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ABSTRACT 
In 2012, the four-year high school graduation rate in Hennepin County, Minnesota, was 68%.  
According to data from the Minnesota Department of Education further compiled by Hennepin 
County’s graduation initiative A-GRAD, when schools were broken out into traditional schools 
(mainstream, public high schools) and non-traditional schools (alternative learning 
centers/programs and charter high schools), the difference between the modified rates was 
staggering.  The four-year graduation rate for traditional schools was 83% while the rate for 
non-traditional schools was significantly less at 23%.  The factors surrounding which students 
graduate and which do not are numerous. The purpose of this study is to explore both 
traditional and non-traditional school policies, practices, and climates to uncover what role they 
may have in supporting or hindering students to graduate in their four-year cohorts, especially 
as it relates to “dropout” and “unknown” rates.  Through a series of in-person interviews with 
school administrators from across the county, it became clear that the difference between the 
two rates is not a problem in and of itself.  Administrators from the alternative learning centers 
and several charter schools voiced concern over the weight given to the four-year rate due to 
the demographic characteristics of their student populations in terms of age, special education 
status, and past credits earned at arrival, among others.  The overarching themes drawn from 
the interviews suggest that the four-year graduation rate is neither an adequate nor equitable 
way to evaluate school success across all settings. 

BACKGROUND AND STUDY SIGNIFICANCE  

High school is a relatively new concept in the history of education, particularly in the United 
States. In the first two decades of the twentieth century, high school often meant another room 
added to the one room school house.   During this time, only eight percent of the students 
enrolled in high school graduated and many children were not enrolled at all.  High school, as it 
is understood today, did not exist until post-World War II.   At this time, graduation rates were 
relatively low.  One contributing factor to low graduation rates was the availability of jobs that 
required little education.  There was also a need for many children of high school age to work 
to help support families. By 1959, 70% of 17 year olds were enrolled in high school.  In 1960, 
69% of the population graduated from high school.1  
 
Jumping forward to 2012, not a great deal has changed.  For Hennepin County in Minnesota, 
the overall high school graduation rate was about 68%.2  In 2006, the Hennepin County board 
of Commissioners saw a need to work toward increasing the county’s graduation rates and 
established a 20-year collaborative plan to accomplish this task. As part of that effort, the A-
GRAD (Accelerating Graduation by Reducing Achievement Disparities) program was created to 

                                                        
1 A short history of united states’ education 1900 to 2006. Informally published manuscript, Retrieved from 
http://www.historyliteracy.org/download/Sears2.pdf 
2 Hennepin County Research, P.a , (2013). Hennepin county graduation fact sheet 
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provide research and collaborate with county departments and various stakeholders in the 
secondary education realm.  
 
Through research conducted by A-GRAD, it became apparent that there was a significant gap in 
the four-year graduation rates between traditional high schools (mainstream, public high 
schools) and non-traditional high schools (charter schools and alternative learning 
centers/programs).  According to A-GRAD’s research through compiling data from the 
Minnesota Department of Education (MDE), the 2012 cohort four-year graduation rate for 
Hennepin County’s traditional schools was 83%.  Alarmingly, the same rate for non-traditional 
schools was only 23% (see appendices N and P).  Naturally, a need for further investigation 
became evident. 
 
Another finding in the A-GRAD research was the increased categorization of students as 
“unknown”.   Students are coded for data purposes by the schools to represent where they are 
at on the graduation track.  Students are separated into four major categories: Graduated, 
Continuing, Dropout, or Unknown.  The unknown category is saved for students who have not 
officially dropped out or transferred and their whereabouts are not known to the school 
administrators.  This category also warranted further investigation as it has equaled and even 
surpassed the dropout rate in many schools within Hennepin County.  
 
However, these are not the only factors affecting this complex issue.  The national debate over 
the structure of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), also known, in part, as the 
No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation, ended (or changed) in Minnesota in the spring of 2012. 
The news release posted on the MDE website dated May 22, 2012 reads: “Minnesota waiver 
replaces failed No Child Left Behind law; makes way for better, fairer way to monitor school 
performance.” MDE commissioner Brenda Cassellius is quoted,  
 

“With this new accountability system, we’ll be able to better assess how our schools are 
really doing, and put in place structures and resources to support their efforts. Rather 
than relying on a failed system that doled out punitive labels and didn’t tell the whole 
story about schools, today we’re recognizing our high performing schools and making a 
commitment to stand beside those schools most in need.”3 

 
The new system, Multiple Measurement Ratings (MMR), is the state’s answer to replacing 
NCLB. It focuses on four performance categories – proficiency, growth, progress in closing 

achievement gaps and increasing graduation rates. High Schools are now given a wider scope in 
which to show progress or success.  
 
There is a system of math, metrics, and coding that roll into how schools are rated.  Reward 
Schools are the highest performing while Focus Schools and Priority Schools are at the bottom 

                                                        
3 Hovis, K. Minnesota Department of Education, (2012). Minnesota waiver replaces failed no child left behind law; 
makes way for better, fairer way to monitor school performance. Retrieved from website: 
http://education.state.mn.us/MDE/Welcome/News/PressRel/2012PressRel/043929 
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of the list.  The state looks at what it can learn and use from the Reward Schools while it also 
gives resources to Priority Schools and Focus Schools to help improve their performance.  A 
year and a half after their creation, the MMR designations has been expanded to include two 
additional categories – Celebration Eligible and Continuous Improvement.4 
 
Other recent changes at the state level include increased funding for K-12 education in the bi-
annual budget, the repayment of borrowed funds to public schools, and expanding 
kindergarten to an all-day option, and will soon impact the education landscape in Minnesota 
schools, including those in Hennepin County. Another initiative, announced in early 2013, will 
offer additional support to schools. According to a press release from Minnesota Governor 
Mark Dayton’s office in March of 20135, Minnesota joined the national effort GradNation.  The 
Minnesota initiative will be called GradMinnesota and is aimed at boosting student 
achievement.  The GradMinnesota initiative is co-chaired by the Lt. Governor Yvonne Prettner 
Solon and MDE Commissioner Brenda Cassellius. Its goal is to increase Minnesota’s four-year 
high school graduation rate to 90% by 2020. 
 
Fluctuations in the education landscape such as these have a direct impact at the local policy 
level as schools work to alter their policies and processes to adapt to an ever-changing policy 
arena.  
 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
The purpose of the study was to explore school policies, practices and climates and their 
impacts on four-year high school graduation rates, especially as it related to dropout and 
unknown rates in traditional and non-traditional schools.  The cohort graduation rates of 
Hennepin County present a perplexing picture of how various types of schools meet the 
graduation standard.  This paper will take a qualitative look at the stories behind the data in an 
attempt to present a clearer picture of why non-traditional schools are so far behind their 
traditional counterparts. 

Problem Statement 

There is a significant gap in the four-year graduation rates between traditional and non-
traditional high schools in Hennepin County. 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

The landscape of high school graduation is vast and complex.  Research surrounding the 
commonalities of high school dropouts and school successes reflects this complexity. The scope 

                                                        
4 Functional Requirements for 2012 MMR Calculations, (2012, August 20). Retrieved from 
http://education.state.mn.us/MDE/SchSup/ESEA/FedAcc/ 
5 Newsroom. (2013, March 13). GradMinnesota initiative sets goal of 90 percent high school graduation rate. 
Retrieved from website: http://mn.gov/governor/newsroom/pressreleasedetail.jsp?id=102-56272 

http://education.state.mn.us/MDE/SchSup/ESEA/FedAcc/
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of the problem is wide and the research, therefore, is highly specific and contextually relevant 
only for the studied populations and geographic regions it is conducted within.  
 
For the purposes of this study, it is not necessarily factors of students who decide to drop out 
that are as important as what schools are doing to impact the graduation rate.  For Abar et al. 
(2012), the story can be told from a different angle.  The authors believe that if we can 
understand why students stay in school, we can reframe the conversation about how to keep 
students from leaving.  The study finds that students who have both intrinsic and extrinsic 
motivations, such as the personal desire for learning as well as an understanding of the benefits 
of a diploma, are more likely to stay in school.6  
 
However, this picture of motivation may only be half of the story. Boynton-Jarrett (2013) gives 
a comprehensive synopsis of dropout factors as it relates to their assessment of how violence 
and turbulence affect graduation. Health status, family structure, peer characteristics, 
socioeconomic factors and family processes are all noted as points of impact on a student’s 
ability to perform in school.  However, the study finds that cumulative exposure to violence and 
turbulence, defined as mobility, transitions, and family structure disruptions, predict a strong 
likelihood that the student does not finish high school, experiences poorer mental health, and 
has more instances of high-risk behavior.7  It is important to note that all of these factors are 
outside of the control loci of schools. For children who experience these stressors, schools are 
performing triage.  No school is immune to receiving children that are afflicted by these issues 
and their ability to provide resources outside of the core curriculum, such as mental health 
services and housing supports, will make a difference in how many kids they see through to 
graduation.  
 
Yet for some, the graduation rate itself is disputable.  Heckman & LaFontaine (2010) assert that 
little progress has been made since the graduation rate peaked in the early 1970’s.  Using the 
Current Population Survey (CPS), the Census, and Common Core Data (CCD), the authors find 
that what is classified as graduation is not consistent.  GEDs and other non-traditional programs 
conflate the data.  For example, taking into account these discrepancies, the convergence of 
the minority and white graduation rates that has been noted in recent years actually shows a 
gap as big as it was in the cohort born in 1950. The authors also point to the discrepancies in 
how cohorts are defined inconsistently over time.8  The study highlights the imperfect nature of 
the progressions of data collection.  As new methods are born, the way data is collected 
changes.  This creates limitations that must be accounted for at all levels of data collection and 
analysis. 
 

                                                        
6 Abar et al. (2012). Associations between reasons to attend and late-high achool dropout. Learning and Individual 
Difference. 22. pp. 856-861. 
7 Boynton-Jarrett, R. & Hair, E. (2013). Turbulent Times: Effects of Turbulence and Violence Exposure in 
Adolescents on High School Completion, Health Risk Behavior, and Mental Health in Young Adulthood. Social 
Science and Medicine. 95. pp. 77-86. 
8 Heckman, J.J. & LaFontaine, P.A. (2010).  The American High School Graduation Rate: Trends and Levels. The 
Review of Economics and Statistics. 92(2). pp. 244-262. 
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Although factors outside of the school affect graduation, at the school level, sometimes student 
perception makes a difference.  Cavendish (2013) looked at 10th Grade students and asked 
them about their perceptions of how their school involved them in the education 
process.  When asked about how involved students felt in their academic planning and choices, 
the more they felt the school allowed and advocated for them to be involved, the more likely 
they were to graduate.9 
 
In addition to assessing the situation on a comprehensive level, the adequate time-frame for 
graduation may also be subjective.  For students with diagnosed disabilities or limited language 
proficiency (LEP), the standardized system of graduation though high-stakes testing and four-
year cohort measurements may not be adequate.  Schifter (2011) measured the time it takes 
students with Individualized Education Plans (IEP’s) to graduate. On average, these students 
graduate anywhere from four to six years after entering high school with the median at five 
years.  Especially for schools with high populations of students with disabilities, the four-year 
cohort measure does not take into account the extra time schools need to graduate their IEP 
students and may put undue pressure on the schools to rush them through.  IEP students lose 
access to many services after graduation, so schools are faced with the decision to push them 
through as fast as possible for ratings purposes or let them take the time they need while 
retaining that access to helpful services.10   Giambo (2010) explored high-stakes tests and 
graduation requirements for LEP students in Florida and found that students who are unable to 
pass the exit exam  within the allotted attempts and also score poorly on the ACT or SAT may 
be given a certificate of completion and not a diploma.  LEP students are taking exams that are 
intended to measure their abilities but they also put their English skills to the test.  For LEP 
students, this is a difficult challenge.  The study points to some of these students leaving 
traditional education to pursue other kinds of programs that are better suited to their 
needs.  The way schools code these departures is often complex and varied which leads to 
further distortion in reported graduation rates for schools and ignores the underlying issue that 
some LEP students are not supported under the high-stakes testing system.11 
 
Beyond the traditional school research available, there is a small percentage of the literature 
that focuses on charter schools and far less on alternative schools.  Information on non-
traditional schools, and more specifically charter schools, is also similar to the graduation 
research landscape in that studies are often highly specific and do not claim to have 
overarching application when considering geographic location and population.  
 
Evidence on whether charter schools perform better or worse than their traditional neighbors is 
inconclusive as pointed out by Buddin & Zimmer (2005).  The authors find that even elementary 
and secondary charters perform differently.  For secondary charters, older schools perform 

                                                        
9
 Cavendish, W. (2013). Student Perceptions of School Efforts to Facilitate Student Involvement, School 

Commitment, Self-determination, and High School Graduation. Social Psychology of Education. 16. pp. 257-275. 
10 Schifter, L. (2011).  High School Graduation of Students with Disabilities: How Long Does it Take? Exceptional 
Children. 77(4). pp. 409-422 
11 Giambo, D.A. (2010). High-Stakes Testing, High School Graduation, and Limited English Proficient Students: A 
Case Study. American Secondary Education. 38(2). pp. 44-56. 
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worse than start-up charters, whereas, this finding is inverted in the elementary charters.  The 
authors acknowledge that charter schools are set up to allow for more innovation and it is 
possible that newer charter high schools are learning from past mistakes, however, it is difficult 
to develop universal conclusions.12  Booker et al. (2007) note that charters in Texas may 
improve performance if they are specifically tailored to a type of student population (e.g. gifted 
or at-risk) because these types of students are often better-served by a non-standard 
program.  However, they also hesitate to draw larger conclusions due to the difficulty in 
sampling.  They assert that charter school students are systematically different than traditional 
school students in areas such as growth trend or ability to improve (faster or slower) so that 
any random sample is likely to be biased.  Charter schools are often schools of choice and their 
populations are self-selecting.13  
 
Several studies attempt to understand this element of choice, specifically as it relates to the 
increasingly racially homogenous student populations in charter schools (Cowen & Winters, 
2013; Almond, 2012; Frankenberg & Siegel-Hawley, 2012; and Tedin & Weiher, 
2002).  However, the verdict is still out, according to these studies, on the implications of this 
homogeny.  
 
Frankenberg & Siegel-Hawley (2012) find that the make-up of charter schools varies depending 
on the region of the country.  In the Midwest and Northeast, black students are 
disproportionately found in charter schools while the West Coast sees more white students in 
charter schools. The study asserts that there must be an ongoing conversation about the 
impacts of exacerbated segregation and what it might mean for traditional schools that are 
already immersed in trying to stabilize diversity.14  Coven & Winters (2013) find that Florida 
sees English Language Learners and students eligible for free and reduced-price lunch are more 
likely to move into charters and that white students are more likely to transfer into charter 
schools with higher proportions of white students than black and Hispanic students are likely to 
transfer into charters reflective of their own racial/ethnic identity.  The study also finds that the 
better a student is doing on the state’s high-stakes test; the less likely they are to transfer into a 
charter.15  This means that charters may be taking students that are already performing below 
their peers and those students then choose charters that are less diverse than the schools they 
left.  
 
