated receiving STEP results and 
found that information useful. Many talked knowledgeably about their children’s current 
STEP levels and even mentioned wishing the books sent home were aligned better with 
STEP levels. Some family members also reported that STEP helped them understand what 
their children needed to work on and their children’s literacy development relative to their 
peers. In two schools, about half of the family members who participated in focus groups 
did not recognize STEP by name but recalled learning about a progress-monitoring tool and 
receiving information on their children’s literacy development. At one school, English-
speaking family members demonstrated a greater understanding and appreciation of STEP 
than Hmong-speaking families.  
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Supporting Students’ Literacy Progress at Home  
In an effort to help families support literacy development at home, Pathway teachers and 
school staff provided resources, activities, and strategies to family members through 
parent-teacher conferences, Parent Teacher Organization (PTO) meetings, and schoolwide 
family events. For example, the SPPS Pathway schools held “Make and Take” events for 
students’ families, in which staff helped families create hands-on learning activities to take 
home and use with their children. Families appreciated these efforts but expressed a desire 
for additional resources, including books and materials in students’ home languages.  

Pathway teachers provided families with resources and strategies to help students with 
literacy at home, and families found the resources to be helpful. 

In the 2015–16 school year, teachers in Pathway schools continued to make a concerted 
effort to help families support their children’s literacy development at home. On average, 
Pathway teachers reported most frequently helping families support literacy at home by 
sending home activities for families to do with children (between 1–2 times a month and 1–
2 times a week; Exhibit 22). Teachers reported working in collaboration with family 
members to identify specific ways to support their children’s literacy less often, between a 
few times a year and 1–2 times a month. The frequency of working with families to support 
children’s literacy did not differ from the prior school year (2014–15) overall, but did 
increase at one Pathway school.  

Exhibit 22. Supports for Literacy, All Schools  

 
Source: 2016 Teacher Survey 

Examples of strategies and activities teachers shared with families included flashcards, 
worksheets, matching games, and websites that reinforced the work students did on iPads 
in the classroom. PreK teachers at one school regularly sent home activities through a 
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program called the “Home School Connection.” For example, they asked families to work 
with children to “find all the things in your house that you can that start with a letter B and 
write down the words.”  

At one school, some teachers piloted a new engagement strategy, called the Academic 
Parent Teacher Team model, to improve families’ ability to support their children at home. 
With the new model, teachers met with all classroom families together and provided a 
coaching session on children’s data based on overall classroom performance, school 
benchmarks, and state standards. Teachers then provided families with strategies and tools 
to help support learning at home and collaboratively developed goals for students with 
families.  

Limited availability of bilingual staff and family coordinators continued to present challenges 
for family engagement in Pathway schools.  

In 2015–16, turnover and limited availability of family engagement coordinators in 
Pathway schools limited their work with families. Both SPPS schools, Wellstone and SPMA, 
had a part-time staff member dedicated to family engagement, known as the Parent 
Partnership Coordinator, who dedicated 20 percent of her time to each of the two schools. 
Prior to 2015–16, the Parent Partnership Coordinator was solely responsible for 
supporting family engagement events and strategies at the two SPPS Pathway schools, and 
was able to dedicate 50 percent of her time to each school. Earle Brown employed a full-
time Spanish-speaking liaison who communicated with Spanish-speaking families. 
However, the liaison left mid-school year, and school leaders were not able to hire a new 
Family Involvement Coordinator until the end of the year. CPA had no dedicated staff for 
supporting family engagement; instead, the CPA principal took responsibility for 
organizing family engagement events, with support from the instructional coaches. In 
addition, two staff members at the front desk often informally acted as translators for 
Hmong- or Spanish-speaking families.  

Some schools attempted to increase attendance at family events by experimenting with 
alternative formats and schedules. Despite these efforts, non-English-speaking families 
reported attending school events less frequently than English-speaking families.  

In an effort to increase historically poor attendance at family events, some Pathway schools 
began experimenting with the timing and frequency of events. School leaders at SPMA 
began holding PTO meetings during the school day, rather than after school, and linking 
meetings to other family events. For example, school leaders purposefully scheduled the 
Take Your Parent to School events on the same day as PTO meetings, so that some family 
members would already be in the building. Similarly, Earle Brown had struggled with poor 
attendance at after school and evening events. As a result, school leaders decided to 
schedule a new family engagement event, Breakfast with Books, in the mornings before 
school; attendance subsequently improved.  

