
 

There are standard industry processes for developing and 

delivering major capital-improvement projects. The chart 

on the back outlines key phases in which a project moves 

from concept to construction. The concept stage is 

referred to as the master planning phase where the vision 

of the project is broadly outlined to kick start a thorough 

exploration and refinement of the scope of work to be 

delivered to meet the needs and wishes of the “owner,” 

in this case, Saint Paul Public Schools.  

In the initial phases, the cost of a project evolves from a 

rough estimate (“rough order of magnitude”) to a cost 

estimate to a final budget. The cost of a project gets 

refined along the way as the scope of work is fine tuned 

and more in-depth information is gathered on the 

condition of the building and overall site.     

Per industry best practices, to ensure a project has ample 

funds to cover unknowns and unforeseen conditions that 

may emerge during the project, cost contingencies are 

added to cost estimates to account for risks. These risks 

may include the discovery of contaminated soil, asbestos, 

mold, or wide-spread issues with plumbing and electrical 

systems, among other factors. This risk discovery period is 

built into the phases of the project at a particular 

percentage (see table on back for contingencies) of the 

estimated cost of the project. As the phases proceed and 

more building and site information is uncovered, the 

contingency levels decrease.  

Once these unknowns and unforeseen conditions are 

discovered and accounted for, the cost estimate is refined 

into a solid budget. When the budget is determined, bid 

packages are developed and released to potential 

construction contractors who then compete to win and 

work on the project. It should be noted that some 

unknown conditions can also be discovered during the 

construction process; contingencies are a tool to manage 

those risks/unknowns. 

 
Phases of Major Capital Project 

Development from Design to Construction 

Did you know, SPPS owns and maintains: 

73 buildings  ●  7.5 million square feet  ●  500+ acres of land 

When SPPS started implementing its Facilities Master 

Plan in 2017, only 9% of its buildings had been 

constructed in the last 25 years and just over 51% 
were constructed between 1953 and 1982.  

Modernizing and maintaining these assets is critical to 

ensure students have high-quality, safe learning 

environments. These facilities also enrich the larger 

Saint Paul community through Community Education, 

facility rental, and sustaining property values. 

For more information on SPPS’ Facilities Master Plan, visit: https://www.spps.org/fmp 

Since 2017, ten projects have been completed (two are near completion),  
enriching the learning experience of more than 6,700 students; see the list of schools below. 



Phase  Key Outputs  Contingency/ 
Level of Risk  

Evolution of 
Project Estimate 

to Project 
Budget  

1.  Master Planning  
     (MP)/ 5 Year Plan 
 
(Board of Ed. gate 
check = written 
summary) 

In the MP phase, stakeholder engagement 
takes place to determine the overarching 
vision of the project to inform the design 
development process. This process informs 
the development of the project charter that 
outlines the existing use of a building’s 
spaces, current building conditions, proposed 
timeline, and preliminary construction cost 
estimate.  

Estimate 
contingency = 20% 

Construction 
contingency = 10% 

Project 
contingency = 10% 

Project estimate 
presented as range / 
rough order of 
magnitude  

2. Predesign (PD) 
 

(Board of Ed. gate 
check = COB 
presentation) 

In the PD phase, the architect and owner 
discuss the needs of the project such as the 
number of required classrooms, core and 
specialized and spaces, offices, etc. Needs and 
wishes are weighed against the cost estimate 
and eventually the budget to determine the 
feasibility of the scope of work.  

Estimate 
contingency = 10% 

Construction 
contingency = 10% 

Project 
contingency = 10% 

Preliminary scope 
and cost estimate 

Project estimate 
presented as range / 
rough order of 
magnitude 

3. Schematic Design  
     (SD) 
 

(Board of Ed. gate 
check = COB 
presentation) 

In the SD phase, the architect prepares a 
series of rough sketches (schematic design) 
that show the general arrangement of 
learning spaces and other areas such as the 
cafeteria, gym, offices, lockers, etc. Models or 
renderings are often produced at this stage to 
help visualize the project. The owner reviews 
and approves these sketches so the project 
can move to the next phase.  

Estimate 
contingency = 5% 

Construction 
contingency = 5% - 
7% 

Project 
contingency = 5% 

Final comprehensive 
budget determined  

4. Design  
     Development  
     (DD) 
 

(Board of Ed. gate 
check = COB 
presentation, if 
significant scope 

At the DD phase, the architect provides more 
detailed drawings to show other more in-
depth aspects of the proposed design. Floor 
plans show all the areas and rooms in their 
actual shapes and sizes. Specifications are 
provided of the needed materials and room 
finishes. 

Estimate 
contingency = 5% 

Construction 
contingency = 5% - 
7% 

Project 
contingency = 5% 

Final comprehensive 
budget adhered to 
within appropriate 
contingency levels  

5. Construction  
     Documents (CDs) 
 

(Board of Ed. gate 
check = Board agenda 
item when contract is 
awarded to 
construction 
contractor) 

CDs describe the parts of a project that need 
to be constructed and assembled in order for 
it to be built. CDs usually include architectural 
drawings, specifications and structural and 
site information (surveys, borings, existing 
conditions), contractual expectations, bidding 
requirements, agreement forms, any changes 
to the contract, and other information 
dictating the contractor’s obligations such as 
the District’s design standards and any 
changes made by the architect during the 
bidding or negotiation processes.  

Construction 
contingency =  
5% - 7% 
 
Project 
contingency = 5% 

Final comprehensive 
budget adhered to 
within appropriate 
contingency levels  

6. Construction  
     Administration  
     (CA) 
 

(Board of Ed. gate 
check = written 
summary at the end/
close out of project) 

Once a project has been awarded to a 
construction contractor, oversight needs to be 
provided to ensure the design is fully realized 
in accordance to the plans and specifications. 
For SPPS, this oversight/CA phase is 
conducted by Facilities Department staff, 
architects and construction managers who 
make site visits to oversee the construction 
progress and respond to both the contractor’s 
and the school’s needs during the 
construction process.  

Construction 
contingency =  
5% - 7% 
 
Project 
contingency = 5% 

Final comprehensive 
budget adhered to 
within appropriate 
contingency levels 

Monthly project 
budget reports 
generated to ensure 
adherence to 
budget 