Tedin & Weiher (2002) find similar results but also factor in perceptions of parents that play a 
role in which charter is chosen.  The Texas study finds that African American, Hispanic, and 
white students are all more likely to choose charters with higher concentrations of like 

                                                        
12 Buddin, R. & Zimmer, R. (2005). Student Achievement in Charter Schools: A Complex Picture. Journal of Policy 
Analysis and Management. 24(2). pp. 351-371. 
13

 Booker et al. (2007). The Impact of Charter School Attendance on Student Performance. Journal of Public 
Economics. 91. pp. 849-876. 
14 Frankenberg, E. & Siegel-Hawley, G. (2012). Not Just Urban Policy: Suburbs, Segregation, and Charter Schools. 
Journal of Scholarship & Practice. 8(4). pp. 3-13. 
15Coven, J.M. & Winters, M.A. (2013). Choosing Charters: Who Leaves Public School as an Alternative Sector 
Expands? Journal of Education Finance. 38(3). pp. 210-229.  
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students, yet, they do not explicitly express preferences to do so.  Over half of parents said high 
test scores of the new school were important but the majority ended up choosing charter 
schools that were performing lower than the schools they left. The education level of the 
parents was considered a better predictor of choosing a high-performing charter.16  Almond 
(2012) finds that black students are overrepresented in 30 of 40 states authorizing charters and 
asserts that school choice is enticing black families to choose charters as an alternative when 
their children’s needs are not met in the tradition system.   Given this assertion, the author 
attempts to highlight what makes these predominantly black charter schools successful.  Five 
best practices are given: 1) a defined mission that emphasizes academic performance, 2) a 
culture of high expectations, 3) a college-going atmosphere, 4) a focus on standardized testing 
and internal evaluations, 5) longer school days and academic years.17  
 
As all of the studies discussed find decreased diversity in charters, more discussion is needed 
that explores the implications-good or bad. If students are choosing charters because of a 
perceived lack of their needs being met in the traditional environment, and many of these 
students move into more homogenous populations, be it race/ethnicity or socioeconomic 
status, the implications of varied structure and measurements for charters should be further 
explored.  In fact, Bettinger (2005) finds that charters are attracting low-performing 
students.  Those students leave traditional schools for the charters which inflates scores for the 
traditional schools they left. Charters experiencing high levels of turnover find it difficult to 
show measured improvement when new, low-performing students continually bring down 
scores.18 
 
Finally, Cannata & Engel (2012) explore charters through the lens of teacher hiring 
preferences.  Overall, principals in traditional schools and charter schools display similar 
preferences for the types of teachers they hire.  The main difference found with charter school 
principals was heightened concern for teachers to agree with the mission of the school, their 
commitment to stay at the school, and their willingness to take on extra duties.  Surprisingly, 
charter principals did not place more emphasis on hiring teachers that were experienced in 
teaching at-risk children or had proven success in producing achievement gains. This speaks to 
the differences in structure of many charters but shows the similarities in processes between 
charters and traditional schools.19 
  
In total, the literature presents a complex and debatable picture of what goes into graduating 
youth and has yet to fully understand the differences between traditional and non-traditional 

                                                        
16 Tedin, K.L. & Weiher, G.R. (2002). Does Choice Lead to Racially Distinctive Schools? Charter Schools and 
Household Preferences. Journal of Policy Analysis and Management. 21(1). pp. 79-92. 
17

 Almond, M.R. (2012). The Black Charter School Effect: Black Students in American Charter Schools. Journal of 
Negro Education. 81(4). pp. 354-365. 
18 Bettinger, E.P. (2005). The Effect of Charter Schools on Charter Students and Public Schools. Economics of 
Education Review. 24. pp. 133-147. 
19 Cannata, M. & Engel, M. (2012). Does Charter Status Determine Preferences? Comparing the Hiring Preferences 
of Charter and Traditional Public School Principals. Journal of Education Finance and Policy. 7(4). pp. 455-488. 
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educational options.  This paper will attempt to present further findings as they relate to 
traditional and non-traditional school structures and processes.  
 

METHODOLOGY  

“Statistical data provide a succinct and parsimonious summary of major patterns, while select 
case studies provide depth, detail, and individual meaning.”20  

The starting point for this paper – the Hennepin County Graduation Indicators Report prepared 
by the Hennepin County Research, Planning & Development Department (See appendix N) – 
provides a succinct, statistical, quantitative view of graduation rates among traditional high 
schools, alternative learning centers, and charter schools in Hennepin County. 

This project is designed to complement that work with a qualitative method, namely a series of 
in-person interviews with school administrators, as an aid to understanding what is happening 
at the “front lines” of the direct service-provision level.  

Principals and directors were chosen as key informants, reasoning that they are charged with 
running the programs and, as such, would have direct knowledge of the program details. Other 
administrative staff members answered questions if principals and directors were not available, 
or, in some cases, when principals and directors asked additional members of their staff to 
participate in the interview. 

Interviews were recorded and transcribed so that each of the responses may be reviewed and 
compared to the others in the sample. As in many research efforts, participants are kept 
anonymous as an incentive to express themselves freely. Transcripts are labeled simply as “I” 
for Interviewer and “SA” for School Administrator. Interviews were conducted during a three 
week period during October and November of 2013. They averaged 50 to 55 minutes in length 
with the shortest lasting about 40 minutes and the longest about 70 minutes. 

The questions were arranged so that they started “close to home” with questions about 
perceptions, policies and procedures within each school, then moved on to questions about 
graduation rates, the county, the state and finally, the federal policy level. (See appendix C for a 
copy of the questionnaire.) 

Random sampling methods used in quantitative research have a goal to select, at random, 
participants that represent a given population. Selecting participants in qualitative research 
relies instead on purposeful sampling where the goal is to recruit “information-rich cases whose 
study will illuminate the questions under study.21 Our criteria for selecting cases included these 
key categories: 

 School type (including traditional, alternative learning centers, and charter 
schools) 

                                                        
20 Patton, M. (1990). Qualitative evaluation and research methods . (2nd ed., p. 17). SAGE Publications, Inc. 
21 Patton, M.Q. (1990). Qualitative evaluation and research methods. (2nd ed., p. 169). SAGE Publications, Inc. 
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 Percentage of high school graduates (including schools with high and low rates) 

 Percentage of free and reduced lunch population (including schools with high 
and low rates) 

 Geography (including urban and suburban schools across the county) 

 
Given the constraints of time and available researchers, the following 10 schools were chosen: 

LOW FREE AND REDUCED LUNCH/HIGH GRADUATION RATE 
Hopkins HS - Hopkins – Traditional 
Hopkins Alternative Program – Hopkins - ALP 
Main Street Performing Arts - Hopkins – Charter 
 
HIGH FREE AND REDUCED LUNCH/HIGH GRADUATION RATE 
Ubah Medical - Hopkins - Charter 
Patrick Henry - Minneapolis - Traditional 
Patrick Henry - Minneapolis – ALC 
 
LOW FREE AND REDUCED LUNCH/LOW GRADUATION RATE 
Wellstone International - Minneapolis – Traditional 
MN Online HS - Minneapolis – Charter 
 
HIGH FREE AND REDUCED LUNCH/LOW GRADUATION RATE 
SECA District 287 – Richfield – ALC 
MNIC Unity Campus - Minneapolis – Charter 
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22 

LIMITATIONS 

At the start of our project we were unaware of the Minneapolis Public School policy (1730) that 
requires pre-approval of research within the district. This policy appears to apply to single 
interviews of school administrators as well as more complex projects. The instructions posted 
on the MPS website contain the following text: 

“Approval from the MPS Research Review Committee is required before beginning any 
research program that involves district staff, students, facilities or functions in: the 
collection of data from students, parents, teachers, administrators, or other professional 
staff; or observations, surveys, focus groups, or individual interviews involving any of the 
above persons; or the release of private data from district records.”23 

 
The text goes on to say that the district does not accept Master’s or PhD studies. Students 
working on Master’s degrees may appeal that general rule, however, as follows: 

“Master's students who have completed all coursework and have taken the capstone or 
thesis course no later than summer 2013 term may send an appeal for proposal review.”  

 

                                                        
22 Simpon,S. (2012). Hennepin county graduation indicators report 
23 Research instructions and forms. (n.d.). Retrieved from http://rea.mpls.k12.mn.us/research 
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Since this project started in the fall of 2013, the deadline for the appeals process had passed.24  

Minneapolis Public Schools holds a large number of the county’s traditional students and is a 
vital source of information on the urban student population to which there is no functional 
replacement.  Due to the policy restrictions, the sample was changed to reflect only schools 
that could be studied; however, it is no longer an adequate reflection of the entirety of 
Hennepin County.  The revised sample is as follows: 

LOW FREE AND REDUCED LUNCH/HIGH GRADUATION RATE 
Hopkins HS - Hopkins – Traditional 
Hopkins Alternative Program – Hopkins - ALP 
Main Street Performing Arts - Hopkins – Charter 
 
HIGH FREE AND REDUCED LUNCH/HIGH GRADUATION RATE 
Ubah Medical - Hopkins - Charter 
Patrick Henry - Minneapolis - Traditional 
Patrick Henry - Minneapolis – ALC 
Richfield HS – Richfield - Traditional 
Brooklyn Center HS – Brooklyn Center – Traditional 
 
LOW FREE AND REDUCED LUNCH/LOW GRADUATION RATE 
Wellstone International - Minneapolis – Traditional 
MN Online HS - Minneapolis – Charter 
 
HIGH FREE AND REDUCED LUNCH/LOW GRADUATION RATE 
SECA District 287 – Richfield – ALC 
MNIC Unity Campus - Minneapolis – Charter 
NECA District 287 – New Hope – ALC 
 
An additional limitation of this sample is the sheer enormity of the topic of high school 
graduation.  On the surface, it is a highly quantitative measure that applies to all schools as a 
metric of success.  However, there are too many mitigating factors that could not be addressed 
in the scope of this research including, but not limited to socioeconomic status of students, 
student mobility, changing policy guidelines at state and federal levels, varying abilities of 
students, and different graduation requirements among districts.  
 
Limitations of time affecting our ability to engage in a full IRB process prevented interviews 
with high school age students as well as the inclusion of the Minneapolis schools as previously 
noted.  While the background reports were helpful in providing a starting place for some of the 
research, there were inconsistencies in some of the school classifications that did not match 
what we found at the Minnesota Department of Education (MDE).  Every attempt was made to 

                                                        
24 Unless this policy changes, future Masters and PhD candidates will not be able to work with or for Minneapolis 
Public Schools to complete the requirements for their programs. For future researchers, attached is the procedure 
for application in appendix O. 
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maintain the classifications of MDE so that the quantitative work could be replicated in the 
future.  The sample was also derived from a limited representation of schools. The Minnesota 
Department of Education does not report data on schools with fewer than 40 students for 
privacy reasons.  As several charter and alternative schools are below this threshold, the 
quantitative data was not available to inform the sample, thus the sample is biased to larger 
non-traditional schools. 

 

SAMPLE SCHOOLS  

 DISTRICT 287 SOUTH EDUCATION CENTER ALTERNATIVE 

Intermediate School District 287 is the parent district of the South Education Center Alternative 
(SECA).  The school is located at 7450 Penn Avenue South in Richfield, Minnesota.  The building 
houses both special education as well as the alternative program.  District 287 provides special 
education and alternative learning center services for twelve metropolitan communities.  It has 
approximately 160 students enrolled.  These students range in age from 12-21 years old.  Also 
enrolled at SECA are the 28 babies of enrolled students in the early learning center.25  SECA 
offers a work-based alternative program for high school students in which students attend 
school four hours a day when employed and six hours a day when not employed. Additional 
programs include AVID (Advancement via Individual Determination), CIP (Communication 
Interaction Program), Intersect & PHASE, FOCUS, VECTOR and InVEST Transition, C-Train, 
ATTAIN (Assistive Technology Training and Information Network), VET (Vocational Evaluation 
and Training) and SUN & Sun Transition (Students with Unique Needs).  2012 MDE data includes 
a graduation rate of 6.1%, 54.9% of students classified as continuing, 24.4% dropouts, and 
14.6% unknown. (See chart 1) 

                                                        
25 Intermediate district 287 south education center alternative. (n.d.). Retrieved from 
http://www.district287.org/index.php?src=gendocs&ref=SEC_SECA&category=EC_SouthEducationCenter&submen
u=0 
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26  

 SECA is located in a mixed use suburban area including single family residential housing, multi-
unit residential housing, retail and large commercial office space in the surrounding 
neighborhood.   It is located near major routes of travel and is accessible via public transit, 
motor vehicle, bicycle, or pedestrian modes.  The building appears newer and fully accessible to 
people of all abilities.  Upon entering the building, there is a metal detector and security staff; 
however, everyone is warmly welcomed by the staff at the information desk centrally located in 
the main lobby. The hallways are bright and free of barriers to movement, but are also used to 
showcase student work.  

MAIN STREET PERFORMING ART CHARTER 

Main Street School of Performing Arts (MSSPA) is a charter school authorized by the University 
of St. Thomas.  The school is located at 1320 Mainstreet Hopkins, Minnesota.  Main Street 
School of Performing Arts is a high school serving grades 9-12 that originally opened in 
2004.  Current enrollment is approximately 270 students.  MSSPA offers an academically 
rigorous program including advanced placement courses, special education, as well as a full 
year of productions in a variety of arts.27  2012 MDE data includes a graduation rate of 81.3%, 
12% of students classified as continuing, 5.3% dropouts, and 1.3% unknown. (See chart 2)  

                                                        
26

 (n.d.). Retrieved from http://w20.education.state.mn.us/MDEAnalytics/Reports.jsp  

27 Main street school of performing arts . (n.d.). Retrieved from http://www.msspahs.org/about/information-
sessions.php 
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28   

The school is located on the main business street of a suburban area predominately surrounded 
by small businesses.  The building is older and if it were not for the sign in the front, a casual 
passerby would have no idea that it was a school of any type.  The entrance requires users to 
buzz the office for admittance.  Upon entering the small lobby area one immediately knows 
they are in a performing arts school. The sounds of music and buzz of student chatter can be 
heard.  Student artwork and production information abound on the walls showing an 
appreciation for the talent and hard work present in the school.  
 

HOPKINS HIGH SCHOOL 

Hopkins High School (HHS) is a traditional format high school and is a part of the Hopkins Public 
Schools District #270.  The school is located at 2400 Lindbergh Drive Hopkins, Minnesota.  The 
school serves students in grades 10-12.  Hopkins High School has a highly diverse student 
population coming primarily from the surrounding areas of Hopkins, Minnetonka, Golden 
Valley, Eden Prairie, Edina, Plymouth and St. Louis Park. Current enrollment is approximately 
1800 students.  Hopkins High School offers an academically rigorous program including 
advanced placement courses, special education, multiple sports teams and other extra-
curricular activities.29  2012 MDE data includes a graduation rate of 81.7%, 15.7% of students 
classified as continuing, 1.1% dropouts 1.1%, and 1.6% unknown. (See chart 3)  

                                                        
28 (n.d.). Retrieved from http://w20.education.state.mn.us/MDEAnalytics/Reports.jsp  

29 Hopkins school district 270. (n.d.). Retrieved from http://www.hopkinsschools.org/schools/hopkins-high-school 
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30   

The school building is a typical large, suburban high school placed among primarily middle and 
upper middle class single family housing in a residential area.  Upon entering the school 
everyone is required to present a photo id that is scanned and returned along with a highly-
visible name tag that includes the visitor name, photo and destination in the school.  School 
donors have a recognition wall that one passes entering the main section of the school.  There 
is also a small cafe providing breakfast, coffee and other snacks near the entryway.  Student 
work is highly prominent on the walls.  The school is accessible primarily via school bus or 
motor vehicle; however, for those in the immediate area it could be accessed via bicycle or 
pedestrian mode. Public transit to this school is fairly limited due to its suburban residential 
location.  