Despite these efforts, non-English-speaking family members at some schools were less 
likely than English-speaking families to report attending events held at the school. Family 
members in focus groups mentioned that lack of interpreters at family engagement events 
and work and child care conflicts contributed to their inability to attend events. Some 
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parents expressed a desire for a more flexible event schedule where the same event might 
be held at different times.  

Families desired additional resources for their children, such as more books to bring home, 
more time in the school library, and more literacy supports in children's home languages. 

Some family members reported that they wanted their children to bring home more books 
or spend more time in the school library. For example, family members of older students at 
one school wished their children were allowed to check out more books from their 
classroom/the library each day or week. One parent explained, “[I would like] more 
homework or work to do at home. I wish students could take out more books each week, 
too, because if kids finish their homework, their options are video games or TV so it would 
be nice for them to have another option.”  

In addition, most family members of DLLs reported that their children received little to no 
support in their home language. Hmong-speaking families at one school expressed concern 
over their children losing touch with the Hmong language. As a result, some family 
members wished for more literacy supports and books in students’ home languages. 
Spanish-speaking family members at another school recommended that the school provide 
opportunities for students to read and write in Spanish in addition to English. The 
exception to this rule was Spanish-speaking family members with children in Wellstone’s 
dual immersion program who felt that their children were supported in Spanish through 
the program.  
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Student Outcomes 

The initiative’s ultimate goal is for all students to be proficient readers by the end of third 
grade. To measure whether more students were on track to being proficient third grade 
readers, the evaluation analyzed the percentage of Pathway school students reaching year-
end proficiency goals and their rates of progress on the STEP. We denote statistically 
significant differences with an asterisk (*) in the exhibits below. To gauge impact on third-
grade reading proficiency, the evaluation examined students’ performance on standardized 
third-grade reading tests (the Minnesota Comprehensive Assessment–Series III, or MCA-
III) across years.  

PreK–3 Growth in Reading: STEP Results 
While data from STEP are primarily used to inform teacher instructional planning, the 
evaluation team used STEP data to examine student literacy progress and proficiency. The 
STEP system tracks how students are developing as readers along a 13-step trajectory from 
PreK through third grade. Students are expected to progress one STEP level in PreK and 
three STEP levels per year in kindergarten through grade 3. Each STEP level denotes 
specific reading skills or strategies (i.e., STEP bottom lines) students have mastered and 
informs teachers of the skills and strategies students must learn to continue developing as 
readers. 

All Earle Brown, CPA, and SPMA students were assessed with the English STEP, as were 
Wellstone PreK–3 students in English–based programs. All students in the Wellstone dual 
language program were assessed with the Spanish STEP, and most of them were also given 
the English STEP in grades 2 and 3.16 Each of the Pathway schools began using the STEP 
literacy assessment with PreK–3 students in different years (see Exhibit 2 for an 
implementation timeline). 

The rate of progress (number of steps grown per year) did not significantly improve for K–3 
students overall, but did improve for third-grade students. 

Taken together, K–3 students progressed an average of 2.3 steps in 2015–16 (Exhibit 23). 
The rate of progress remained the same between 2014–15 and 2015–16 in kindergarten, 
first, and second grade, while it significantly declined in PreK from 1.5 to 1.2 steps and 
increased in third grade from 1.8 to 2.1 steps.  

                                                      
16 Given that only one school used the Spanish STEP, and with only a subset of students, no Spanish STEP 

results are presented in this report.  
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Exhibit 23. Average Number of Steps Progressed in K–3 Combined 

 
Notes: 2012–13 data include Earle Brown only, 2013–14 data include Earle Brown and CPA, 2014–15 and 2015–16 
data include Earle Brown, CPA, SPMA, and Wellstone. 

 

Because students repeatedly achieved fewer than three steps per year, they were on average 
1.3 grade levels below expected performance by third grade. 

Students’ insufficient progress on STEP had a cumulative impact as students moved 
through the grades. While PreK students, on average, attained above the expected end-of-
year STEP, by kindergarten students were behind expected attainment (Exhibit 24). By 
third grade, students, on average, began the year a grade level behind (at STEP 6 instead of 
STEP 9), and they ended the year 1.3 grade levels behind (at STEP 8 rather than STEP 12).  

