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Research Summary: “Scaling up” Education Reform Efforts 
 
“Scaling up” is a broadly used phrase that is generally considered in three different ways as it 
relates to any of the work our districts are doing in systems installation or in the research that was 
used to formulate the Blueprint. 

1. “At Scale” is a phrase that addresses the replication of an effort or innovation with a large 
number of individuals WITH some degree of consistency and fidelity of implementation 
(Coburn, 2003)1.  In this context, it addresses how a research-based innovation is replicated 
and brought to multiple more individuals (in this case, educators, schools, and students) 
than it was when the designs were being worked out. 

2. “At Scale” was used in particular examples of research cited in the Blueprint because the 
research was focused on systemic turnaround efforts.  “At scale” within this research was a 
way of noting that the reforms that were being put into place in these examples (i.e. 
multiple districts in Massachusetts, Nashville, Boston, Denver, Chicago, etc.) across an 
entire district or region.  Because so many previous efforts for the previous 20-30 years 
were focused on building level reforms, the notion of scale was used to address the sheer 
numbers of people involved and the need for replication with fidelity (as in the previous 
point).  References in the BP Research Base include Zavadsky2, Lane3, and Cobb4, among 
others. 

3. “At Scale” is a phrase often used in both organizational management and implementation 
science (Weiner, 2009)5 to describe a specific phase in broad implementation efforts.  
There are several theoretical models of this process, but most suggest a process where 
innovations or programs are designed and planned for implementation, with a small scale 
effort used first (sometimes called a “pilot effort” or “early stage implementation”).  
Information is gathered from this process, and used to design a “scale-up” effort which is 
dependent on changing the allocation of resources, communication, data collection, 
professional learning, and other efforts to ensure that all who will be involved in this next 
phase of implementation have the tools, information, and training to put the program or 
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innovation into effect.  Implementing at scale is about getting enough “change” in practice 
(in our case, in schools and classrooms) to get to a “tipping point” where the momentum of 
the efforts is generally enough to get everyone to change practice shortly thereafter.  The 
field of  

 
implementation science (Fisher et al., 20166; Metz & Easterling, 20167) warns that work in one 
context will not necessarily work in another, and stakeholders need specific information regarding 
what works, for whom, and in what context.  Implementation science offers a helpful framework 
for accelerating the learning necessary to drive improvement and guidance for effectively 
implementing new strategies.   SISEP (State Implementation and Scaling-up of Evidence-based 
Practice) at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill supports education systems in creating 
implementation capacity especially benefiting students with disabilities (Fixen et al., 2010)8.  
 
The last of these concepts around doing the work “at scale” is most critical to the work that the 
Blueprint focuses on.  It is around having systems installed to a point where they are not 
dependent on an individual or small group to lead them, but rather, that all of the resources, the 
professional learning, infrastructure, and personnel are in place to ensure that the core area of 
work (in our case, instruction and student support) takes place with the people we have in our 
schools.  We are “at scale” in our work in schools when we see evidence of practice in all of our 
systems at a level where these practices are being carried out by the majority of people in the 
district. 
 
Several steps should be considered in the effective “scaling up” process (Horner et al., 2017)9. 
First, the system or program to be installed should be carefully evaluated to understand what 
essential components are needed for installation.  The essential components should be assessed in 
the contribution to the desired outcomes.  Users of the system or program need to know the 
minimum practice requirements for producing intended outcomes.  Second, a measure of fidelity 
on the use of the system/program in practice is a requirement for sustainability and scaling.  The 
implementation not only needs to be effective, but also needs to be used as intended (i.e., with 
fidelity) over time (i.e., sustainability) and by all staff involved (i.e., scalability).  Assessments need 
to be developed of fidelity that are correlated with intended outcomes and that are practical 
enough to be used continuously as scaling progress.  Third, scaling requires attention to larger 
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functional units within education systems (Biglan et al., 1990)10. Teachers provide instruction to 
students in the context of schools, and schools operate within the context of districts and regions.  
Districts represent larger units that impact outcomes for schools, teachers, and students, and the 
ability of a district to function effectively has a multiplier effect in terms of influence on the others. 
(In the USA, on average one district impacts about seven schools, 400 teachers and staff, and 4000 
students.) 
 
Fourth, with districts as a key leverage point for producing student outcomes, the development of 
district implementation capacity (i.e., organizational supports) is a key to scaling evidence-based 
education outcomes.  Research is required to target resources for implementation capacity 
development.  Finally, scaling required a data-based decision system that provides relevant, 
usable, and accessible data that can be used at every level of the system.   
 
Thus, the aspect of “at scale”, in much of this work, also assumes sustainability.  It is important to 
remember that these are different concepts that are often considered synonymous with each 
other, but are inherently different in their planning and implementation.  Something that is at 
scale can be well implemented within a district by people at different levels and roles within the 
schools, but it might not be sustainable.  When such efforts rely on a big push of some sort (such 
as an influx of resources or a big professional learning event) but don’t have the systems behind 
them to maintain their efforts at scale, they decline.  This is why we want to make sure we are 
deliberate about the two, and why we incorporate both the allocation of resources and the 
eventual reorganization of central office (when scale is already established) as components of the 
Blueprint. 
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