 MINNESOTA ONLINE HIGH SCHOOL CHARTER 

Minnesota Online High School (MNOHS) is a charter school serving students statewide.  The 
school is authorized by Pillsbury United Communities.  The school is located at 2314 University 
Avenue West St. Paul, Minnesota.  The school was opened in 2004 and has approximately 107 
students.  MNOHS serves students in grades 9-12.  The school offers flexible scheduling and an 
accredited online program.31  2012 MDE data includes a graduation rate of 23.2%, 29% of 
students classified as continuing, 31.9% dropouts, and 15.9% unknown. (See chart 4) 

                                                        
30 (n.d.). Retrieved from http://w20.education.state.mn.us/MDEAnalytics/Reports.jsp 

31 Minnesota online high school. (n.d.). Retrieved from http://www.mnohs.org/ 
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32

 

Although there is a physical location for this school, the vast majority of student work is done 
online through a virtual environment.  That environment includes visual and audio information 
that can be accessed anywhere there is power and internet. The virtual classrooms offer 
students and teachers the ability to see and hear one another and interact across potentially 
great distances. As this is an online school, transportation is not a particularly relevant issue 
unless a student needed to travel to have internet access. 
 

HOPKINS ALTERNATIVE PROGRAM 

The Hopkins Alternative Program (HAP) is located within Hopkins High School.  The school is 
located at 2400 Lindbergh Drive Hopkins, Minnesota.  The school serves students in grades 10-
12 in a school-within-a-school format. HAP focuses on the student learning experience and 
stresses student participation and attendance.33 2012 MDE data is unavailable for this program 
specifically because it is grouped together with Hopkins High School. Housed within the 
traditional Hopkins High School building, HAP students are exposed to all the same 
environmental aspects as the students following the more traditional path.  However, once one 
enters the administrative area of HAP they are instantly aware of the importance of 
relationships in the program.  The sheer number of student and family photos as well as 
notes expressing thanks and gratitude show how important relationship building is for this 
program.  Transportation issues are the same as for the traditional Hopkins High School. 
 

                                                        
32

  (n.d.). Retrieved from http://w20.education.state.mn.us/MDEAnalytics/Reports.jsp 

33 Hopkins high school alternative program. (n.d.). Retrieved from 
http://www.hopkinsschools.org/schools/hopkins-high-school/academics/hopkins-alternative-program-hap 
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 UBAH MEDICAL ACADEMY CHARTER 

Ubah Medical Academy (UMA) is a charter school authorized by Concordia University.  The 
school is located at 1600 Mainstreet Hopkins, Minnesota.  The school serves students in grades 
9-12.  Ubah Medical Academy opened in 2004 and currently has an enrollment of 
approximately 319 students. Ubah provides a rigorous academic environment uniquely suited 
to the needs of East African students.34  2012 MDE data includes a graduation rate of 69.9%, 
14.3% of students classified as continuing, 1.8% dropouts, and 14.3% unknown. (See chart 5)  

35  

This school is located in a former elementary school building and still has the playground 
equipment on site, although it is unused.  Entry into the building is controlled by a buzzer 
system and a security officer meets visitors upon being buzzed inside.  The building still has the 
old elementary school name above the doors and signs point the casual visitor to the right 
parking lot from the street. The school is accessible via motor vehicle, public transit, bicycle, 
and pedestrian modes. 
 

MINNESOTA INTERNSHIP CENTER CHARTER - UNITY CAMPUS 

Minnesota Internship Center (MNIC)-Unity campus is a charter school authorized by Pillsbury 
United Communities.  The Unity campus is located at 2507 Fremont Avenue North Minneapolis, 
Minnesota.  The school serves students in grades 9-12.  MNIC opened in 2003 and has four 
campus locations of which Unity is one. Current enrollment is approximately 260 

                                                        
34

 Ubah medical academy. (n.d.). Retrieved from 
http://www.edline.net/pages/Ubah_Medical_Academy/About_Us/About_Us 
35  (n.d.). Retrieved from http://w20.education.state.mn.us/MDEAnalytics/Reports.jsp 
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students.  MNIC focuses on students that face multiple barriers to achieving their educational 
and life goals. In addition to high school coursework, MNIC provides basic needs such as 
clothing and baby supplies and can also help with housing needs.36 2012 MDE data includes a 
graduation rate of 2.4%, 47.6% of students classified as continuing, 45.2% dropouts, and 4.8% 
unknown. (See chart 6) 

 
37

  

This school is located in an urban, residential setting on the North side of Minneapolis.  Building 
access is controlled by a buzzer and the front desk is directly inside the small entryway where 
visitors must sign in with the desk attendant.  Posters line the walls highlighting attendance, 
showcasing student neighborhood contributions, and depicting graduates, as well as 
murals.  The building is situated right on a main public transit line and is easily accessible by all 
modes of transportation. 
 

BROOKLYN CENTER HIGH SCHOOL 

Brooklyn Center High School (BCHS) is part of the Brooklyn Center Community Schools District 
#286.  The school is located at 6500 Humboldt Avenue North Brooklyn Center, Minnesota.  The 
school serves grades 6-12 with a current enrollment of approximately 700 students.  BCHS is an 
Arts magnet as well as an International Baccalaureate school and offers additional programs 
including AVID and athletics.38  2012 MDE data includes a graduation rate of 73.4%, 17.7% of 
students classified as continuing, 6.2% dropouts, and 2.7% unknown. (See chart 7)  

                                                        
36

 Minnesota internship center. (n.d.). Retrieved from http://www.mnic.org/ 
37  (n.d.). Retrieved from http://w20.education.state.mn.us/MDEAnalytics/Reports.jsp 

38 Brooklyn center high school. (n.d.). Retrieved from http://bchs.brooklyncenterschools.org/ 
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39  

This school is located primarily in a business, semi-industrial area bordering Minneapolis and 
suburban residential housing and multi-unit complexes.  The regional FBI headquarters and 
highway access are both located across the street.  It is very near main travel routes and is 
accessible via public transit, motor vehicle, bicycle and pedestrian modes.  The main office is 
located at the main entrance. 
 

 DISTRICT 287 NORTH EDUCATION CENTER ALTERNATIVE 

Intermediate School District 287 is the parent district of the North Education Center Alternative 
(NECA).  The school is located 5530 Zealand Avenue North New Hope, Minnesota.  The building 
houses both special education as well as the alternative program.  District 287 provides special 
education and alternative learning center services for twelve metropolitan communities. NECA 
serves students in grades 9-12 and has a current enrollment of approximately 160.  Primary 
programs at NECA include AVID, CIP, Invest, SAFE (Students Addressing Fetal Alcohol Spectrum 
Disorder (FASD) through Education), STRIVE (Skills Training with Responsibility, 
Interdependence and Vocational Education), and SUN.40 2012 MDE data is not available for this 
specific location.  It is a very new building only one year old.  It is fully accessible to people of all 
abilities and looks more like a multi-unit residential housing building than a school.  Students 
and visitors must check in at the office which has a lobby area that can be a small if large groups 
of people are there at one time.  Once in the school, it is open and student work is displayed on 
the walls.  The location is accessible via motor vehicle, bicycle and pedestrian routes, as well as 

                                                        
39

 (n.d.). Retrieved from http://w20.education.state.mn.us/MDEAnalytics/Reports.jsp 

40 District 287 programs. (n.d.). Retrieved from 
http://www.district287.org/index.php?src=gendocs&ref=NEC_Programs&category=EC_NorthEducationCenter 
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limited public transit service. The building is located in a primarily suburban residential area 
with a mix of single family and multi-family housing units nearby.  
 

RICHFIELD HIGH SCHOOL 

Richfield High School (RHS) is a traditional format school in the Richfield Public Schools District 
#280.  The school is located at 7001 Harriet Avenue South Richfield, Minnesota.  The school 
serves grades 9-12 and has a current enrollment of approximately 1171.  Primary programs at 
RHS include AVID, College in the Schools, Technology and Engineering Education as well as 
many other groups, clubs and athletics.41  2012 MDE data includes a graduation rate of 72.3%, 
20.1% of students classified as continuing, 5.2% dropouts, and 2.4% unknown. (See chart 8)  

42   

This school is located in a predominantly middle class, single family home, suburban residential 
neighborhood.  Student work and accomplishments are displayed on the walls.  A TV monitor 
displays upcoming events and announcements for everyone. Access to the building is available 
via pedestrian routes, motor vehicle, bicycle and limited public transit service. 

  

                                                        
41 Richfield high school. (n.d.). Retrieved from http://www.rhs.richfield.k12.mn.us/page/2567 
42 (n.d.). Retrieved from http://w20.education.state.mn.us/MDEAnalytics/Reports.jsp 
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RESEARCH RESULTS  

GENERAL FINDINGS 

School administrators were very candid across the board.  General themes were seen in the 
sample as a whole as well as distinct differences between the types of schools.  The most 
distinct schools were found in the charter sector and will be referred to in greater depth in the 
discussion section. 
 

RELATIONSHIPS AND COMMUNITY 
The most common theme that surfaced in almost every school interviewed was an emphasis on 
relationships.  Administrators overwhelmingly felt that students came to their schools for a 
variety of reasons, but several believed that they stayed because of the personal relationships 
that were forged and fostered with the teachers and staff.  One charter school administrator 
said plainly: 
 

“...they stay for the relationships...they don’t stay for the academics.  They stay for that 
relationship with the teachers who provide the academics.” (Appendix J) 

Beyond relationships, many administrators felt that the sense of community present in their 
schools was something they could feel and was a source of pride for them.  To them, the 
identity of the school, no matter how large or small in size, was defined by its sense of 
community and connections. 
 

DEFINITIONS OF SUCCESS 
Schools were inconsistent in their beliefs about what constituted success for their school and its 
students.  Traditional schools held to standardized measures and graduation rates as their 
primary indicators of success while the ALCs and charters were more expansive in their views 
about success.  A standout traditional school was less direct about this value in that the 
administrator explained: 
 

“I think success here can’t be just academic success.  We do have students here that just 
pour into their academics and I don’t think that is the only thing that makes them 
successful.  I think it’s really important that they do community service, participate in 
different clubs and activities.”  (Appendix F) 

 

While success was explicitly viewed from a more holistic approach, the visual manifestations 
seen in this school elaborated on that view.  On every staff office door or classroom was a small 
flag naming the college they had attended.  Students were confronted with college-bound 
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messages in almost every doorway and the administrator interviewed had a poster on their 
door of what students should complete in each grade in order to be on track to 
graduate.  However, this school was not alone in expounding one message while championing 
another in a visual way.  Several non-traditional schools listed numerous other ways that 
success was primarily defined, however almost every school either had posters about 
graduation and/or pictures were hung in the administrators’ offices of past graduates in their 
caps and gowns.  Graduation was an explicit answer or visual manifestation of their definition 
of success in almost all schools interviewed. 
 

Even though charters and ALCs were similar to traditional schools in this more implicit regard, 
they were immensely different in their actual responses.  Both ALCs and several charters took 
great care in pointing out that the students they served were not like those found in the 
traditional setting.  ALCs explained that in order to come to their schools, students must be 
behind in credits or unable to complete school without more flexibility.  Two charter schools 
noted that the average age of their incoming students was around 18 years.  They described 
graduating students in their four-year cohort as being impossible much of the time. 
 

FOUR-YEAR GRADUATION 
Several administrators expressed that many of their students, no matter the school, had a 
strong, internalized desire to graduate within the four-year structure. Administrators spoke 
about supporting those students who had a strong likelihood of being able to do so while also 
finding the delicate balance between pushing students to perform to their potential while 
remaining realistic. 
 

“…there isn’t a kid that doesn’t want to graduate in four years.  It’s pretty unusual, I 
mean even the ones who aren’t obviously going to, and there’s a lot of tears shed over 
when that happens.” (Appendix I) 
 

For some, this goal would not be attainable given their lack of credits or time out of school. An 
administrator added, 
 

“But what I worry about and what I see happen sometimes is the kid is trying to take on 
too much and then  they get overwhelmed  and I always tell them I say no one is going to 
care when you graduate later on down the road.  I say the most important thing is 
graduating.”(Appendix H) 
 

The four-year graduation rate is the metric used by policy makers to evaluate both student and 
school success.  Traditional schools, serving the greatest numbers of students, tended to uphold 
the societal value that graduation in four years is the most desirable path for students to be 
on.  The four-year graduation metric is applied to all schools regardless of format which 
appeared to lead some administrators to question the validity of such a metric. 
 



26 
 

“But all of these measures are in some ways irrelevant to what we do and how we do it, 
how we work with students, how they come to us, how they view us.” (Appendix G) 

 

IEP/504 PLANS 
Students with an Individual Education Plan or a 504 plan have additional needs when it comes 
to learning.  The traditional schools have on average 10-12% of their student population in 
these categories.  Our research found that the alternative schools in Hennepin County have 
student populations that are 20-50% students with IEPs or 504 plans.  3 out of the 4 charter 
schools in our sample also have a higher than typical population of students with an IEP or 504 
plan.  The outlier charter school noted that while still below typical levels, cultural norms 
stigmatize the designations, but their numbers are increasing as cultural bias is broken down 
and parents see other children with the accommodations in place succeed. 
 
Confirming the limited amount of information available in the literature review, schools in the 
sample found that many of their students with IEPs and/or 504 plans needed more time to 
complete the requirements for graduation, thus pulling them out of the four-year cohort.  It 
was also noted in some of the interviews that there are a number of students in some charters  
and alternative schools that do not have a documented IEP or 504 plan but have similar needs 
to those that do. 
 

“You know the funny thing is I have kids with no IEPs with more needs than ones with 
IEPs.  So a lot of identification of kids is, there’s a lot of variables that affect special ed 
identification, some of that is parent advocacy, well a lot of it is, I think parent 
advocacy.  Or schools being reluctant with students of color, they don’t want to over 
identify so they (laughs) ya know…We have kids now coming in their sophomore year, 
we’re going: these kids appear to have learning disabilities yet they’ve never been 
assessed and they’ve been in our district ya know for five or ten years.  What’s going 
on?” (Appendix H) 

“Or should have one?  Because, probably about a third of the students have IEPs; about 
33%.  504s bring that total up to about 50-55%.  But there’s probably more because you 
can waive your Special Ed when you come into the school and some people do that.” 
(Appendix J) 

 

IEPs and 504 plans are intended to level the playing field for students with disabilities yet that 
may not always be the case as administrators point to many factors that play into whether or 
not a child has one of these plans in place with the school.  Further, the implications of having 
such high rates of students with additional needs puts added stress on the limited resources of 
the non-traditional schools. 
 
SUPPORTS 
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There are many supports that are needed to keep kids on track with their education and IEPs 
and 504 plans are only two of those supports.  A common challenge that faced students in all 
school formats was mental health supports.  For most of the traditional schools, there were 
resources available to students on a regular basis through on-site social workers, and in some 
cases, on-site mental health professionals such as psychiatrists and trained counselors.  This 
was less prevalent in the charter and alternative schools, although charter schools generally 
expressed the greatest detriment of available services. 
 

“Ya know where I think we could use the most support is social work. We get a little bit 
through the truancy, Be at School program, we do file for truancy, but you know some of 
these students are so, their families are so messed up, technical term (laughs).  We just 
don’t have the resources to go out and pick them up and make sure they get 
here.  Support them and get them out of the homes if that’s what it takes.  So we could 
use that.  We could use, now last year I had a drug and alcohol counselor come in just 
one day a week and it was so good.  She did such a great job with the kids.  And we don’t 
do that now because she got a real job, full time job (laughs). And I think that would be 
nice, the same way we have a school resource officer through the police department.  It 
would be great to have an LACD that would just be available for those kids.  Not just 
those kids that come to school and you find some pot in their bag, but with, before I was 
here I was at the sobriety high school so I’m very much aware of how much drug and 
alcohol use there is.  And, ya know we do bring the dogs through but they only sniff 
marijuana and that’s not what the kids are doing.   It’s really frightening.” (Appendix E) 

 
It isn’t just mental health supports; it is supports of all kinds.  Maslow, as referenced by one of 
the administrators, expressed this in his hierarchy of needs asserting that people could not 
move to the next level, towards self-actualization, until the needs on the preceding level had 
been met. 43  So without food, clothing, shelter and security, the expectation of graduating in 
any school environment gets complicated.  One of the charter schools serving primarily low-
income and even many homeless young adults expressed the need for housing. 
 