The gap between expected and actual STEP level narrowed slightly in 2015–16 for third 
grade. The average end STEP for students in third grade was significantly higher in 2015–
16 than in 2014–15. However, the average end STEP for these students was still four steps, 
or approximately 1.3 grade levels, short of their goal of STEP 12.  

The gap between expected and actual STEP levels was not significantly different for 
children whose home language was Spanish compared with children whose home language 
was English (Exhibit 25). 
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Exhibit 24. Student Progress: Expected and Actual End-of-Year STEP 

 
 

Exhibit 25. Student Progress: Expected and Actual End-of-Year STEP, By Home Language 
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The percentage of K–3 students overall who met end-of-year goals did not change 
significantly between 2014–15 and 2015–16. 

The proportion of students that met their grade-level end-of-year goal on the English STEP 
did not improve between 2014–15 and 2015–16 (Exhibit 26). This trend of no significant 
change was also true for DLL students taking the English STEP (Exhibit 27). 

Exhibit 26. Met K–3 STEP End-of-Year Goals  

 
Notes: (1) 2012–13 data include Earle Brown only, 2013–14 data include Earle Brown and CPA, 2014–15 and 2015–16 
data include Earle Brown, CPA, SPMA, and Wellstone. (2) Grade-level year-end proficiency goals: Pre-reading in PreK; 
STEP 3 in kindergarten; STEP 6 in first grade; STEP 9 in second grade; and STEP 12 in third grade. 
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Exhibit 27. Met K–3 STEP End-of-Year Goals, by DLL Status 

  
 

The proportion of students that met their grade-level end-of-year goal on the English STEP 
decreased with each subsequent grade-level.  

In 2015–16, nearly all PreK students (85 percent) met their end-of-year goal; however, by 
the end of kindergarten, only 35 percent of students met the end-of-year goal and the 
numbers continued to decline slightly among first-, second-, and third-grade students 
(Exhibit 28). In the fourth year of the initiative, only 16 percent of third-grade students met 
their grade-level goal of STEP 12. Although this was an increase from 2014–15, the 
difference was not statistically significant.  

Meeting grade-level proficiency goals may be particularly difficult in later grades, as less 
than expected progress in each grade accumulates over time. For example, second- and 
third-grade students may begin the year two or more steps behind, and even if they make 
the expected progress of three steps, they will not meet their grade-level proficiency goal.  
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Exhibit 28. Met STEP End-of-Year Goals, by Grade 

 
Notes: (1) 2012–13 data include Earle Brown only, 2013–14 data include Earle Brown and CPA, 2014–15 and 2015–16 
data include Earle Brown, CPA, SPMA, and Wellstone. (2) Grade-level year-end proficiency goals: Pre-reading in PreK; 
STEP 3 in kindergarten; STEP 6 in first grade; STEP 9 in second grade; and STEP 12 in third grade. 

 
 

Students who started at the Pathway schools in PreK and stayed for 3 years outperformed 
their mobile peers in every year of the initiative. However, this advantage was not seen for 
students who began their involvement in the PSI in kindergarten or first grade.  

Students who started at the school in PreK and stayed for 3 years outperformed their 
mobile peers in every year of the initiative (Exhibit 29). Students who were in the Pathway 
schools for all 3 years starting in kindergarten (Exhibit 30) or first grade (Exhibit 31) were 
not significantly more likely to meet their grade-level end-of-year proficiency goals than 
students who entered or left the schools during this time.  
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Exhibit 29. PreK Cohort That Met STEP End-of-Year Goals, by Student Mobility 

 
Notes: (1) Includes scores for only Earle Brown and CPA because only these schools used STEP for at least 3 years.  
(2) An asterisk denotes statistical significance. 

 

Exhibit 30. K Cohort That Met STEP End-of-Year Goals, by Student Mobility 

 
Note: Includes only students from Earle Brown and CPA because only these schools used STEP for at least 3 years. 
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Exhibit 31. Grade 1 Cohort That Met STEP End-of-Year Goals, by Student Mobility 

 
Note: Includes only students from Earle Brown and CPA because only these schools used STEP for at least 3 years. 

Reading Proficiency: MCA-III Results 
To better understand whether the PSI may be increasing students’ literacy performance, 
the evaluation examined the trends in third-grade MCA-III scores across the 4 years of the 
initiative. 

