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Good morning, friends. 

 

And thank you for that introduction, Barbara, and thank you to Russ and 

Nancy Nelson, too. 

 

Thank you all for coming out on this cold morning again to learn about the 

students in our district.  

 

Thankfully, it is NOT as cold as some of our previous mornings!  

 

But I will be the first to tell you that this has been a January like no other – 

and we are grateful for your support, as we’ve responded to brutal 
temperatures in order to ensure the safety especially of our most 

vulnerable students. 

 
Let me also offer thanks this morning to a number of special guests: 

 
• Mayor Coleman – thank you for being here this morning along with 

several members of your staff. Your partnership is invaluable to our 

district and to our city. 



 

 

 

• Another key partner is Ramsey County – represented here this morning 

by Julie Kleinschmidt. Thank you for coming, Julie. 

 
We’ve been especially grateful at Saint Paul Public Schools to work 

alongside BOTH the City of St. Paul AND Ramsey County as we work to 

understand the role of race in our institutions. 

 

• And I hope you’ll all join me in thanking this morning’s generous 

sponsors: The Saint Paul Public Schools Foundation, and the Greater 

Twin Cities United Way.  

 

• I would ask the rest of my team – the Superintendent’s leadership 

cabinet – to rise and be recognized.  

 

• And I couldn’t begin this presentation without introducing and thanking 

our board of education directors who are all here today:   



 

 

 
• Chair Mary Doran, Vice-Chair Keith Hardy, Directors Anne Carroll, 

John Brodrick, Jean O’Connell, Louise Seeba, and Chue Vue. 
 

As many of you know, our school district is in the final year of a pretty 

revolutionary change in the way we do business.  

 

We call this change, “Strong Schools, Strong Communities.”  

 

I’ll talk today about how Strong Schools, Strong Communities has changed 

how we approach education in Saint Paul Public Schools. 

 

Then I’ll talk about the next phase of our strategic planning – what we’re 

calling Strong Schools, Strong Communities 2.0. 

 

But I’d like to start today by talking about the longer-term future:   
 

• WHAT DO WE WANT EDUCATION IN ST. PAUL TO LOOK LIKE IN 
THE NEXT FIVE YEARS? 

 

Let’s talk about that for a few minutes. 

 

Lots of other people are talking about it – education experts, parents, the 

business community, and, of course, politicians.  

 

Most of that talk is around testing… ….accountability… …….data.   



 

 

 
And that’s all important, I supervise an entire team that remind of that daily. 

But even they would argue that we currently have an over-reliance on 

standardized tests.  

 

But is testing, accountability and data ALL there is to our VISION?  
 

Because those are all basically TACTICS.  They aren’t GOALS.  

 

They don’t define where we are going. They don’t define the kind of 
people we want our students to become. 

 

I’d like each of the employers here today to think about what they really 

want in their future employees – in our future citizens – in the future 

parents of St. Paul’s students. 

 

As one of the largest employers in St. Paul, we know what we want in 

an employee! 

 

We want a well-rounded, educated individual who has demonstrated that 

they care enough about our work to learn to be the best employee they 
can possibly be. 

 

We want someone who works well with people, who knows how to solve 
problems, who is persistent enough to come back and try again after 

failure, and who is comfortable working with all kinds of people. 



 

 

 

THAT’s the kind of students we need to develop in Saint Paul Public 
Schools.  
 

As we look down the line five years from now, we want to see our students 

getting an education that values relationships – that values PEOPLE.  

 

As a district, we know that RELATIONSHIPS are what’s going to help a 

child who has just gotten off the airplane from a refugee camp in Thailand 

learn how to read. 

 

We know it’s RELATIONSHIPS that will inspire a young black man to 

recognize that he IS loved and valued in this society. 

 

We know it’s RELATIONSHIPS that will inspire an already good student to 

become a GREAT student. 



 

 

 
I have to tell you that teaching is the most demanding, most challenging 

career in all of education – and our teachers rise to that challenge.  

 

It is in this spirit, this spirit of relentlessness, that we developed this 

framework to build on our staff successes.  