“We need some housing for homeless kids urgently.  So we would do, we’ve talked about 
a boarding situation.  We’ve talked about using this as an emergency shelter.  You know 
we have kids who wanna come over and use this here at night.  When a boy couldn’t find 
a place and he was freezing and he would stay here.   That’s what I would do.  The 
housing because it’s just totally wrong that as many kids are homeless, couch hopping.” 
(Appendix J) 

 
Other resource needs include transportation, be it getting kids to school, work, or even medical 
appointments, as well as the academic supports for those that are struggling to keep up. 
 
SCHOOL POLICIES FOR KEEPING STUDENTS ON TRACK 

                                                        
43 McLeod, S. (n.d.). Retrieved from http://www.simplypsychology.org/maslow.html 
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All schools have policies in place to help ensure that students are kept on track and moving 
toward the ultimate goal of graduation. While the traditional schools spend a good deal of time 
working to keep students on the four-year path, they often expressed that it is a path that does 
not work for all students.  When traditional schools have exhausted their resources to keep a 
student on the four-year path, they work to find another program that is a better fit for that 
student.  They have an outlet option.  It may be an ALC/ALP or it may be a charter 
school.  However, this can lead to challenges at the next school where the outlet options get 
smaller. 
 
For those students that move to a non-traditional environment to complete their high school 
education, there are now additional challenges that the non-traditional school and their 
students face.  The non-traditional schools focus on building relationships with students and 
finding systems that work for that particular individual.  They have also implemented policies 
that work with student needs by allowing them to earn partial credits.  For example, some non-
traditional schools use a three-week grading term so that if a student experiences a shock in 
their life or needs to take time to solve other pressing issues, they don’t necessarily loose 
further ground toward their diploma. 
 
FAILURE AND HOPELESSNESS 
Additional challenges come when students have internalized a message that they are failures.  
The word failure and/or the idea of a general lack of hope for some students came up in several 
interviews.  Several of the non-traditional schools and one traditional school spoke to this 
feeling that kids have of being failures in school and life.  For some, because they have been 
unable to succeed in the traditional schools, they spend their remaining time moving from 
program to program.  
 

“I think a big, big challenge is that we’ve got a segment of our population of students 
that bounce from school to school and that bounce is accelerating.  Basically, I’ve 
worked in alternative education my whole life and before I worked in online learning I 
worked at (inaudible) alternative schools for twelve years (inaudible). I think we saw the 
same thing there. It’s kind of a revolving door for the alternative programs (inaudible) 
but that’s how we function.” (Appendix G) 

Many students are coming to high school without the skills they need to succeed.  Several 
schools in all formats mentioned that they are dealing with students who are performing below 
grade-level as they enter high school. This is amplified in several of the non-traditional schools. 

“The average student who enters here reads on a sixth grade level and does math on a 
fourth grade level and they’re two years behind.  That’s where our biggest barrier is, 
what’s gone on in their past.” (Appendix J) 

Bouncing from program to program, not having the basic skills needed for success, and 
internalized messages of failure all contribute to the challenges faced by the students to 
generate their own motivation to succeed and puts increased pressure on schools to build them 
back up in order to graduate them. 
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POLICY CHALLENGES 
All schools are subject to the policies that are set forth at the local, state and federal levels.  It is 
a challenge to keep up with all of the various rules, regulations and reporting requirements that 
are placed on the schools.  Additionally, as policy-makers move in and out of office and political 
agendas change, there is a great deal of change in what is expected of schools.  School 
administrators have come to expect fairly significant change every two to four years as 
administrations change and new commissioners are appointed.  The intent of policy-makers is 
positive, but the impact on the system may not always be congruent with the intent.   

Traditional schools are set up to be a “one-size-fits-all” model.  We have heard from most 
interviewees that, in fact, this is seldom true.  Therefore, other formats have emerged to fill the 
gaps, thereby creating non-traditional schools.  Charters interviewed fall into one of two major 
categories, either they are a choice option or they are in the mix with ALCs as the safety net of 
public schools. Without these non-traditional schools there would be limited options for those 
students underserved in the traditional setting. 

Schools of all types find the seemingly constant state of change in policies confusing, irritating, 
and for the most part unnecessary.  There were calls from schools of all types to make the 
policies more consistent and leave them in place for a greater period of time to allow schools to 
fully implement them and understand the policies.   

Despite not having full buy-in from all schools on the various policies that have been put in 
place over the last decade, there is appreciation for some of what is currently happening at the 
county and state level to improve education overall.  While schools are still grappling with all of 
the nuances of the Multiple Measurement Rating system, there is a consensus that it is better 
than a singular measure.  There is also some appreciation for the change in the exit test 
requirements that were made moving away from the MCA GRAD tests to the ACT or Accuplacer 
exam.  However, this too poses challenges for the schools as they find themselves working on 
new ways to motivate students to take exams that appear to have no impact on their daily 
lives.  One of the traditional schools shared this challenge, 

“But I feel like we are just chasing, cause kids know better, kids are smart and they know 
if it doesn’t count they’re not going to try a lot of them cause they're like, pwift, who 
cares, this is dumb.  So I feel like we, the state keeps putting things in place and we have 
to try and mastermind how to out mastermind the kids to take it.  It’s such a waste of 
time.  I mean we spend hours.  We’re here at 6:15am, for forty minutes before school 
starts going okay, what should we put their pass or no pass on their transcript is that 
going to make them care.  If we make them do a reading class for remediation is that 
going to make them care.  I mean we just sit there and do all these things rather than 
spending the time to figure out how to continue to support kids in the class.  I mean it’s 
silly.” (Appendix F) 
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A-GRAD AND OTHER COUNTY PROGRAMS 
As previously noted, schools are bombarded with initiatives and policy changes on a regular 
basis while still working hard to do the best they can so serve their students.  In order for a 
program to stand out in a school administrator’s mind, a program needs to make an impact on 
what the school is trying to accomplish.  One county program that came up frequently in 
interviews was the Be at School program run in Hennepin County.  This program helps schools 
with truancy issues and getting kids back into a classroom- sometimes a difficult task. 
Previously, we referred to the ALCs and some charters as an educational safety net.  The county 
programs, such as Be at School, are an additional safety net.  One of the alternative programs 
speaks to this in terms of finding those students classified as “unknown”.   

“Now the interesting thing when you talk about the county is that the unknowns are 
unknown to us but not unknown to the rest of the world and that’s the sad part about it. 
Some of these students are the same students that may be getting aid, that may be 
getting other assistance or other things where someone, WIC or the county, someone, 
knows who they are but nobody knows that they aren’t connected in these other places 
and that’s where the net has broken.” (Appendix M) 

This program impacts the schools ability to work toward higher four-year graduation rates and 
also provides funding.  A-GRAD was not as well known among the sample schools.  Some 
schools had heard of A-GRAD but none of the sample schools could articulate what A-GRAD 
does.  Many schools were interested in learning more about A-GRAD and the ways in which A-
GRAD and other county programs could be used as resources or could help to coordinate 
service delivery. 

DISCUSSION 
STAKEHOLDERS 
Before A-GRAD was created, Hennepin County was a stakeholder with little interest or power in 
public education. Now, with a 20 year plan to support education, A-GRAD has helped the 
county as a whole take a big step from the crowd toward the center of a power vs. interest grid 
(see grid below).  The reasons why A-GRAD was created explain that the county considers itself 
a subject – a stakeholder with an interest in both the quantity and quality of public education. 
There are many ways to align county services (as well as perceptions and attitudes) to support 
education, but it must work with others to have an impact on graduation rates. 

Those others include players – in this case the schools, students and others with both power 
and interest in the educational system as well as context setters – legislators and others who 
have high power (think funding, legal graduation requirements, etc.) but not as much direct 
interest in who graduates from high school and who does not. Looking at the role A-GRAD and 
others play through this lens is a helpful way to think about alliances, formal and informal 
programs and partnerships as A-GRAD continues its mission to be “loud and proud” in 
supporting education. 

Part of the value of using a power vs. interest grid is the discussion and debate that it 
generates. Walking through where individuals and organizations “fit” leads to a better 
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understanding of their interests. Following is a sample of how it might look with just a few of 
the stakeholders placed on the grid. 

 

Debating where parents fit on this grid left arguments for all of the cells. They could be players, 
taking a hands-on active role in supporting education and even learning along with their 
children. They might be highly interested in their children’s education but not claim any power 
over what their children are learning, so that they fall into the subject category. A parent who 
sees little to no value in education and passes that message along to their children would be a 
context setter and, finally, if they are present in the child’s life but have little interest in 
education they could be considered part of the crowd. One of the administrators we spoke with 
emphasized the importance of parents. 

“I think the one big, huge, missing component that rarely gets talked about is that 
parent piece. I think that we neglect the fact that the parents are the children’s first 
teacher and if there isn’t that connection there the likelihood goes significantly down 
that there’s anything that we can do or have that overrides what they’re already hearing 
at home. I mean we can keep doing all of these good efforts and things but I think that 
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not hearing that message at home is that missing piece of the puzzle so to speak.” 
(Appendix M) 

To further understand how schools may be thinking about the people and organizations they 
deal with and commented on, this grid made parsing that out more efficient.  Placing the 
parents, schools, and other stakeholders in the proper context sheds light on future actions.  
This is one tool among many that can be used for stakeholder analysis. It comes from Strategic 
Planning for Public and Nonprofit Organizations, 4th edition by John M. Bryson.44 The goal is to 
use this or other analytical techniques to develop a better understanding and then talk with 
other stakeholders to see where formal and informal alliances and partnerships might be 
mutually beneficial. 

UBAH-AN OUTLIER 
There was one stand-out charter school that differed from the sample in multiple respects, not 
only from other charter schools interviewed, but even the traditional schools.  Ubah Medical 
Academy has an incredibly unique and surprising student body.  They consider themselves to be 
99% free and reduced lunch, yet they post a graduation rate of 69.9% (a number they suggest 
has changed for the better through data coding adjustments) and claim to have never had a 
student dropout since they have been in existence (save some data errors they say have since 
been corrected). 
 
Ubah is set in an extremely modest setting for a high school - in an elementary school building 
that continues to have all of the remnants of the original school, even the name above the 
door, yet it serves their purposes and they are thankful to have it at all.  Ubah administrators 
were candid about what they saw as primarily cultural differences that set their school 
apart.  The student body is comprised of a majority students coming from families that have 
immigrated to Minnesota from Africa-predominately places like Somalia and Kenya.  The 
administrators walked through the progression of history of the school and how many of the 
original students at a component school, who were learning English for the first time, were the 
parents of their now high-school students.  They spoke of the differences they see now as the 
children of those parents become more assimilated into the American culture, 
 

“...parents and teachers have an equal weight back home...That means you’re third 
parent, who is on equal status with your mom and dad, is your teacher.  In here, who 
respects any teacher?  And that’s nothing MDE can fix, that’s a cultural thing.  When I 
look back at our early kids who came who were new to the country, oh my god, every 
day thanking you.  Thanking you for this and so eager to learn, they were like little 
sponges, and so respectful.  It’s sad to say, the more advanced and the more 
‘Americanized’ they got, the snottier they got…” (Appendix I) 

 

                                                        
44 Bryson, J.M. (2011). Strategic Planning for Public and Nonprofit Organizations. (4th ed., p. 133). Published by 
Jossey-Bass. 
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Even though they are seeing this progression, the line still holds for the majority of their 
students when it comes to graduation.  The administrators were perplexed at the interview 
question asking about the student perception of a need to graduate in four years.  Their 
response, “From college?”(Appendix I), speaks volumes.  They go on to describe how their 
students start their high school careers already focused on college.  They believe that the value 
instilled in their students about the necessity of college from their parents, from their culture, is 
the reason why. 
 

“They kind of skip the whole graduate from high school in four years.  That’s just a 
given.  Yeah, and then you WILL go to a college or university….Ninety-five percent and 
above want to go to the University of Minnesota. They don’t even think about anything 
else...They know about the University of Minnesota before they get here.”(Appendix I) 

 
Yet, even amongst all of the differences, Ubah administrators expressed views similar to the 
other schools when it came to testing, ratings, and general measures of success in mainstream 
education.  They considered the MMR ratings to be a better assessment of schools over prior 
methods, but acknowledged that tests are not the only way to measure success for schools, 
 

“At the same time, if you want to evaluate something to be fair to schools and students, 
exams are not the best.  It doesn’t tell you how much you know but it tells you what 
grade you have.”(Appendix I) 

 
We acknowledge Ubah as an outlier, however, their success should ignite a larger conversation 
about what role culture and values play in education beyond tests, ratings, and funding that 
dominate the conversation.  The students at Ubah represent polar opposites in the education 
landscape-high rates of poverty, high rates of graduation, and low dropout rates.  They are 
proof that the conversation about raising graduation rates has more facets, especially cultural 
values and norms that are waiting to be discussed. 
 
MNIC-UNITY-SERVING A VITAL NEED 
While Ubah receives many of their students poised and ready to graduate in four years, Unity is 
about as far on the other side of the education spectrum as it could possibly be.  The average 
student at Unity is about 18 years old, enters behind in credits, is performing well-below grade 
level, and may not have even wanted to finish high school when they walked through the 
door.  Unity administrators spoke about recruiting their students from the streets of 
Minneapolis and out of homeless shelters.  They are reaching out to the most at-risk youth and 
offering them more than an education.  They entice their students to come to the school for the 
resources first, followed by the potential for a diploma.  They want these types of students and 
intentionally seek them out.  
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“They feel like failures already, and rejects.  Because a lot of times they are put out of 
other places and they come here with us and, of course, we want them here with us, you 
know.  We show them the love they need.”(Appendix J) 

They believe it is their duty to serve them however they can: 
 

“I know it says ‘partners’ is in [the mission statement] but we partner with our students 
and we serve our students.  That’s what we’re here for.  We’re huge on that.  We leave 
all our personal stuff at the door when we come to work every day and we step in these 
doors and it’s all about our students.  That’s it: what’s gonna be best for the students, 
what’s gonna be best for the school so the school can continue to run so we have a place 
for the students to come...So we’re just here to be servants to help these kids make it 
through.”(Appendix J) 

 
Unity is serving needs far greater than educational needs, yet these services are not reflected in 
the MDE data or in test scores.  That many of the students are in school at all can be considered 
a success.  The school’s existence highlights a hole that is unaccounted for by the current 
measures.  Administrators believe that current MDE personnel understand this role as they 
point to the lack of attention they have received, 
 

“...it isn’t a big deal for me because I know, in the end; the data structure is for a regular 
school.  So we don’t fit in that to start with, and they leave us alone now.  I don’t know 
what’s happened, but I get no contact from the state anymore….So we were just 
bombarded with nasty stuff from the state in the past and that’s just stopped.  It’s 
done.”(Appendix J) 

Unity is an outlier because their students are not typical.  They are not served adequately by 
the mainstream system because what happens to them outside of school is often more 
complicated than what happens during school hours.  For many of the students at Unity, 
graduation within four years is impossible no matter what efforts the school could employ, and 
it is often a race against the clock to get a diploma before they age-out.  The administrators are 
more concerned with getting them to a place where they can be active and vital members of 
society-having a job, living in a stable home, providing for their families-because the alternative 
for many is the streets. 
 