Since the beginning of the PSI, third-grade reading proficiency fluctuated, with no clear 
pattern of improvement.  

Proficiency of reading by third-grade students on the MCA-III showed little or no 
improvement in 2015–16 compared to prior years. The overall percent proficient increased 
slightly in two Pathway schools in 2015–16 compared to 2012–13 (CPA and SPMA), but 
decreased in the two other Pathway schools (Earle Brown and Wellstone; Exhibit 32). 
These differences were not statistically significant. Overall between one-fifth and one-third 
of students were proficient in reading on the MCA-III in each year.  

Likewise, DLL students’ reading proficiency showed little or no improvement in 2015–16 
compared to 2012–13 (Exhibit 33). DLL students performed worse than students overall 
on the MCA-III, but in both groups the vast majority of students were not proficient readers 
by third grade. 

Across the four Pathway schools in each year, a significantly higher proportion of students 
whose home language was English were proficient readers in third grade than students 
whose home language was Spanish, Hmong, or Karen (Exhibit 32). However, a third or 
fewer of students from all language groups, including English, were proficient readers by 
third grade. 
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Exhibit 32. Overall Third-Grade MCA-III Reading Proficiency 

 
 
 

Exhibit 33. DLL Student Third-Grade MCA-III Reading Proficiency 
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Exhibit 34. Third-Grade MCA-III Reading Proficiency by Home Language 
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Conclusion and Recommendations 

A review of studies on other efforts to improve early literacy outcomes in children found 
that while there are some positive findings for improving narrow sets of literacy skills (e.g., 
letter recognition or sounds), improving the broader set of literacy skills (including 
meaning-focused skills) has remained fairly elusive (Piasta, 2016). This review pointed out 
how more studies are needed to gain a deeper understanding of factors related to 
educators’ use of evidence-based literacy practices, including efforts to develop curricula, 
practices, and professional development that are suitable and feasible for wide-scale 
implementation. The evaluation of the Pathway Schools Initiative provides useful insights 
regarding the complex factors involved in implementing a comprehensive literacy 
improvement effort focused on professional development and formative assessment.  

This section highlights some of the major accomplishments and challenges during the 
2015–16 year (the first year of Phase II of the initiative) in each of the major components of 
the PSI. It includes recommendations for potential actions that the Foundation, UEI, 
evaluation, district, and school staff might consider as they continue to work on this 
important and complex effort to improve literacy instruction and student outcomes for 
PreK–3 students. 

Findings 
Through the PSI, district and school leadership committed time to PSI activities, PreK–3 
teachers and literacy coaches were trained in the STEP, and literacy coaches supported 
teachers using the STEP and making other literacy instructional changes. Schools also used 
grant funds to expand or refine their PreK programs; hire additional staff such as program 
managers, literacy coaches, classroom aides, and family engagement coordinators; and 
purchase instructional materials, such as classroom libraries or tablets. UEI provided 
leadership and management for the initiative and provided Pathway districts and schools 
with professional development and technical support focused on literacy and leadership. In 
2015–16, Pathway districts and schools experienced both accomplishments and challenges 
in implementing the core components of the PSI. 

PreK–3 Pathways 

The Pathway schools continued to offer expanded PreK programs in their schools and 
streamlined processes to make it easier for PreK children to enroll in their respective 
kindergarten program. Most of the PreK students continued on to kindergarten at the same 
school, and parents said that their children’s participation in the PreK programs influenced 
their decision to keep their children at the same school. The Pathway schools were not able 
to influence the mobility of students and families in K–3 and mentioned issues such as 
inter- and intra- district school choice and the search for affordable housing as major 
factors.  

Leadership 

Pathway district and school leaders supported PSI goals and integrated them into district 
and school plans and structures. They also continued to build school leadership capacity 
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focused on the literacy work by engaging school-based coaches in new roles and existing 
school leadership teams. PSI supports, such as the developmental evaluation process and 
the 5Essentials data, helped leaders identify areas for improvement and become more 
transparent and collaborative with their staff around improvement efforts. However, 
leaders requested more alignment across all of the PSI supports. Further, ratings of school 
leadership by school staff on the 5Essentials survey were generally low and not improving 
over time, despite school leaders’ efforts to make improvements.  