 
So today I want to talk about the technical pieces we’ve put in place in the 

district to make it possible for the great people, the great TEACHERS of 

Saint Paul Public Schools to: 

 

• do an even better job of teaching students to read … including 

students who have never before seen a book . 

 

• We want to help our great teachers do an even better job of showing 

each and every student – no matter their home life or cultural 

background – that they are valued and capable….  

 
• We want to help our great teachers do an even better job of 

inspiring every student to reach their highest level of success not just as 

a student, but as a human being. 

 

Let me refresh your memory a little bit about why we created Strong 

Schools, Strong Communities in the first place. 

 



 

 

When the Superintendent took the lead of Saint Paul Schools back in 

December of 2009, she challenged us to answer some  critical questions, 
prompting a year and a half of research.  

 

Research that revealed : 

 

• Our system was not set up to accomplish what we needed it to  

 

• All resources were not being used as efficiently as possible. 

 
• And most important, students were not making the academic progress 

they should be – especially our students of color and Native American 

students. 

 
Fast forward three years, and what have we learned and accomplished? 

 

The document on your tables gives you a very comprehensive look at the 

breadth and depth of the technical changes we’ve made. 

 

• We have changed where we encourage students to attend school – 

closer to home 

 

• We have changed how we transport them to their schools 

 

• We have changed what is expected of our school leaders 

 



 

 

• And we have changed how we coordinate curriculum and instruction 

across schools and grades. 

 

But as I said at the beginning of this speech, these are just technical 
changes.  

 

They don’t define the end result, but they make the end result POSSIBLE – 

a premier education for ALL.  

 

That’s the mission of Saint Paul Public Schools. 

 

Let me tell you about just some of the progress we’ve made toward our 

mission: 

 

NUMBER 1) Graduation rates have increased by 7 percentage points – 

from 59% to 66% – and the disparities in graduation rates between 

races has narrowed.   

 
NUMBER 2)  We’re also seeing increases in academic GROWTH across 

our district. 

 

Now, growth isn’t something we’ve talked about much before, but 

thankfully the Minnesota Department of Education - or MDE - recognizes 

that you can’t expect a student achieving at the 40th percentile on 
standardized tests to reach the 80th percentile in one year. 
 



 

 

Instead, what you CAN and SHOULD expect is academic GROWTH 

each year in the life of a student.  

 

And that’s what we’re seeing at varying levels in all our schools. 

 

23% of our schools showed enough growth that MDE raised their 

performance ratings one level.  

 

Three of our schools this year even achieved one of the highest levels 

of performance – “celebration” status.  

 

I’m very proud of the fact that this happened even as we made all the 

significant changes that were part of Strong Schools, Strong 

Communities. 

 

NUMBER 3) I’m also proud of the increases in academic proficiency we’ve 

seen across the district – though the Superintendent will be the first to 

tell you those increases are not fast enough or large enough. 

 

And just so we’re all clear on what we mean by “proficiency,” that means 

the percentage of our students who are performing at or above their 

grade levels. 

 
MCA reading scores have gone up 5 percentage points over the course 

of the strategic plan – and MCA math scores have risen 3 percentage 

points. 



 

 

 

While these are aggregate scores, we saw individual schools across the 

district raise their scores in the double-digits – which is what we want to 

see across the board. 

 

And…. 

Number 4) The percent of students taking the ACT college entrance exam 

increased over the span of Strong Schools, Strong Communities, as did 

the number of students scoring higher. 

 

Because of the steps we’ve taken through our strategic plan, we're 

confident we will continue to see increases in those proficiency indicators 

over the next five years. 

 

So let’s move now to the next five years.   

 
The second phase of our work, Strong Schools, Strong Communities 2.0, is 

designed to build on progress made so far, but help us dig deeper and 

accelerate that progress over the next five years. 

 

Our goals moving forward with 2.0 remain the same: 

 

Achievement 

Alignment 

Sustainability 

 



 

 

But before I tell you more about 2.0, let’s take a few moments to view a 

video that lays out our plan. 

 

OK. Now let me take you a little deeper into our motivation for each of the 

five focus areas that were just highlighted in that video. 

 

I’ll start with the focus areas that feed into our goal for ACHIEVEMENT. 