The educational system must make room for these kinds of schools. As long as there are 
students with needs beyond what the traditional educational system is built to handle, the 
alternative sector will try to find a place for them.  Finding ways to support their effort without 
penalizing them for outcomes below the traditional standard is vital to ensuring those students 
are valued and not forgotten. Unity administrators acknowledge the need for measurements 
but argue that the measurements must be more reflective of the service provisions of the 
school and its student body. 
 
THE ALTERNATIVE SECTOR SAFETY NET 
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Cumulatively, the administrators interviewed expressed deep and compassioned commitments 
to their students.  Their expertise on the needs of their students was profound. 
Overwhelmingly, the schools within the alternative sector expressed the concern that they 
were not being adequately understood or measured.  The ALCs take only those students who 
are not making sufficient progress in the traditional system while charter schools are filling the 
remaining gaps for students who want or need a more specialized approach to education. The 
majority of schools sampled made it clear that students overwhelmingly want to succeed and 
they want to graduate with their peers in the expected timeframe. 
 
However past and sometime current life issues have created a situation for these students that 
prohibits them from attaining the goal of four year graduation which is where the alternative 
schools come in forming a safety net to catch these types of students. These schools along with 
some charters are serving the needs of students that would potentially never graduate without 
the help and guidance that these types of schools provide.  One administrator emphasized the 
importance of building relationships and trust so that the students stay in school. 
 

“Well there are several students that are here, and it certainly isn’t the majority by any 
stretch of the imagination, but there are several students that are here that I don’t think 
see the need at all to graduate because they are because their probation officer says you 
have to be here.  They’re court ordered to be in school someplace.  And they will tell you 
right off the top until they start getting some relationships with staff, or they start seeing 
some relevance…that’s a constant focus for us to reengage those students. [emphasis 
added].” (Appendix D) 

The alternative schools are helping students to pick up the pieces of their young lives and 
rebuild them so that they can move on to be contributing members of society. This can be a 
daunting task particularly when what the general public sees are the four year graduation rate 
metrics applied to all schools which makes these schools appear to be underperforming.  That 
being said it is no surprise that alternative schools feel frustration in how they are measured by 
the various government evaluations that have been created.   

IEP/504 PLANS 
As found with all students, those with additional needs that have documented IEPs or 504 plans 
have a strong desire to graduate with their peers; however the reality is that it takes them 
longer.  Stemming from the literature review, we hypothesized that this impacts the four-year 
graduation rates of high schools.  Interviews confirmed that the non-traditional schools have 
higher populations of students with greater needs, thus bringing down the four-year graduation 
rate as many students with IEPs and 504 plans take 5-6 years to graduate. 
 
Time and time again, the schools in the sample felt that graduating with a diploma was the 
ultimate goal and it didn’t matter what the time frame for that was.  Building those 
relationships with students and tailoring their education to what works best for them to learn 
stood out as far more important to these administrators than pushing a student out the door in 
four years.  Administrators had no issues saying it was what was best for the kids.  One charter 
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shared how doing what is right for the student doesn’t always have a positive impact on the 
school in the eyes of MDE or other agencies evaluating them. 
 

“As far as the graduation rate, we were just talking about this because we have some 
special ed kids and the best thing for them to do is go into one of the transition programs 
at MCTC or 287, some of these bigger districts.  And in order to do that they can’t have 
their diploma, so we actually purposefully withhold their diploma and the kids know that 
so they can take part in this amazing program.  And we get dinged for it.  That’s just 
dumb!” (Appendix E) 

 
Having higher percentages of students with greater needs implies that these students are not 
having their needs met in the traditional schools, however, that is beyond the scope of this 
research.  It again points to the need for non-traditional schools, such as charters and 
alternative learning centers, to fill in the gaps where traditional schools fall short, but it reflects 
negatively on them in the published data. 
 
POLICY 
The push and pull of policy was evident throughout the interviews. School administrators 
recognize that they are at the delivery end of a complex chain of policy that stretches from the 
federal level with significant links at the state and local levels. While that debate will certainly 
continue, the administrators interviewed expressed a strong interest in consistency along that 
policy chain and being part of the debate rather than being left with a series of mandates and 
moving targets. They expect measurement and evaluation as part of public education but have 
grown to be a bit skeptical of any new system since they have seen so many changes.  In 
addition, they are not convinced that the right things are being measured. There was a feeling 
that while policy makers are well-intentioned, they don’t always have a good grasp of what is 
needed at the direct service level.  And, while the educators didn’t feel they had all the 
answers, they wanted to be engaged in a dialog with the policy makers to help figure out what 
the most appropriate measures would be and how to implement them. 

“So ‘figure out a different way to evaluate us’ is the message I am really trying to put 
forward. And also to sit back and figure out for ourselves, can we put forward an 
alternative, don’t look at these but look at these instead,  but we don’t really have staff 
time to solve that and I’m not one hundred percent sure it’s our job to solve that. I do 
think that at the policy level somebody has to sit down and figure that out.” (Appendix 
G) 

A current concern about the NCLB waiver is that its replacement may be too complex to 
understand. 

“I think it’s very confusing. (laughs) We’re actually presenting just one slide to the staff 
next Tuesday at the next staff meeting. It is so confusing, I think, I have a very difficult 
time; I asked that we have a hard data person sit with me to explain what everything 
means. I don’t have a ton of thoughts about it as I frankly don’t feel super comfortable 
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talking [about] it in detail because I’m not sure how much I completely understand about 
it.” (Appendix F) 

And, the system may have become too complex to understand in general. 

“For me, I think that’s one of the things that I see is missing is the transparency piece and 
being able to really know what stuff means. It needs to be simple. The just for parents 
section [on the MDE website] shouldn’t be so complicated that you just want to scream 
at the computer. You want data that you can actually look at, that you can interpret, 
that you can understand what it means, written in friendly language. If you couldn’t take 
this to a school in north Minneapolis, sit down with different groups of parents and I’m 
just choosing Minneapolis because there is a lot of diversity right there, go to one of their 
schools you probably have every ethnic and different group you can get. Have them 
come out for a dinner, bring that stuff and show it to them and say ‘hey, what is this’ if 
they can’t interpret it you’ve got to go back to the drawing board and fix it because they 
should be able to get that same data as that savvy parent in Edina, Eden Prairie, 
wherever. If they can’t do that then we have a problem and we need to fix it. (Appendix 
M) 

The push and pull highlighted above is very much about autonomy and accountability. 
Autonomy is important because each individual school is in a much larger system, but 
accountable to state and federal authorities as well as those more closely gathered in the 
community.  They are the ones who answer to the various stakeholders and are ultimately 
judged on the data they are required to report, so they should have a voice. 
 
THE FOUR-YEAR GRADUATION RATE 
It is a societal norm that students should graduate high school in four years.   However, for 
some students this doesn’t happen in four years’ time.  It takes a bit longer, as mentioned by 
one of the alternative learning programs. 

“Everybody, yes, the kids like I said, when they don’t graduate it’s a big thing.  It’s a big 
thing to their families.  It’s a big thing to them and it’s hard on them. It is really hard on 
the kids.   And you have to kind of restructure that and say ya know you have to 
understand that today it might feel like the end of the world but it’s really not the end of 
the world because and to be honest with you for a lot of these kids having that extra 
year makes the biggest diff., you see the changes in those kids with just one more year. 
So just the maturity and growth in that next year can just be phenomenal.” (Appendix H) 

Although the intent of the four-year graduation standard seems to work reasonably well, as 
many of the traditional schools ascribed to it in the majority of situations, when it doesn’t work, 
it can be detrimental to the self-esteem and overall well-being of the student that feels the 
stigma placed on them by society as a failure.  The alternative is, as one administrator put it, 
“We have a few super seniors and they hate it.  It’s just as if they have a big A on their chest.” 
(Appendix E).  Of course, this administrator is referring to the scarlet letter and the stigma that 
came along with that.   
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When they don’t fit into the traditional school model, students are aware that they are failing 
to meet the standards set forth by the schools and policy-makers alike.  This idea of being a 
failure is far too often internalized by the student, especially if the factors affecting their 
performance are attributable to non-education factors, they may be getting similar messages 
outside of the school environment as well. Counteracting the stigma is a huge undertaking.  
While the non-traditional schools are working hard to correct what has occurred in the past and 
get kids to move forward in their lives and make adequate educational progress, it is no easy 
task. 

CONCLUSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH CONSIDERATIONS  
While there are many factors that contribute to, help, or hinder graduation rates across various 
school formats, the variation between traditional and non-tradition four-year graduation rates 
in Hennepin County can be further understood by looking at the types of students attending 
the schools as well as the interaction and implications of policy decisions as it relates to the 
methods of testing and evaluation thresholds and graduation time-frames.  Non-traditional 
schools have an over-representation of students with IEP’s and 504’s and students who have 
already fallen behind on the four-year track. 

We assert that the four-year graduation rate is insufficient and incomplete in evaluating the 
success of all schools, more specifically, alternative learning centers and charter schools with 
greater populations of students who enter with special education status, are already behind in 
credits earned, or are no longer in their original 9th Grade cohort group due to time spent 
outside of school.  While graduating in four-years has become the standard, measuring many 
schools under the non-traditional umbrella in the same ways that traditional schools are 
measured, creates a false discrepancy in school effectiveness.  In order to find a more adequate 
solution, additional measures should be utilized or created that more comprehensively evaluate 
these specific types of schools. 

We acknowledge that removing the stigma of graduating beyond four years has further 
consequences that need to be explored and addressed.  If the push to graduate in four years is 
not emphasized as harshly as it is now, it could leave those students who are capable of 
achieving the standard with a way to unnecessarily draw out the process.   There must be 
further research and conversation concerning how to deliver the message to students who can 
be successful under the four-year model while also making room for students who are not 
adequately supported in the traditional setting.  Students with greater life challenges do not 
need more reasons to feel hopeless and the main goal for any school is ultimately to set 
students up for success over the long-term.  The question concerning the adequate time-frame 
in which to do this should be up for further discussion.  

We can also view the four-year graduation rate through an economic lens. Public education 
costs money.  Taxpayers are often being asked to approve levies and deal with increases in 
taxes in order to fund the education system.  Understanding that it is an expensive process 
means that policy-makers and school districts need to find ways to be both efficient and 
effective.  However, many administrators in the study would argue that the educational system 
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should also be equitable.  For several of those interviewed, it became clear that students across 
the board have a desire to graduate, and supporting them to do so will have a positive impact 
on the greater society.   The costs associated with helping them to graduate, even if it takes 
longer than four years, could have profound impact on the lives of the students and the 
communities in which they live.  However, we acknowledge that there is always a point where 
resource expenditure produces diminishing returns, but as long as the dialogue and policy 
remain narrowly focused on one method, there will not be a way to uncover where that point 
lies. 

Further, exploring additional ways to measure and evaluate the non-traditional programs will 
allow those schools to better serve their students.  If the conversation remains four-year 
focused, it mitigates the wealth of knowledge and expertise from professionals working in the 
non-traditional setting and hinders healthy conversation about what new strategies can be 
employed to help non-traditional schools become more effective.  The alternative programs 
and a variety of charter schools are filling a vital need and plugging holes in the mainstream 
model of education.  Until there are no longer holes in the mainstream system or no longer 
students that need supports outside of what the mainstream system can provide, there must 
be a more comprehensive way to evaluate schools that serve non-traditional students. 

Further research and discussion is needed from policy-makers and educators to understand 
how to make an education evaluation method that is efficient, effective, and equitable for all 
students.  We believe that the conversation should be as inclusive as possible and must include 
front-line educators. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS  

As a result of the literature review and qualitative interviews conducted as a part of this 
project, we recommend four ways that AGRAD can specifically impact graduation success in 
Hennepin County.   In order to align more readily with the mission and vision of A-GRAD the 
research team chose to break out recommendations into subgroups that focus on the goals 
espoused by A-GRAD’s creators.  
 

1) Expand Further Research in the Non-traditional Settings.  As noted in the 
limitations section, there is a dearth of literature that focuses expressly on 
high school graduation rates for charter schools and alternative learning 
centers/programs.  As Minnesota is considered a leader in the realm of 
charter schools, it would seem fitting that additional research came from the 
wealth of knowledge and experience of the educators working in this 
arena.  Inversely, there is a similar depth of knowledge and experience in the 
alternative learning environment within the county and this is also a valuable 
resource.  Both the charter schools and alternative learning centers/programs 
work with high populations of students with additional needs as compared to 
traditional schools.  This could also help to expand on the literature that deals 
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expressly with those students that have an IEP or 504 plan and their needs in 
terms of graduation.  Regardless of the driving force, it is clear that additional 
research in these areas is needed. 
 

2) Accelerate Four-Year Graduation Rates through Continuing to Work with 
Traditional Programs as Usual, but Increase On-The-Ground Presence.  As 
noted in the findings and discussion sections, while A-GRAD was at least 
known in some of the traditional schools, the vast majority of schools 
interviewed did not know all of the ways in which A-GRAD could help them to 
achieve greater success in graduating their students and increasing their four-
year graduation rate.  While A-GRAD may be well known among other county 
agencies and at the superintendent level within school districts, they are not 
well known at the direct-service level where needs are greatest and more 
school-specific.  Although staffing is limited, it would be beneficial for A-GRAD 
to engage in conversations at a direct-service level to make 
principals/executive directors aware of what A-GRAD does and how A-GRAD 
can help schools meet the graduation goal.  This could be done through 
individual visits or more inclusive multi-school meetings or informational 
seminars if time and resources are more limited. 

 
3) Tailor an Arm of the A-GRAD Program to Encourage Graduation Without a 

Four-Year Focus for Non-Traditional Schools and Convene a Discussion 
Around Finding a More Adequate Method of Evaluation.  The four-year rate 
is not adequate in measuring the successes of many of these schools.  A-GRAD 
must be willing to provide additional support to these schools even though 
they are not perpetuating the four-year message.  Working to reduce 
achievement disparities is already a focus of A-GRAD and relates similarly to 
the work that needs to be done in non-traditional school settings. This 
includes convening/facilitating a conversation about adequate measures.  A-
GRAD has the capacity to convene groups of stakeholders and facilitate 
discussions around attainable metrics that would be more applicable to the 
non-traditional schools.   While many administrators noted that the current 
metrics were not an accurate reflection of the work they do in their schools, 
and that they didn’t necessarily have the answers as to what the “right” 
metrics would be, they were all open to taking part in a dialog with other 
stakeholders about what those metrics should be.  This dialogue can and 
should include stakeholders beyond the school administrators, but must 
include the administrators.  However, the first step in generating this dialogue 
is to increase awareness about A-GRAD through similar measures discussed in 
the second recommendation. 
 

4) Advocate with Policy-Makers on Behalf of the Non-Traditional Schools.  We 
believe A-GRAD can serve as an advocate for the non-traditional schools to 
help them express the need for increased supports such as mental health 
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services in or very near the schools and other scarce resources that have an 
impact on their ability to graduate students.  Having convened the various 
stakeholders to discuss what metrics would be appropriate to the non-
traditional schools, A-GRAD can also advocate for changes in policy based on 
the outcomes of the dialogue amongst the stakeholders.  A-GRAD, although 
small in numbers, has power at the county and state level to affect 
change.  Having a keen understanding of the incredible complexity of the high 
school graduation issue as well as representing the most populous county in 
Minnesota, A-GRAD has power with city, county and state policy-makers and 
can be an influential advocate for the non-traditional schools. 