Teacher Professional Development and Collaboration 

Most teachers (93 percent) reported that they attended UEI professional development 
sessions, many teachers (61 percent) reported receiving coaching from UEI trainers, and 
almost half of teachers (47 percent) reported attending a Literacy Collaborative. However, 
the amount of UEI supports teachers reported receiving varied significantly across schools 
and grade levels. Teachers rated UEI supports as impacting the quality of instruction and 
teachers’ understanding of literacy development to a moderate extent, but they desired a 
greater focus on instructional strategies for specific STEP bottom line skills and for 
supporting DLL students, and more advanced examinations of STEP data for teachers who 
had already received a year or more of STEP training.  

Teachers reported receiving, on average, nearly 5 hours of coaching per month from their 
school-based literacy coach, but the intensity of coaching varied widely. Most surveyed 
teachers reported being observed and discussing their teaching with their coaches on a 
regular basis (at least a few times a year), but rarely or never observing their coach teach, 
co-teaching with their coach, or engaging in a coaching cycle. Teachers also reported 
coaching mostly helping them with data analysis and lesson planning, and much less 
commonly helping them with implementing specific instructional strategies. Shifting to a 
student-centered coaching model helped teachers become more receptive to coaching.  

Finally, all of the Pathway schools had PLCs that allowed teachers to focus on literacy 
related topics together an average of 4 hours a month. PLCs focused on STEP data and 
developing common lesson plans, supporting increased instructional alignment within and 
across grades, though several schools struggled to use the PLC time to effectively. 

Literacy Instructional Practices 

Teachers in Pathway schools dedicated almost 2 hours per day of instructional time to 
literacy and focused much of their instructional time on working with data-informed small 
groups on guided reading or particular literacy skills and whole group instruction. Students 
often engaged in independent work while the teachers led small groups. For the most part, 
teachers were teaching the “bottom line skills” called out by the STEP assessment system 
that students need to master to advance in STEP, but in some cases, attention to decoding, 
fluency, and vocabulary may have been lacking. Several teachers mentioned being confused 
about when to rely on STEP data and when to use state standards to guide their literacy 
instruction. Observations found that most teachers had structures in place for independent 
work, but did not necessarily have systems for monitoring whether learning goals were 
being achieved. Teachers used general scaffolding practices to support the learning of DLL 
students but relied on EL teachers for more differentiated supports. School leaders 
reported that the alignment of literacy instruction within and across grades had improved 
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since the beginning of the initiative as a result of STEP and the development of curriculum 
pacing guides and lesson templates. Finally, instructional quality scores from classroom 
observations did not improve and remained low, but were still comparable to national 
averages.  

Family Engagement 

The PSI schools communicated with parents about their children’s progress on literacy 
skills and specifically about their progress on STEP. The PSI schools also held a variety of 
school events, some of which were newly or redesigned to promote family engagement in 
their children’s literacy development. These schools had many successes in the area of 
family engagement but also encountered challenges that could benefit from some new and 
intensified efforts.  

Student Outcomes 

The proportion of students that met their grade-level end-of-year goal on the English STEP 
did not improve between 2014–15 and 2015–16, and students were less likely to make 
their grade level goal with each subsequent grade. The gap between expected and actual 
STEP levels was not significantly different for children whose home language was Spanish 
compared to children whose home language was English. Similarly, the rate of progress 
(average number of steps increased per year) did not improve, and more than half of 
students did not make the expected three steps of growth per year. Students who started at 
the Pathway schools in PreK and stayed for 3 years outperformed their mobile peers in 
every year of the initiative. However, this pattern between stable and mobile students was 
not seen for students who began at Pathway schools in kindergarten or first grade. Third-
grade students’ reading proficiency (on the MCA-III) increased in two Pathway schools in 
2015–16 compared to 2014–15 (CPA and SPMA), but decreased in the two other Pathway 
schools (Earle Brown and Wellstone). However, a third or fewer students were proficient 
readers by third grade.  

Recommendations 
The McKnight Foundation recently decided not to fund Phase III of the PSI but to continue 
supporting the Pathway schools throughout the remainder of the 2016–17 and 2017–18 
school years.17 Therefore, the Pathway schools may want to focus the remainder of the 
initiative on further improvements and planning for sustainability. Below are 
recommendations for potential actions that the Foundation, UEI, evaluation, district, and 
school staff might consider as they continue to work on and sustain this important and 
complex effort to improve literacy instruction and student outcomes for PreK–3 students. 