 

RACIAL EQUITY TRANSFORMATION 
 

When we initiated our strategic plan three years ago, a key piece of 

information we learned was that students of color and Native American 
students were not demonstrating the academic proficiency that their 
white counterparts were – no matter where they went to school. 

 

The data made it very clear. 

 

And that data was the basis for changing our system to reduce long bus 
rides across town and encourage learning closer to home. 

 

But technical fixes alone didn’t and won’t address a foundational issue 

within our district – an issue, frankly, that can be found within every major 
institution in the United States today. 

 

And once again, it all comes down to relationships. 

 



 

 

Every SPPS employee must understand his or her personal beliefs about 

people of different races, then understand how those beliefs affect their 
professional work. 

 

This takes a significant investment of time and resources. 

 

Until every one of our students have the same healthy, trusting 
relationships based on high expectations in our schools that many 

white students already have, and on which they depend, we are 
committed to making that investment. 
 

Our black, brown and Native American students tell us every day that this 
is the right investment to make. 

 

They tell us through their grades, their lack of engagement, their mistrust of 

the system, and their low test scores.  

 

No matter what else we do, no matter how many strategic plans we 

introduce, until we change how the human beings on our staff – 

 

– from me, to the lunch people, to the classroom teachers, to the 

accountants, to the bus drivers – until our entire staff examines 

how their personal beliefs about race affect the way we do our 

jobs – we will not see the academic gains that every person in 
this room wants to see. 

 



 

 

Working toward racial equity is the backbone of 2.0.  

 

Without addressing inequity, we cannot achieve our goals.  

 

Prioritizing racial equity means that we look at every other focus area of 

this plan through what we call a “racial equity lens.”  

 

Let me give you an example of talking about something “through a racial 

lens”…. 

 
• When we assess how students are doing in school, do the tests we 

have to choose from favor one student group over another? 

 
• As we come together to make a decision that affects our students, do 

the people at the table represent who our students are?   

 

• Are we making sure our families have translators at events and 

materials in multiple languages? 

 
• Are our open houses welcoming for all of our families? If not, we 

need to get the perspectives of our families who don't feel welcome. 

Who comes and who doesn't and why? 
 

But we truly believe that if we can turn around the way we treat our children 

of color in Saint Paul Public Schools, if we look at everything we have to do 

through a racial lens, we will see the academic gains we demand – over 
time.  



 

 

 

Listen…if it was easy, every district in the nation would have done it by 

now. It’s not easy.  

 

But given the FACT that by 2020 – and that’s just 6 years away – by 2020, 

75% of jobs will require some education or training AFTER high 
school. 
 

This means that more of our students MUST graduate and go on in their 

education.  

 

Though this is an improved rate, we CANNOT accept a graduation rate of 

57% for our African American students!  

 

And we cannot afford to fail another generation of young black boys.  

 

Let’s move on now to personalized learning, the second of 2.0’s five 

focus areas.  

 

Personalized Learning is another vehicle to help us reach our goal of 

ACHIEVEMENT. 

 

Personalized learning allows us to:



 

 

 

• harness technology to reach students at their own pace,  

 

• engage students in ways that make them WANT to learn, and 

 

• sometimes it will even turn the tables so that students and teachers 
are BOTH teaching and learning! 

 

This is an enormous 9-year undertaking, generously funded by St. Paul 
taxpayers – THANK YOU! – and we’re starting to see some tangible 

results of our work. 

 

• Our new digital platform – which hasn’t been named yet – is being 

rolled out to ninth-grade teachers this summer. 
 

• We’re working closely with the experts – our teachers –  to design the 

content that will be available for use on the Platform.  

 

• And we’re designing an effective, sustainable plan for giving all 
students access to a mobile device on which they can view and use 

the Digital Platform. 

 

Bringing Personalized Learning to life in Saint Paul Public Schools is not a 

sprint – it’s a marathon.  

 



 

 

The going is sometimes slow, but it continues at a steady pace that we are 

confident will yield exciting results for our students. 