 

A-GRAD is in the unique position of being able to have presence in the schools 
and connections with school-level administrators while also having credibility 
and persuasive power with higher levels of the education and public 
management sectors. The conversation must be moved forward about how to 
provide better support to non-traditional schools and effectively evaluate 
their efforts, and A-GRAD can be an effective catalyst.   
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APPENDIX A: SAMPLE SCHOOL DEMOGRAPHIC DATA 
All data was retrieved from the Minnesota Department of Education Data Center.  No specific 
information for Hopkins Alternative Program was available. 
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APPENDIX B: STAKEHOLDER ANALYSIS 

 

 

Policy Makers  

•Federal Department of Education 

•Minnesota Governor 

•Minnesota Legislature 

•Minnesota Department of Education (MDE) 

•Education Commissioner 

•Hennepin County Commissioners 

•Hennepin County Staff 

Community 

•Students 

•Parents 

•Siblings and other family members 

•Employers 

•Taxpayers 

Schools  

•22 Hennepin County School Districts 

•School District Superintendents 

•School Principals 

•Teachers and other school staff 

•Charter Schools 

•Board of Directors 

•Executive Directors 

•Teachers and other school staff 

•Authorizing Organization 

•District 287 Aternative Learning Centers 

•School Principals 

•Teachers and other school staff 

•Hennepin County Home Schools 

•Hennepin County Magnet Schools 

•Other uncategorized schools 

Other 
Government 

Agencies 

•Department of Corrections 

•Law Enforcement 

•Children and Family Services 

•Department of Employment and 
Economic Development 

•Metropolitan Council 

•Judicial System 

Non-
Governmental 

Interest 
Groups 

•Homeless Shelters 

•Other types of shelter and/or 
transitional housing 

•Foster Care 

•Teacher's Unions 

•Colleges and Universities 

•Trade Schools 

AGRAD 
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APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS AND PROTOCOL 
 

INTRODUCTION & ETHICS 
Thank you for agreeing to meet with us. We are students at the U of MN working on our 

master’s degrees in public policy and public affairs. As part of our political advocacy capstone 

course, we are studying high school graduation rates in Hennepin County. 

  

We are recording and transcribing these interviews as part of our research process but will not 

be using your first or last name in our report – just the generic title of school administrator. Do 

you have any questions before we get started? 

  

(Note: this research project is part of PA8081 Political Advocacy Capstone; we are working 

under the direction of the lead investigator / course instructor Jeannie Fox) 

  

With consent, begin recording. 

  

1. Why do you believe kids come to this school?  Why do they stay? 

  

2. How many students have an IEP or 504 plan? Is that number growing, shrinking or staying 

about the same? 

  

3. How would you define success for your school? 

  

4. How is that connected to your (formal) mission statement? 

  

5. How well is your mission understood and enacted by staff? Students? 

  

6. If funding were unlimited, what would you change about your school? 

 

Next, we’d like to ask specifically about graduation rates. 

  

7. How would you describe the student perception of a need to graduate in 4 years? 

  

8. How do teachers and administrators help or hinder that perception? 
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9. In what ways do you encourage 4 year graduation? 

  

10. What steps (policy/procedures) do you take when students fall behind in the graduation 

requirements? 

 

11. What are the requirements of the students to make up missing credits? 

 

12. Hennepin County has a program called A-GRAD (Accelerating Graduation by 

Alleviating Disparities). Have you heard about this program? 

 

13. If so, what part(s) do you find most helpful? Are there other ways in which the program 

could offer support? 

 

14. Does your school have any direct connections with (other) County staff or programs? How 

does that work? (If one is mentioned, ask about others.) 

  

15. What are your school’s biggest challenges when it comes to graduation rates? 

  

16. Is there anything the County can do to help? 

 

17. The MN Department of Education posts graduation rates for each school district. Do you 

think this is a fair assessment of a school’s success? 

  

18. Who reports these numbers to MDE for your school? How does that work? 

 

19. Can you describe the typical process at your school for students who decide to drop out?  

How do you decide when it becomes official and how is it recorded? 

  

20. How would we find out more about the “unknowns” from your school? 

 

21. For those students that are classified as “continuing”, are they engaged and staying at the 

school with the expectation of a regular diploma in more than a four year track? 

 

22. What do you think about MDE’s new MMR (multiple measurement ratings) system? Do you 

see a role for County government in supporting your efforts with these measures? 

 

23. If you were in charge of MDE, is there anything that you would stop doing? Are there 

additional programs you would start? 
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24. How have the changes in policy at the state and federal levels impacted your ability as a 

school to help students stay on track and graduate in 4 years? 

  

25. That’s all the questions we have for you today. Is there anything else that you’d like us to 

know about before we go? 

  

26. Would you like a copy of our final report? 

  

Working hypotheses: School pride/focus/mission/unity lead to better graduation rates (Q2, 4, 

5, and 6). As the proportion of IEP and 504 plan students’ increases, graduation rates decrease 

(Q3). The A-GRAD mission to be “loud and proud” to support education has not yet reached 

high school administration (Q13, 14). School Administrators probably have some ideas about 

how the county can help support their mission (Q15, 16, 17). Learning more about the 

“unknowns” (MDE & Hennepin County statistics report students in 4 categories: ‘graduated’, 

‘continuing’, ‘unknown’ and ‘dropout’) will help A-GRAD succeed in their mission (Q19, 20, 21). 
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APPENDIX D: TRANSCRIPTION INTERVIEW #1 
Interviewer (I):  Why do you believe kids come to school here? 

School Admin. (SA): Kids come to school here because of the relationships, the small class sizes, and the 

opportunity to make up classes.  And if they are in jeopardy of failing classes there is always a plan b. 

I: okay 

SA: And so the promise of attaining those credits. 

I: So then you’ve got a 9-12 portion; but then a lot of your student population is older then? 

SA: Yes, we have a few 9th graders, a few more 10th graders and then our 11th grade class is a little bigger 

and those seniors and 12 plus are the largest portion of our student body. 

I:  Okay, so why do you think kids stay in the school once they enroll? 

SA: Relationships and supports. We have a CD counselor on site. We have a full time nurse for just our 

program.  We have a full time psychologist.  We have a full time social worker.  We have a full time 

school counselor.  Plus we have the services of ALC plus, I don’t know if you have heard about that 

program.  That is another large component of here.  So that program was put in place with a partnership 

with Hennepin county and Minneapolis public schools where students who had involvement with 

probation or truancy issues and qualify for the services of ALC+ get a case coordinator, and we have two 

of them here, and then that also gets them access to a licensed mental health provider, who is also on 

site here.  And that is through Headway Emotional Health Services.  So they work with those kids on 

getting them to schools, keeping them in school, navigating the system with them.  Trying to help them 

problem solve issues that come up that prevent them from coming to school.  They will even get in their 

car and  go pick them up in the morning.  

I: That makes sense.  That also feeds into the next question about how many students have an IEP or 

504plan.   

SA: About 20% of our kids so it is much higher than a traditional school. 

I: So is that number growing, shrinking or maintaining about the same? 

SA: It is about the same.  It fluctuates over time but maintains at a higher rate than typical. 

I: How do you define success here? 

SA: Graduation (softly spoken).  Ah, baby steps.  I think success has to be defined in baby steps.  So we 

do three week grading, or modular grading so that students, if they come and they are here for three 

weeks that is a mod.  If they disappear for a while and come back they haven’t lost that fraction of a 

credit that they’ve earned for those three weeks so that they can keep going forward.  And a lot of times 
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when kids were coming for a while and then not come for a long time they would just start at ground 

zero.  So the kept going back to ground zero all the time.  So what we are trying to do, is if you get to 

step three on the ladder, you are going to stay at step three on the ladder and if you are gone and you 

come back you start where you were. 

I: That makes a lot of sense to me, because I can understand how frustrating it would be to get caught in 

that loop.  So then thinking about that definition of success how does that relate to your formal 

mission? 

SA: All our kids are all our kids, and every student is here to get a meaningful diploma.  So we also 

believe, we use a process called collaborative problem solving and that is from Ross Green.  He 

published The Explosive Child, Lost at School and some of those  books.  The philosophy there is that 

students will do well if they can.  And so we think it is our job, if they can’t, it is our job to help them do 

well.  And so with collaborative problem solving then what we are doing is looking at what are the 

lagging skills students have.  So every Thursday the whole staff gathers and if there is a student that is 

really struggling we do what is called an ALSOP on the student and it really goes through a protocol that 

looks at what are the skills that that student doesn’t have.  We identify those lagging skills and then 

someone that has a good relationship with the student is then assigned to do a plan b conversation 

around that lagging skill.  And it is intended to help kids’ problem solve their own issues and come up 

with, if not a student driven solution, a  joint solution about what can be done to solve that problem. 

I: So, that kind of ties your whole staff together because they are focused on that one style of problem 

solving and making that plan specific to each student. 

SA: It is part of the districts larger commitment to social/emotional learning.  And so this is a protocol 

that is being researched, and it does have some research behind it now.  We are finding that it really is a 

much more proactive method than any kind of disciplinary outcome.  We don’t suspend kids here.  

Although we have had to suspend some students but it was over an issue that would not have been safe 

to have them all in the same place for a while.  This is my third year here and we have had seven 

suspensions and so we try to really minimize that.  None, so far this year.  But, all of them happened last 

year over one incident.   

I: So that tells us a lot about how your staff is engaged in upholding your mission statement.  How about 

the students? 

SA: Well, we are currently involved in our first year of PBIS.  Do you know what PBIS is? Positive 

Behavior Intervention and Support, it’s a federal program, its run at each state level and it is a grant that 

you have to apply for.  And you get the grant and the grant is really training and time that you are 

getting.  But the idea is that you build on the positive culture of the building.  And part of that whole 

thing is student input.  So they get a voice in what you put together as the top behaviors that you are 

monitoring and what you want the culture to be like, look like, feel like and so students are engaged that 

way.  We also have a student council and so they have a voice in lots of planning.  This week is spirit 

week of course like any other high school; they planned that and the activities. Those are some of the 

big ways.   Some of the more subtle ways are in the classroom where teachers sit down at the beginning 
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of the year and talk about, you know, these are the school rules and what are the classroom rules and 

how is this going to function.  We also have AVID in our school.  Are you familiar with AVID?  

I: No. 

SA: Okay, sorry, educationeze.  AVID is Advancement Via Individual Determination.  And it is really a 

program that was put together for first year, it actually is a system, not a program, a system that was 

put together to help first generation students go to college.  But it is not just for first generation college 

goers it is open to any student that meets the criteria and who wants to be college bound and is willing 

to work.   And so it teaches the strategies for college success.  And it also helps students, we do college 

field trips and community based outings so they get help with filling out financial aid and all those kinds 

of things.   

I: Kind of makes it like a bridge, a transition. 

SA: Yeah, and the most important thing is that it teaches strategies. 

I: Okay, so here is a different kind of question for you.  If funding was unlimited, what would you 

change about your school?  Or is there anything that you would change?  

SA: If funding were unlimited what I would do is have a full blown art program, I’d have a full blown 

music program.  That would be customized basically, not your traditional school band, but that would be 

based on the skills that the students bring and then augment those.  We do have a sound studio here 

and we are working on that already but that is at a small level and we are always trying to scrape by to 

get those resources in place.  We do have a partnership with Adler graduate school where we have 

some art therapists coming into the building.  But that isn’t really art, that is, I mean its art, but its 

therapy using art as the medium. We are really fortunate that we have a great technology 

infrastructure.  Students have laptops and smart boards and they have access to iPads and iPad minis.  

So we a BYOD policy in the district, bring your own device to school and then we have a procedure 

around implementation around that.  So that with those things in place.  I guess, if funding were 

unlimited we would have a full time CD counselor, a mental health therapist that is able to work with all 

students for free not just the students that get ALC+ support.  We have a day care downstairs too, so 

students, teen parents, can come and the can enroll their children in the day care while they finish 

school. So that’s another thing, but that’s really I guess we are managing that one without extra funding.  

But funding is always tight so you are always looking  

I: Yeah, how do you save dollars?  How do you make sure you are using them efficiently? Where can you 

put your dollars so they are most effective? 

SA: Right, that creative part of the brain I mean we get all that good concrete stuff in place.  But we 

muddled through with a little basketball team last year. But that gets a little bit expensive too; so there’s 

not the extracurricular things that we would like to have that engage kids beyond the school day. As 

much as we would like. 
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I: So you can imagine we have a number of questions that talk about four year graduation rates so can I 

ask you some questions about that. 

SA: Well, you can try. 

I: Okay, we can try.  But that is going to harder for you, right? 

SA:  Well, it’s going to be harder because of the, I don’t want to answer those without the data.   

I: Well, a lot of our questions aren’t necessarily data oriented. They’re more perception. 

SA: Okay. 

I: Awesome transition.  So how would you describe your student perception of the need to graduate in 

four years? 

SA: Oh, in four years.  The need is one thing.  Well there are several students that are here, and it 

certainly isn’t the majority by any stretch of the imagination, but there are several students that are 

here that I don’t think see the need at all to graduate because they are because their probation officer 

says you have to be here.  They’re court ordered to be in school someplace.  And they will tell you right 

off the top until they start getting some relationships with staff, or they start seeing some relevance.  

And for some students that are so much struggling with just life there’s all these little diversions that 

happen for them so that’s a constant focus for us to try to reengage those students.  The other students 

which is a greater majority they think it is really important to graduate from high school.  And that’s why 

they’re here, because they’ve experienced failure, failure, failure and now they’re here because they 

think that, well they know in some cases that this is the end of the road for them. And this is the way 

they can do it. They know that a GED is, while it’s an option is not a very realistic option for every kid.   

It’s a really difficult test to take and pass.  And so, and then they miss out on all that experience.   So 

kind of that kind of depends on what kind of learner they are too.  I think if they didn’t think it was 

important to graduate they wouldn’t keep coming back. And we have several students also that take 

courses out at Hennepin County Technical College so they go there from here during the day.  We also 

have a career and technical training department here.  A small department that offers career and 

technical courses, so we all it C-Train.  And so that engages kids more, but if you … and AVID.  You can’t 

be in AVID unless you want to be in college and can’t go to college unless you graduated from high 

school. And they know the difference in income between graduating from high school and college or just 

finishing high school the difference between not graduating and graduating.  So my perception is that 

even though it is a really challenging struggle they are here because they know its important to graduate 

from high school.  

I: So a follow up question then is how do staffs help or hinder that perceived need? 

SA: Well, how do they help?  They help by developing relationships with kids.  They help by providing 

those supports for students during the day.  Helping with problem solving skills.  They help by engaging 

in those plan b conversations.  They help by providing really clear learning intentions for kids.  They help 

by connecting the instruction to real life experiences so that kids understand why they are learning what 
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they are learning. They help by having high quality instruction that’s in place for students every day.  I 

just had an observation last week where we had a college visit going on and so there were quite a few 

kids that weren’t here.  I walked into one classroom, scheduled observation, and the poor teacher didn’t 

realize it, but there was one student there.  She conducted that lesson like there was an auditorium of 

students.  She still worked with that student and used the original plan she had but she modified it and 

she really then directed it so that it was individualized based on that student’s needs.  And she could do 

that because she had done formative assessment and knew exactly what where that student was 

functioning. So she was zeroed right in on a lagging skill about absolute value and drilled down and 

spent 45 minutes individually with this student.  And you’re not going to get that in too many places.   

I: What a fabulous experience for the student.  I would have liked that. You can’t ask for more than that.   

SA: It was especially helpful because he liked the teacher.  They have a good relationship. 

I: That’s even better.  That’s a great example.  So our next question is in what ways do you encourage 

four year graduation but maybe a different question would be how important is the four year 

graduation standard? 

SA: I think the four year graduation standard is critical for general ed environments.  I don’t know that 

we have a choice about that because kids come behind already.  And so if I thought that that were 

critical it would be really disheartening, because we’ve got kids who’ve already done four years and 

they’re not done.  And so in some cases our goal is to get them out before they are 21.   