To fortify PSI professional development and leadership supports, UEI and SRI might 
consider ways to: 

• Offer more advanced professional development for teachers who have already 
participated in STEP administration and fidelity trainings and introduce and 
support use of more instructional strategies related to specific bottom lines. 

                                                      
17 One school is on a slightly different timeline and will conclude its PSI work at the end of the 2018–19 school 

year. 
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• Provide teachers who attend Literacy Collaboratives follow-up support to 
implement new practices. 

• Provide leaders more time between DE cycles to dig deeper into the practice/policy 
being studied or continue to focus on the same topic across cycles. 

• Clarify how the various supports for leaders (5Essentials survey, principal coaching, 
Leadership Collaborative, cross-site visits, and DE) should be working together and 
coordinate the associated action plans. 

• Provide leaders with specific strategies that are associated with strong 5Essentials 
results (e.g., from case studies of schools with strong and very strong leadership 
results). 

To further strengthen and sustain improvements in PreK–3 enrollment pipelines, 
Pathway districts and schools might consider ways to: 

• Sustain and/or expand the available PreK slots beyond the PSI grant. 

• Increase the proportion of PreK children that continue on to kindergarten through 
continued outreach efforts to PreK families, providing PreK enrollment priority to 
local families, and addressing families’ transportation challenges.  

• Offer special onboarding supports for new students and families, knowing that 
student mobility is difficult to impact. 

To further strengthen and sustain improvements in leadership and teacher 
collaboration, Pathway districts and schools might consider ways to: 

• Decide which components, structures, and practices developed as part of the PSI 
they will want to sustain after the grant ends and use initiative resources to build 
the needed internal expertise and work on sustainability plans. 

• Continue to build shared leadership for literacy work across teacher leaders in the 
schools.  

• Integrate PSI work into larger district and school plans and goals to promote 
coherence and sustainability. 

• Make sure that all grade levels have sufficient time to hold PLC meetings in which 
teachers can learn new strategies, collaborate on lesson planning, share resources, 
and reflect on their practice with their peers.  

• Hold vertical PLCs around topics where better alignment is needed across grade 
levels, such as common instructional strategies to support students at reading levels 
(e.g., STEPs 4–6) that appear across grade levels. 

• Align coaching focus to sustainability goals, and have coaches more deeply engage 
with teachers through coaching cycles, co-teaching, and modeling. 

• Ensure expertise in critical literacy practices (e.g., STEP) is developed in a broad 
enough base (e.g., among teacher leaders) to support sustainability. 
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• Consider gaps in teachers’ and coaches’ skills and knowledge (e.g., working with 
DLL students, vocabulary work, decoding and word work strategies) that local 
consultants and experts might be able to address. 

• Codify onboarding supports for new teachers around schoolwide literacy practices 
(e.g., STEP) given that teacher turnover continues to be an issue and some teachers 
start after the summer professional development sessions are completed.  

To further strengthen and sustain improvements in literacy instruction, Pathway districts 
and schools might consider ways to: 

• Ensure that teachers are sufficiently incorporating decoding, fluency, and 
vocabulary development into literacy lessons, along with comprehension and text 
analysis. 

• Help teachers develop systems to review and provide feedback on independent 
work tasks. 

• Help teachers figure out when to address state standards, skills tied to developmentl 
reading levels (e.g., STEP bottom lines), or try to combine these objectives during 
instruction. 

• Train teachers on ways to use WIDA/Access data and to differentiate literacy work 
for students who are DLLs besides grouping them together in the same 
developmental reading level. 

• Provide tiered supports for students progressing two or fewer steps. 

• Identify special programs or interventions to support students stuck on decoding 
skills (e.g., online word work programs or evidence-based phonetics curricula). 

To further engage families in their children’s literacy skill development, district and 
school partners may want to consider ways to: 

• Translate family STEP materials into languages beyond English and Spanish. 

• Increase communication that occurs between fall and winter parent-teacher 
conferences with families whose home language is not English, such as by 
identifying ways to provide those families with emails, texts, and phone calls that 
keep them updated about their children’s progress between conferences..  

• Increase the availability of family liaisons or multiple part-time liaisons who speak 
families’ home languages to help teachers have more regular communication with 
parents. 