 

 

We’re also excited about how 2.0 will impact how we get students READY 
FOR COLLEGE AND CAREER – which is another focus area to help us 

reach our goal of ACHIEVEMENT.  

 

I mentioned earlier that six years from now – nearly three-quarters of the 
jobs that pay a living wage will require some study… or degree… or 
internship… AFTER high school.   
 

What happens if we don’t reach 75% by 2020?  

 

I’ll tell you what happens. 

 

Minnesota’s economy suffers, because: 

 

• Jobs will stand vacant or will be outsourced.  

 

• Companies may not be able to keep up with demand. 

 

• Buyers will go elsewhere, and  

 

• Companies may fold.  

 



 

 

Add to that thousands of people who won’t have jobs that pay living wages 

– or who may require public assistance – and you can count on an eroded 
tax base and even higher taxes. 

 

I’m painting a dire picture here, folks, but we’ve had this information since 

the Itasca Project first published its “Mind the Gap” study back in 2005.   

 

Isn’t it about time we stopped talking about it and finally DO 
something about it?   
 

I’m not talking about “throwing money at the problem,” which is a phrase 

often used in the comments after stories in the newspaper. 

 

(Word to the wise: Don’t read those!) 

 

We’re talking about targeted investments in things like: 

 

• Continuing to strengthen our middle schools so that students perform 

better academically once they get to high school. 

 

• We’re talking about making sure what we’re teaching in high school is 

what students need to know wherever they’re going after high school. 



 

 

 
• And we’re talking about making investments so that community colleges 

can provide our students with real-life training and assessment that 

make the students employable immediately after high school. 

 

Helping our students be ready for college and career is just one more step 

toward helping them reach their highest level of success not just as 

students, but as I said before, as human beings. 

 

But in order to successfully prepare our students for college and career, we 

need to put a few more logistical pieces together to make it possible for 

our teachers to work their magic. 

 

And that brings us to our fourth Strong Schools, Strong Communities 2.0 

focus area – which is geared toward our second goal of ALIGNMENT: 

Excellent PreK-12 Programs with Connected Pathways. 
 

Remember when I said before that we must engage students in ways that 

make them WANT to learn, when I talked about personalized learning? 

 
Dedicated PreK-12 pathways can also do this – pathways where students 

begin and end their education in relationships with peers who can 

push each other to have higher expectations for their futures.  



 

 

 
 

These can be pathways in a neighborhood, or pathways for specialized 
programs – programs like Montessori, language immersion, accelerated 

learning, or aerospace engineering.  

 

We already did a lot of this work during the first phase of Strong Schools – 

work that we sometimes refer to as “alignment.” 
 

We know from that work that there’s more to do – more programs to be 

fully fleshed out.  

 

We want to do this because specialized programs can provide a relevancy 

to some students that make everyday learning more attractive and 

engaging.  

 

Not every child needs that, not every parent wants that – but many do.  

 
And if it makes a student more interested in coming to school each day – 

why wouldn’t we offer that in Saint Paul Public Schools – if it is within 

our means to do so? 



 

 

 
Oh, I know…the naysayers say things like, “Isn’t it about time we got back 

to reading, writing and arithmetic in our schools?” 

 

I’m here to tell you on behalf of this district we’ve never gotten away from 
reading, writing and arithmetic.  

 

We’ve just woven those core subjects into programs that make them more 

appealing to some students.  

 

And in today’s fast-paced world – where students have thousands of things 

vying for their attention – it’s our obligation to be on top of our game in 

Saint Paul Public Schools.  

 

And we are. We’re doing things like: 

 
• Offering high-level accelerated courses like the International 

Baccalaureate Program and the Advanced Placement Program – which 

results in SPPS students entering prestigious colleges at the sophomore 

and sometimes even junior levels. 

 

• We offer specialized programs like Spanish Immersion that has led 

many alumni to enter college with accelerated languages skills, then on 

international jobs in Spanish-speaking countries, or high-need work in 

the diverse schools of our largest cities. 

 



 

 

• And we offer specialized programs like our aerospace program that 

gives students contacts in Fortune 500 companies like 3M – contacts 

the majority of our students would never otherwise make. 