I: And then the follow up to that is then what then becomes the priority if four years is not the priority? 

SA: Then its five years, six years, seven years. 

I: What I’m hearing then is getting them out with the regular diploma rather than a GED or rather than 

having them age out. 

SA: Right.  Absolutely.  Because once you age out you have nothing unless you have an IEP.  If you have 

an IEP and you age out you have the protections that you have a disability. 

I: You said 20% is high, but that is the IEP side.  The other 80% fall into that bigger category.   So when 

students are falling behind or when they come in behind what particular steps do you take to get them 

back on track and make sure that they are headed in that direction toward graduation? 

SA: You know, in order to come here they have to be behind in credit in order to even come here.  It is 

one of the criteria.  I can show you those criteria if you want.   But, so what do we do to get them back 

on track?  You’re going to hear a reoccurring theme.  What we do is develop relationships.  Establishing 

trust, welcoming kids and the first thing we do is do an intake that is individualized.  We start students 

right away with MAP testing so we get a sense of where they are.  And we get their transcripts and 

figure out where they are with credit attainment thus far.  They meet with the school counselor.  We get 

them oriented to the program, the rules of the program, kind of how things function. Get them into 

classes right away. And then it is about, again, teachers developing relationships with kids.  Letting kids 
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know what supports are here.  When kids are struggling then who do they go to?  What can they do 

before they walk out that door feeling frustrated? What’s their connection to the back end. I guess 

making sure that, your question was what do we do to engage those students?  Can you repeat the 

question again? 

I: We were wondering what steps you took to once students fell behind, but you’ve already said they 

have to be behind just to come here.  It sounds like it would be the unlikely case because of the way you 

have your system set up with your modular process that someone would fall behind but should 

someone fall behind while they are here what steps would be taken to rectify that at that point? 

SA: Students are here for a reason.  Going back to that ladder of the three week grading periods  that’s 

one of the things so that kids don’t lose the credit  or the time, it’s not the time, it’s the credit that 

they’ve already earned so that they don’t lose that.  So there’s not that sense of hopelessness.  It’s all 

about encouraging.  We have typically many of the kids that we have here are not necessarily 

candidates for online learning.  But online learning is certainly an option that the district provides.  We 

have the Northstar online that is through district 287.  We also use APEX here.  And we have some 

blended learning.  We use Moodle.   

I: There is a familiar term. (laughter) 

SA: There’s lots of options. It’s whether or not they can access them.  The other thing you’ll find, it’s the 

law, is a continuing learning plan.  For students in the ALC, they have to their CLP.  Its goal setting and 

knowing what their plan is and helping them find their purpose. 

I: That makes sense to me.  I think in that discussion we already talked about what you do to help 

students make up missing credits.  So then looking at our next question, Hennepin County has a 

program called A-GRAD. Have you heard of that program? 

SA: Yes. 

I: What have you heard about it or how does it help? 

SA: I feel like it is all incorporated.  Our mission here is to, well the whole Hennepin County mission is to 

increase the graduation rate, decrease the dropout rate.  Those statistics are pretty stunning. When you 

look at how many kids are dropping out every single year.  And how much that cost is to the whole state 

and country. 

I: So are there parts of that program that you find helpful? 

SA: You know, give me a few of the specific components because I’m trying to separate those out from 

what we are doing in teaching. 

I: You were talking about the ALC+ that seemed to me like there was an overlap  

SA: Absolutely, yeah. I think everything we are doing is kind of in concert with that. Certainly having the 

mental health services incorporated that’s really critical.  Having those case coordinators incorporated 
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into the program.  Having them here on site, it keeps some of those students who have lost hope 

coming back until they can regain some hope.  Having access to mental health services here, right on 

site with a licensed therapist is HUGE.   

I: So then there’s kind of an interface between those professional positions and county support staff? 

SA: Yes,  

I: But you don’t have county employees here as a part of those… 

SA: We have Headway Emotional Health Services people here.  But the county involvement is at the 

district level.  And so when there is, they’re meeting annually, no not annually but monthly and looking 

at what is the credit attainment data, attendance data, they’re looking at kind of the big picture.  

I: And that is where A-GRAD would come into that.  They are the big picture people.   

SA: We’re grateful for that because it allows the stuff that our work is here. 

I: You are where the rubber meets the road. So they’re more the umbrella allowing the alignment and 

coordination of services.  So is there anything at the direct service level that a program like A-GRAD 

could provide to help you with direct service? 

SA: Well we have our systems navigator, who is part of the whole initiative, who is … Referrals come to 

him for students that are really need services of ALC+.  And whether that is up at North Education 

Center Alternative up in New Hope or whether that’s down here, he will engage with that student and 

family and try to find them the right placement.  And I think that’s big deal.   

I: Does your school have any other direct connection with any other county staff or programs?  

SA: Well the visiting nurses association.  We have a contract with Hennepin County library for our early 

learning center (our day care).  Certainly there are the interactions between county probation officers 

and social workers to some degree.  We have the shared social work project that is part of the whole 

initiative. We do feel the benefits of that.  The mental health pieces are so HUGE.  So huge and I know 

that everybody is aware of that and that’s why we have   social workers on site and that’s why we have 

the mental health provider here that’s on site.  But that’s big. It’s just HUGE.  I know that whole initiative 

brings those kinds of funding in and together.  It also brings in, that fact that we are allowed to have two 

teachers in each content area and so that is an amazing thing and that’s why we have our school 

counselor here.  Why we have our school psychologist here.  The program, I think it is critical to the 

success of what’s going on here. It’s a little nerve wracking I have to say that. You never know if it is 

going to stay or go.  

I: It is really hard to plan for uncertainty right? 

SA: But we’ve got this down now.  So like I’ve said I’ve been here two years this is my third year. We 

kind of rebuilt the program when I came and we are just feeling like we are starting to hit the road with 

everyone knowing the program.  And students are starting to return now for a third year or whatever 
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rather than coming and going, coming and going, which  is typical of the population we serve. So we are 

just starting to feel like things are starting to gel really well.  And so we hope that things an stay in place.  

So we can continue that work.  

I: That speaks volumes to your leadership. 

SA: To my staff, they are amazing. I have a great staff. 

I: So what do you see the as the school biggest challenges when it comes to graduation rates? 

SA: I think still the biggest challenges are mental health and attendance.  And, you know, cause if kids 

are healthy emotionally and mentally healthy they can cope with life.  And they are more resilient and 

they can manage disappointments and they can get right back on track.  Students who have had,   

well just teen pregnancy kinds of things.  Some of the students that come here come just because of 

that. And they aren’t going to be very far behind but because of the pregnancy they are a bit behind 

some of those kids are going to be pretty resilient and be able to go back.  But the students who are 

homeless, couch hopping, the students who have a wide variety of psychiatric needs that are in a lot of 

cases being untreated that’s huge.   And you know the other thing that beyond the scope of this is just 

the stigma around mental health or mental illness kinds of things.  And so I just have to highlight the 

work that NAMI is doing to try to make it okay. That’s huge and any commitment or connection there is 

critically important. 

I: You touched on some pretty big social issues there.  Is there anything you think the county can do 

better to help?  

SA: Well, you know that’s everybody is about resources and so that’s really, the coordination of 

resources is so critical.  We all have the same mission and I think one of the things that is concretely 

important is that we know what our mission is here and one of the things is that you can’t be 

suspending kids and expect that we are going to be successful.  We’ve had social workers, probation 

officers, police officers say “well are you going to suspend them for that?” we say no, and they say well 

if you’re not going to suspend them then we aren’t going to do anything about that.  And the reason I 

think that that may happen is that at the county level, I say this cautiously, they don’t seem to know 

about the mission.  And they kind of come to us with the attitude of a more traditional school, that 

punitive lens, like if we’re not going to suspend or we’re not going to punish in some way, then we’re 

not doing our job and so then they aren’t going to do the next step because we haven’t done our job.  

So teaming on these resources and pulling in resources before kids are being out of school because that 

doesn’t help anything.  Because there is no research anywhere that says suspension works.  

I: Good point.  They certainly are not learning and/or moving toward that graduation goal if they aren’t 

in school. 

SA: And just wonder what other things are happening when they aren’t in school and not being 

supervised. And feeling lost and disconnected like they’re alone.   
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I: You are correct, each portion of government agencies has their own idea and a lot of times there is 

that disconnect between groups and the we do things this way and unless you’ve done x, y and z we 

can’t continue that process because that’s not how we operate 

SA: So it’s like having a cohesive model that everybody understands what other peoples roles are and 

that if we’re doing something that doesn’t make sense to them how are we going to get that figured 

out.  How are we going to clarify that understanding?  Is there something we need to do differently?  A 

different expectation?  That would be a huge thing.  And not that people aren’t working on it, I don’t 

think it is an easy problem to solve.   

I: No, but if you have that same view of that we’re all part of the same system, that’s a fantastic place to 

start.  Speaking of systems, MDE posts graduation rates for districts and schools do feel that is a fair 

assessment of educational success? 

SA: Well, it’s the bottom line.  But if it’s not working, it’s every body’s problem.  I guess this is an answer 

from an educator.  You can’t just look at schools, you can’t just look at homes, you can’t just look at it’s a 

partnership.  And yes, graduation are a bottom line and we all want our students to graduate and so in 

that regard I think it is fair to post them.  I don’t know that it’s a true reflection.  If everyone had the 

same types of students go ahead.  But because people’s missions are so very, very different and at our 

school we are doing the work that other people don’t want to do or can’t do.  District 287 is the coolest 

place to work ever.  Just the match of mission and belief that these kids really do want to do well and 

with the right supports they are going to do well.   

I: Drilling down in the details on reporting to MDE who reports those numbers? 

SA: That is our student information systems.  So it’s all through TIES.   

I: So when we look through some of the data we see graduation rates in 4, 5 and 6 years.  So there’s 

graduation, continuing, dropouts and unknown.  How would we find out more about the unknowns?  

Looking at the data that just perplexes us.  What happens? Do you know what I mean? 

SA: We would really like to know.  We have a program in the district it’s called diploma on.  And diploma 

on is specifically focusing on student, going out and finding students that have disappeared.  Finding 

students that were on the rolls and are no longer on the rolls and none of our addresses work.  So we 

have Promise fellows that are working with diploma on and they are out there at parades and 

community events and making phone calls.  One of the little things we did this summer with diploma on 

was we made over four hundred phone calls just trying to track, find kids.  We ask other students, have 

you heard of so and so, how is so and so doing.  And then the Promise fellow will follow up on any 

student that we can find, or that we know something about to just see if they are in school.  And they 

could be going back to any school.  Any of our twelve member districts.  It doesn’t have to be here, but 

they could also come here.  Or students that have dropped out of those schools, nobody knows where 

they are and then all of a sudden you start finding them and then trying to get them back. So the whole 

diploma on program is another initiative of pretty big significance.  There are no throw away kids. 



65 
 

I: Right.  Is that a district initiative?  

SA: Yes, through, with our member districts.  We have the twelve member districts all the way from; I’m 

not going to name them because I’ll miss one.  But all the way from Richfield, Minnetonka, Edina, Orono, 

WestTonka, Osseo Brooklyn Park, New Hope 

I: A very expansive program.  So it sounds like your diploma on are doing a lot of detective work  

SA: Outreach, yes,  

I: and rediscover kids. 

SA: Yes, rediscover kids. 

I: So, heaven forbid, but should a student decide that they want to drop out what is the formal process 

for that? 

SA: Yeah know, what typically happens and this is another use for diploma on, is they quit coming. And 

so they get a three day letter, and then a six day letter 

I: All the way through the fifteen 

SA: But the thing is when they are older, no one is going to do anything about that.  Nobody from the 

county is going to follow up on a truancy report for somebody that is more than 16 and a half even 

though it goes up to 17.4. 

I: 17.4 days?   

SA: I’m sorry, 17 years old, 17 and 4 months.  Ya know once students get to be older they figure it’s 

going to take too long to get through the court and so the truancy stuff; they don’t really do diversion 

for that.  So in a lot of schools stop reporting at 16.  And then those kids can become unknown unless 

they are motivated in some way to be found.  And then so if kids want to drop out, what’s the process?  

We start to lose them.  We see that.  So we not only do that letter but then there’s a phone call, kind of 

what’s going on, is there any way that we can help, or talking to friends, have you seen so and so lately, 

do you know what’s going on, can we how can we contact this person?  And sometimes it’s because 

they’ve lost their home, their homeless or whatever.  The homeless legislation has I think it’s really been 

a helpful thing as far as keeping kids engaged in school because they don’t have to leave and go 

someplace else they can stay in the school they were at.  If students really want to drop out and they 

typically don’t tell us that because it would be too disappointing. I think.  So like I said we lose them, but 

if students start, we know that they are at risk of that because of what we are seeing not happening.  It’s 

still about those lagging skills. Our school counselor will talk to them about the GED option or SHAPE, or 

other programs. Online would be a good option if our students were amenable to that and like I said 

there are fewer that are at this site at least. A lot of our students they help support families.  So they’re 

working and all of a sudden the job becomes more important than school because they need the money 

so desperately.  So that’s a hard one.   We have kids who work all night long and then come to school 
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and then we expect them to be here all day.  They can’t so they’re here part of the day.  So we have 

some part time enrollment that we wish we didn’t have but we have it and its better than not having it.  

Its keeping them connected. 

I: Right, so the work category you mentioned would probably be a scenario of somebody who’s officially 

dropped out where you know where they are but you know they aren’t going to school and then that 

gets recorded in the numbers as a person who’s dropped from your rolls.   

SA: That person, after 15 days, there’s this 15 day drop rule.  And so after 15 days students are just 

disenrolled.  But it’s this thing about how do you keep connecting with them.  And a lot of places kids 

just are 15 day drops and then there is no follow up and hence the diploma on.  

I: For students that are classified as continuing are they engaged in staying in school with the 

expectation of a regular diploma and I think you have already answered that question for us, yes.  Here 

they are, absolutely. 

SA: Not that we can’t have some IEP driven diplomas for if kids need a substitution of a course or 

something like that.  Ya know if they wanted to substitute maybe a class from Hennepin Technical 

College for a class that’s here there has to be a rational that is based on their disability and that would 

constitute an IEP driven diploma but their diploma is going to look exactly the same.  Transcript will be a 

little different and the Minnesota graduation requirement because of the IEP trumping everything can 

look a little different because of the substitution. 

I: So speaking of MDE a little more, what do you think of the MMRs that have come out?  Have you 

heard about those or do they impact your school? 

SA: The MMRs, what’s in the multiple rating system?   

I: From my MPA experience this is the commissioner of education went to the federal level and asked 

may we please be excused from the no child left behind reporting requirements. And came back and 

said sure, but you need to have a different plan in place so that led to the new measurement and rating 

system for schools. 

SA: Ya know it’s interesting when I worked in a general ed environment in an independent school district 

those numbers were everything.   

I: So you sort of lived and died by those numbers? 

SA: You kind of lived and died by those numbers.  And I think it’s really great to have flexibility.  It feels 

like we are a little lost right now.  So the MCA’s are potentially going away.  We don’t know exactly 

what’s going to happen with that.  All the focus that was put on those scores.  And now all they have to 

do is go take an Accuplacer doesn’t matter what they’ve gotten on it, or an ACT or SAT, doesn’t matter 

how they score on it and all of a sudden they’re through.  I think in some ways it’s great for some kids, 

but it just kind of feels like where are we with this measurement? So we use MAP, MWEA which is 

supposed to be more of a predictor of how kids  are going to do on the MCAs. But the MCAs, I have been 
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putting less and less, I’ve been allowed to in this district put less and less importance on that.  More 

importance on our day to day instruction.  More importance on formative assessment.  More 

importance on teaching so that kids learn vs. covering material and teaching to a test.  I’m probably 

rambling all over the place.  