• Increase the participation of families, especially non-English speaking families, at 
school events, by publicizing events earlier, translating invitations, providing 
translators at events or offering events in families’ home languages, and offering 
events at multiple times to provide more flexibility for families’ schedules. 

• Provide students with more books to bring home through classroom book bags or 
the school library. Include books that are in the students’ proximal zones for 
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practicing and stretching their current reading skills and books in students’ home 
language to encourage biliteracy and engage families in shared reading. 

Next Steps 
The McKnight Foundation’s recent decision to not fund Phase III of the PSI may shift the 
nature of PSI partners’ work during the remainder of the initiative to sustainability. The 
next 2 years of Phase II of the PSI will be an opportunity to fortify and institutionalize the 
improvements made to date in building coherent PreK–3 pipelines, establishing effective 
PreK–3 leadership and high-quality PreK–3 instructional practices, increasing data use to 
inform decisionmaking, and engaging families.  

The evaluation will continue to track lessons learned about implementing this complex 
initiative in districts and schools serving high-need students. The evaluation also will 
continue to assess the impacts of the initiative on PreK–3 student enrollment, teacher 
quality and instruction, and student outcomes. Evaluation findings will be shared through 
future briefs, reports, and presentations to inform PSI stakeholders and share lessons 
learned with the field.
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Evaluation Methods Appendix 

Student Enrollment Data  
The evaluation team worked with each of the Pathway districts to collect student 
enrollment and demographic data, including student race/ethnicity, gender, special 
education and dual language learner (DLL) status, participation in the free and reduced-
price meal program, and grade from 2009–10 to 2015–16. To conduct the enrollment 
pipeline analysis, the evaluation team identified several cohorts of students who began at 
the Pathway schools in either PreK or kindergarten. Cohorts of students were labeled as 
either pre-implementation or post-implementation depending on the first year in which 
they enrolled and the year in which their school began PSI implementation. The evaluation 
team then assessed the sustained enrollment patterns both before and after 
implementation of the initiative.  

District and School Staff Interviews  
In fall 2015, the evaluation team conducted interviews with 21 district and school leaders, 
including school-level literacy coaches, and a sample of approximately seven PreK–3 
teachers per school. Fall interviews with school and district leaders focused on progress 
implementing the PSI, including any changes in support for DLL students, new or additional 
work to align curriculum or instruction across PreK–3, efforts to improve student retention 
from PreK to kindergarten, school/district supports for teachers in using STEP to inform 
instruction, efforts to increase family engagement and out-of-school learning time, and 
changes in the coaching model or professional learning communities (PLCs). Fall 
interviews with teachers focused on how they used STEP to inform their literacy 
instruction, specifically on their process for using STEP to help plan guided reading lessons, 
independent work, read-alouds and other whole-group activities. Interviewers also asked 
about resources that teachers found helpful and areas in which they might need more 
support. 

In spring 2016, the evaluation team interviewed 19 district and school leaders, including 
school-based coaches, but did not interview teachers. The leader interviews asked about 
school and district policies and practices regarding the development of PreK–3 pathways, 
the role of school and district leaders and UEI leadership supports, school-based coaching 
and UEI literacy supports, and perceptions of the impact of the initiative on teachers and 
students in Pathway schools.  

Immediately after each set of interviews, evaluation team members completed a school-
level debriefing guide developed to capture emerging themes and key findings relating to 
the interview topics. The evaluation team also had the interviews transcribed and coded 
before conducting systematic analyses of all interviews across all sites. 

Teacher Survey 
In May 2016, the evaluation team administered a survey to all PreK–3 teachers in the four 
Pathway schools. Seventy-four teachers completed the survey (for an 88 percent response 
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rate). The survey captured information about their literacy practices and their experiences 
with professional development, coaching, collaboration, the STEP assessment, and 
communication with families. The 2016 survey built on a similar survey administered in 
spring 2015, enabling the evaluation team to examine change over time.  

For reporting purposes, the evaluation team examined both means and frequencies for 
single items as well as multi-item clusters. The clusters include items that were 
conceptually related as well as highly correlated.18 

Teacher Turnover Data 
To determine teacher turnover from the start of Phase I through 2015–16, the evaluation 
team examined teacher rosters schools submitted for interview selection and the 
administration of teacher surveys. The team used the rosters to learn whether PreK–3 
teachers present in 2012–13 were still teaching at the school as PreK–3 teachers in 2014–
15. In SPPS, PSI participation was limited to PreK and kindergarten teachers only in 2012–
13, so the team calculated teacher turnover starting in 2013–14. In CPA, teacher rosters 
were only available beginning in 2014–15. 