 
Now, all of this isn’t possible without smart investments and sound 

finances. And that’s why our final focus area is also linked to our final goal. 

 

Our fifth and final 2.0 focus area is: Systems that Support a Premier 
Education, which supports our goal for SUSTAINABILITY.  
 

This focus area is simply about making sure our systems are operating at 

maximum capacity.  

 
We’ve identified the following ways that we can ensure that capacity: 

 

NUMBER 1) We need to not only grow our enrollment from the bottom up 

–  like we did this year with our increased PreK and kindergarten – but 

we also need to retain more students – especially during the transition 

years, like 5th and 8th grade.  

 

We think an important way to do this is by improving our customer 
service, by listening to our families, and adjusting our systems 

accordingly. 

 

Number 2) We need to build an exceptional workforce. 

 



 

 

This is not to say we don’t already have one.  

 

But building an exceptional workforce means that we need to value and, 

again, listen to the one we have, so that we can better understand and 

meet their needs.  

 
This  also means that we have to be courageous enough to call out 
employees who don’t have the fire in the belly that’s needed to work 
smarter, harder and more passionately on behalf of reducing the 

disparities in education that we have in this district. 

 

Number 3) We need to make sure our school buildings are equipped to 
meet the learning needs of students.  

 

Our buildings and facilities are intricately tied to every other priority I’ve 

outlined here today. 

 

At the same time, our very, very generous community needs to know 

that the money they have pledged to us is being used wisely, 
efficiently, and strategically. 

 

Number 4)  We need to create a more stable financial system to better 

support student learning. 

 

This means protecting our bond rating, investing wisely, and maintaining 

appropriate levels of emergency resources. 



 

 

 
 

And finally….. 

 

Number 5) We need to develop a system to hold ourselves accountable 

to our strategic goals and our community. 

 

This means more involvement with our community, and more input from 

our staff.   

 

We need systems in place that will allow stakeholders to be critical 

friends, sharing insights, ideas, and concerns more readily. 

 

This all complements the work we’ll be doing to help build the World’s 

Best Workforce right here in Minnesota. 

 
CONCLUSION 
 
So let’s jump forward to five years from now.  

 

What will we hear at the 20-19 State of the District address? 

 

We’ll hear that St. Paul has made learning increases that are setting the 

pace for the country. 

 



 

 

We’ll hear that those gains were the result of our being brave enough to 
stay the course when people all around us were agitating for short-term 

fixes, rather than deeply personal and lasting changes. 

 

We’ll hear that St. Paul will be the district to learn from as the nation works 

to boost the United States’ standing in international rankings for 

education – displacing China and Finland. 

 

And we’ll hear that SPPS will be graduating the finest and most diverse 

group of: 

 

• innovators 

• educators 

• scientists 

• entrepreneurs 

• thinkers 

• public servants 

• employees, and 

• college students 

 

And I’m here today to tell that we believe all of this will be possible because 

Saint Paul Public Schools took the time and made the investment in 

PEOPLE, and in RELATIONSHIPS. 

 

Until then, we must recognize the interdependence of everything we do.  

 



 

 

• Unless schools are strong – our community isn’t strong.   

 

• Unless the community is strong – our businesses aren’t strong.   

 

• Unless our businesses are strong – our families aren’t strong. 

 

And we must recognize that our success today can truly only be 
measured by how well our least successful students do. 

 

When the performance of our least successful is elevated, so, too, is the 

performance of our most successful – and so, too, are our community, our 

businesses and our families. 

 

We are on our way.  

 

On behalf of Saint Paul Public Schools and Superintendent Silva, I ask you 

today to stand behind us as we make difficult decisions, courageous 

decisions, and long-term decisions that will benefit all students in Saint 

Paul Public Schools. 

 

As Emerson said,  



 

 

 
 

“Whatever course you decide upon, there is always someone to tell you 

that you are wrong.  

 

There are always difficulties arising which tempt you to believe that your 

critics are right.  

 

To map out a course of action and follow it to an end requires courage.”  

 

Our Superintendent has the courage. 

 

Her staff has the courage. 

 

We KNOW our students have the courage. 

 

With your support, we can do anything. 
 

Thank you. 
 