Classroom Observations 

Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) 
In winter/spring 2016, 60 PreK–3 teachers agreed to take part in classroom observations 
(for a 71 percent response rate). During these observations, a certified observer used the 
CLASS to score classrooms on content-general measures of classroom climate including 
emotional support, classroom organization, and instructional support. CLASS is an 
observational tool that focuses on developmentally appropriate classroom interactions. 
CLASS has been extensively validated and can be used reliably in both research and 
evaluation studies.19 It consists of 10 dimensions (positive climate, negative climate, 
teacher sensitivity, regard for student perspectives, behavior management, productivity, 
instructional learning formats, concept development, quality of feedback, and advanced 
language) scored on a scale from 1 to 7, with a score of 1 or 2 indicating low or limited 
evidence, a score of 3, 4, or 5 indicating occasional or moderate evidence, and a score of 6 
or 7 indicating consistent or strong evidence. These dimensions are then averaged into the 
three domains (emotional support, classroom organization, and instructional support). 
Coders using the CLASS observe the classroom for four 20-minute cycles, taking notes on 
behaviors associated with each dimensions, and then spend 10 minutes between each cycle 
scoring each dimension. The evaluation team has conducted annual CLASS observations in 
each year of the evaluation, beginning in fall 2012. 

 

                                                      
18 High correlations were determined using Cronbach’s alpha after running the PROC VARCLUS procedure in 

SAS. 
19 For a summary of research on CLASS, see: Center for Advanced Study of Teaching and Learning. (n.d.). 

Retrieved from http://www.teachstone.org/research-and-evidence/research-summary-2/. 
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Pathway Schools Initiative (PSI) Checklist 
During the winter/spring 2016 classroom observations, a second observer used the study-
developed PSI Checklist to record literacy-specific instruction, including teacher- and 
student-actions and the focus, format, and duration of literacy instruction. Each coder 
observed the classroom during the literacy block for approximately 100 minutes, separated 
into 10-minute cycles. During each cycle, the coder recorded the actions of the teacher and 
a focal student, the focus of instruction (decoding, fluency, comprehension, text analysis, 
writing, vocabulary), and the format of instruction (whole group, small group, independent 
work). Data from all observers were merged and then analyzed at the teacher, student, and 
cycle level.  

Observers also took pictures of instructional activities during cycles where the focal 
student was engaging in independent work. These artifacts were coded and analyzed to 
understand the range and rigor of instructional activities as well as the alignment of 
instructional activities to STEP bottom-lines.  

Student Outcomes 

STEP Data 
Each of the Pathway districts began using STEP with PreK–3 students in different years. 
While data from STEP are primarily used to inform teacher instructional planning, the 
evaluation team used STEP data to examine student literacy progress and proficiency. All 
CPA, Earle Brown, and SPMA students were assessed with the English STEP, as were 
Wellstone’s PreK–3 students in English–based programs. Students in Wellstone’s dual 
language programs were assessed with the Spanish STEP, and some of them (mostly 
students in grades 2 and 3) were also given the English STEP. So as not to identify 
Wellstone’s dual-language program, only English scores are reported. 

Student MCA-III Reading Achievement 
The districts provided the evaluation team with longitudinal student records, including 
MCA-III results. The evaluation examined the trends in third-grade MCA-III scores across 
the 4 years of the initiative. The team looked at third-grade proficiency rates by school, by 
DLL status, and by home language.  

Parent Focus Groups 
In spring 2016, evaluation team members visited each school and conducted two focus 
groups of family members of children in PreK through grade 3. Separate focus groups were 
conducted for English-, Spanish-, and Hmong-speaking families as needed. Interpreters 
were present as needed. Each focus group included six parents, on average. The focus 
groups asked about the supports, services, and information parents received about their 
child’s literacy skills and how parents supported their children, the usefulness of the 
schools’ resources, and additional resources needed. The same analytic methods were used 
to identify themes and level of evidence for themes among focus groups that were used 
with interviews. 
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