I: No, you’re right on point.  Because that’s what we’re talking about is that official assessment by MDE.  

And how that fits into the process.   

SA: Right now it feels a little like a hoop jump. 

I: Yeah, except there is somebody on the other side of the hoop going well it’s going to be over here, 

someplace, oh maybe over here and you’re not sure exactly where the hoop is.  

SA: This testing has been tough on kids. REALLY tough on kids. For kids who pass it the first time it really 

is a tiny little annoyance and it’s not about me anyhow it’s about my school and so who cares.  The kids 

who have had to take these assessments over and over again every six weeks and now every month, it’s 

a talk about inspiring defeat.  

I: That’s a good way to put it. Cause then you start wondering why am I having to take the test over 

again, and what happened to my friend Joey, who’s off and doing something else.  And then it happens 

a third and fourth time. That’s tough. 

SA: It is very tough.   

I: That’s a pretty somber note. 

SA: I hope that isn’t your last question. 

I: No, it’s not.  Thinking again of the moving hoop, if you were in charge of MDE… 

SA: laughs 

I: We know no one wants that job, but if you were to be in that position is there anything that you 

would stop doing?   

SA: Ya know the thing, those MCA grad tests have really had their place.  There’s been some really 

wonderful things that have come out of that. What’s wonderful about that is for students with 

disabilities that were tucked in a corner or never got the access to a general ed classroom they said, 

okay those kids have the same right to quality instruction as every other kid that doesn’t have an IEP and 

what it did was it forced all teachers to value every student equally as a learner.  And it helped inspire 

better access to general ed classrooms. And so I think that inclusiveness that was inspired there was 

critically important, because it started to change an attitude. But then the MCA modified and then kind 

of went away, and so the trying to look at all students and how all students are doing, that was a real 

benefit.  So there’s always two sides to every sword so to speak.  So when that emphasis goes away, 

how do you for a society maintain that everyone has value? And all kids deserve access and no teacher 

gets to say well that kid doesn’t really belong in my class.   
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I: Or I can’t manage that kid in my class so they need to be removed. 

SA: Yeah, or that kid has an IEP, they’ll never learn this anyhow so they shouldn’t be in here. Rather than 

doing everything you possibly can to address that student’s needs. Boy is that complicated.  You can talk 

about that but that is just such a major mountain.  

I: So are there programs, if again you were in that position of leading MDE, are there programs you 

would start, or potentially expand, maybe they already exist but they’re not big enough? 

SA: You know I have no clue about the data on this but I go back to the mental health pieces.  And I kind 

of go back to the traditional nature of our schools. Our schools are set up so that not every kid fits.  It 

still is one kind of model.  I mean you have charter schools and alternative schools, but really there is 

still the great big high schools that you are supposed to fit in to. But they don’t fit for every kid.  So it’s 

about money.  You know if there were unlimited resources providing education in a way that kids could 

access it like they live their lives.  Ya know with all the technology that we have.  We’ve talked in the 

past about the whole school one option where teachers become more like coaches and instruction is 

given electronically from experts and kids get together  and they do their work in little small cohorts 

where everybody’s belonging.  It’s just the model thing and it doesn’t fit so well anymore.  21st century 

learning, ya know our schools are still kind of sort of set up like they were 200 years ago.   

I: That’s a good point.   

SA: I think we’re going in the right direction.  But it’s certainly not fast enough, because technology has 

taken over our world and our kids don’t learn the way they used to. They just don’t.  Cell phones, iPads 

they do things differently.  And they need movement and real life experiences and things that are 

relevant to see why do I need to know this now.  So I’m not answering your question, but I’m kind of 

going wow, that’s a big question. 

I: That’s a really big question.   

SA: But I guess again, I looking at the delivery model of all schools but it isn’t fast enough and we can’t 

keep up with the rate of change.  Mental health services are HUGE; I can’t believe how huge that is.   

I: Speaking of change.  There’s been plenty of change at the federal and state level how do you feel 

that those changes in policy over the last few years have impacted your ability to help students 

graduate? 

SA: Be a little bit more specific, which changes? 

I: So we’ve had multiple changes in the last few years with no child left behind and then MN getting out 

of that. Having the graduation exit exam and now with this past legislative session changing that to the 

different myriad of exit exams that are not the MCA but so that’s kind of changed things for your 

students and what the expectation is  at a policy level whether they are aware of it or not they’re still 

trying to achieve that goal… 
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SA: The goal of graduation for everybody? 

I: Yeah, graduation for everybody. So that may or may not change how you all approach the whole 

education process. 

SA: Well, ya know I think for kids it’s a huge relief not to have to be going through all these tests.  Ya 

know for some kids they’re taking five tests a year just to tell someone how they are doing or how their 

school is doing.  It’s not meaningful to them. It all kind of just goes back to really great instruction and 

relationships. It’s about the curriculum, it’s about kids hopes and dreams and identifying their purpose 

and then aligning what they are learning with where that’s going to take them.  And if kids know what 

they want to do there is nothing more motivating than knowing what you want to be and what you 

want to do when you grow up.  And if you have no vision about that, if nothing has been interesting to 

you that’s really hard and how do you get that?  Somebody inspires you and you start learning 

something.  It truly is quality instruction and relationships.  That sense of belonging, I know where I 

belong. I know why I’m here.  I know what my purpose is and I’ve got this sense of accomplishment.  

And sometimes those are little tiny things but so ya there is this kind of big disconnect in some ways.  

Really I think all of this has increased people’s awareness of what good instruction is.  I would hate to, in 

some ways I’d hate to have lost this journey and I’m sorry that it’s so painful, that we have to experience 

so much pain to make a little bit of change.  Looking backward if we everybody could just have the 

attitude that it’s not about the content it’s about the kids and their learning. It’s about everyone 

learning a little differently. And how do you teach to different learning styles, to different cultures, to 

different, education is just so complicated and we’ve just developed a new lesson plan format and we’re 

looking all the way from you have your state standards on there, we have our district social/emotional 

learning standards on there, we have the AVID strategies on there, the wicor, the weeta standards for 

our EL learners, you’ve got learning intentions and content objectives, you’ve got language objectives, 

you’ve got social/emotional learning objectives, and then you have the content.  Ya know and how are 

differentiating for all those kids?  So the days of, and this is the good thing, the days of “I taught it this 

way for 20 years” so I’m going in and my lesson looks the same way it did 20 years ago, everybody 

knows that is not okay.  It’s ridiculous, but it wasn’t very long ago and we were still talking like that, so 

that was still a frustration.   You’re banging your head against the wall because that teacher taught that 

way.  A beautiful thing about being here, kind of being able to restart this program is that everybody is 

on the same page and nobody thinks that way. Everybody knows that everyone is different and you 

have to individualize your instruction.  Sometimes you have to differentiate your instruction, you have 

to really look at what is the relevance of your instruction to this kid or to that kid and then you have to 

make that connection.  It really is about instruction and relationships.  And kids ability to be fed and be 

healthy. 

I: Ya, there’s a lot more that comes with a student than just the brain part.  It comes along with 

everything else that is going on  

SA: Which part of the brain part? (Laughter) 

I: Thank you for a great interview. 
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APPENDIX E: TRANSCRIPTION INTERVIEW #2 
Interviewer (I): Why do you think kids come to school here? 

School Administrator (SA): Ya know I would like to say that, well there are a couple of reasons, and I 

would like to say that they are all here because they are fantastic performers, and incredible artists, and 

we do have those.  But as a charter school we also get kids that are coming here because they just 

weren’t making it in the regular school.  Or you know every once in a while we get the kids that weren’t 

making it in other non-traditional schools.  So it’s a mixture.  As a result we’ve got, I’m probably jumping 

ahead, but we’ve got a real wide range of abilities and disabilities.  We have a gifted and talented 

program, we do PSEO, we do college in the schools and a lot of advanced placement classes.  At least a 

third of our student body is special education.  So it’s almost a third, a third, a third.  And those kids 

come, partly because they are quite creative, but partly because we have a really strong special 

education program.  And it’s a small school and we make sure that nobody’s falling through the cracks. 

We have a number of ways to do that. 

I: Awesome.  So why do they stay? 

SA: I think they stay and I’m probably tooting my own horn here a little bit, but part of it is there is such 

a strong sense of community here.  So we have, for example, we have a pretty sizable GLBT population, 

who gets bullied out the door wherever else they are and they find a place here and it’s comfortable. 

I: That’s fabulous. 

SA: So that’s one example.  But I think that community piece is huge.  Ah, you know when I mentioned 

how many special ed kids are at the same time we are kicking people out of the resource room so there 

is no stigma to being in special ed, in fact we have people saying, “I want to be in special ed”.  “I need 

some help”.   

I: So that again is a transition to the next question and we’re looking in part as to how many students 

you have with either an IEP or 504plan and you said that is roughly a third of your population? 

SA: Yeah, I would say that the third yes, at least a third, it may be even higher than that.   

I: And do you feel that that is a higher percentage than the traditional schools? 

SA: Oh, yes, by far. Yeah, I think I had heard that, I’m not an expert but the norm is about 12% so if were 

up to 25 to 33% that pretty high. 

I: Absolutely.  So how do you as a school define success? 

SA: Well, we have our mission and our vision.  We have a strategic plan.  I think there are a number of 

ways.  Our vision is to be one of the premiere performing arts schools in the Twin Cities area or in 

Minnesota or regional, whatever.  But really how I think any teacher or parent would define success is if 

the student is meeting his or her goals.  And one of those of course would be graduating on time.  We 
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expect for each student to perform at least once.  It can be right in here for me.  There is kind of an 

expectation of performance we don’t have a problem with that.   

I: You mentioned your mission statement.  How is your definition of success for the school connected 

with that formal mission statement? 

SA: Let me grab that for you, because, so our, the reason I’m looking at this is because we changed it 

recently, not substantively.  So it’s to cultivate, challenge and expand each high school learners 

intellectual and expressive potential in a vibrant and socially diverse community of rigorous academics 

and performing arts.  To my mind that’s a little wordy.  But the board likes it so; you gotta keep the 

board happy. So basically when you ask, so it’s a lot about intellectual and expressive potential. It’s 

important to us to have a rigorous academic program and it’s because so many charter schools don’t, 

because the original idea was to focus on one thing and so we’re going to focus on project based and 

what does that really mean, so it’s really is important to us that our students are ready to go to college 

and do whatever they are going to do next.  And we have a lot in place for that.  It’s also important for 

us to tap into that creativity and so our idea is that the kids, and I asked this when I first came and I’m in 

my fourth year, are we training students to be professionals or are we teaching them by using the arts.  

And the answer was we’re teaching them by using the arts this is how they learn is through the 

performing arts, this is how they learn the best.  So those are the kids that will be the most successful.  

Ya know if you’re really into sports and hockey you probably aren’t going to come here. (Laughs) Maybe 

you will.  But we don’t offer that.  

I: So how well is your mission statement understood by your staff? 

SA: Ah, very, very well. I’ll tell you why.  We have, I’ll tell you why, this is something that the board put 

together and then we took the mission and vision at the beginning of the school year, ah the staff was 

involved in tweaking it to add the vibrant and the rigorous, those are the ones that the…  But then we 

went through a process using this book, which is a great book, I love this book, Being Strategic by Erica 

Andersen. She takes you through the process of what is important to us, where do we want to be, 

performing arts school, rigorous and on and on, what are the obstacles, what are the problems.  What is 

the history, where are we now?  Ya, know the basic stuff.  And how do we get there.  So we broke up 

into and did the post it notes on the wall.  And it came out into five areas.  The five areas, which this 

person called strategies, which I disagree with but the five pillars if you will were 1)improve 

infrastructure because our buildings a mess, so we need a new building and that comes up no matter, 

and we’re working on that.  We hope to be in a new building next fall. I hope.  2) Raise the student body, 

because that is the only way we can afford a new building.  3) Enhance student outcomes, so these two 

when the board did it they were separate kind of had the idea that we would have, well I was on this 

too, so I should include myself, but an academic and an arts component.  Interestingly enough the staff, 

when the staff did it, those were together.  And their thinking was you can’t really separate, why would 

you separate them?  Which I LOVE.  I love it.  And then 4) optimize operations, just the day to day 

governance work and how we get things done.  So what was interesting to me was that the staff 

working on their own, and they did have the board copy and they knew what the mission was and the 

vision, and they came up with a very similar thing and the staff wouldn’t necessarily.  So I was very 
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relieved because that would have been a loss if they didn’t.  So now we broke into what you might call 

professional learning communities and which is the catch phrase now, each of those, well okay, so I 

asked the staff now to put themselves in a group and write down on a post it your first, second and third 

choice, you’re going to work on one of these during the year. And everybody got their first choice, which 

is great.  It just fell out that way.  So now at least once or twice a month there’s designated professional 

development time to spend working on that pillar.  So that we can meet our mission.  So it’s a very 

planful, strategic, what we’re doing.  So for example, the best one I heard last time was this group, who 

we named them different things as a staff but they decided that optimize operations was the things they 

wanted to work on and within that although there’s a whole bunch of stuff in here as examples, they 

came up with roles and responsibilities who’s doing what.  And how can that be rearranged into an 

organizational chart that fits our mission a little bit better.  I love it, I love it.  So now they have to do 

plan out strategies which we’ll start working on Monday and then do the tacticals, the tactics, which the 

way we do is whose going to do what and by what time and really where the rubber hits the road at that 

point.  So it’s pretty neat.   

I: So how do your students fit into this? And how do they view the whole mission statement? 

SA: Yeah, so we have a student government and they have not been involved in this part of it.  And 

that’s a very good question.  Cause they had known at the board, and then parents had an opportunity   

for input.  I do a weekly newsletter to the parents and put all this in and keep them informed and try to 

get comments.   

I: I’m guessing you have a fairly involved parent group. 

SA: Ya, we do have a pretty involved parent group depending on what their interest is.  But we haven’t 

talked a lot about it with the students though.  That’s a step we have to get into, I don’t know where we 

are going to put that in, in fact I  may bring that up on Monday, as to how as you start putting these 

strategies how would you involve the students?  

I: So you mentioned one of these pillars is infrastructure, so on a slightly different note, if you had 

unlimited funding what would you change about your school? 

SA: Ah, different space.  

I: I’m guessing the building. 

SA: Yes, the building.  (Laughs) Okay if I had unlimited funding, oh, not just in the building. 

I: You can apply that money wherever you wish. However you feel that you would change the school. 

SA: I would have, and it’s going to follow these lines I’m sure.  I would have better performing arts 

spaces.  I mean like an auditorium. Big enough for the school and to hold them for an assembly, but also 

that would work for dance and theatre and become someplace that we wouldn’t have to rent out 

theatre space to perform. 
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I: Even though you have space just down the street? 

SA: They don’t let us use it.  We use it for graduation. 

I: Really? 

SA: Stages Theatre has it just locked up. And we just never get in there.  So if we use it we have to use it 

at the going rate which is like $200 an hour.  Isn’t that something?  But they do have another space 

which is more like a regular school auditorium, the Hopkins district does and we can use that for much 

less money.  I think the other thing I would do is increase, I would put in a mentorship program for the 

students to get them out and working with professionals.  And not necessarily arts professionals, it could 

also be Ya, know we have one student that’s gone out and is working with a chemist at the U and he did 

that on his own but for some of our gifted kids they really need to be doing that.  And for all of our kids, 

well all our kids, not just the gifted ones, but also the transition programming, and again I think of the 

special ed kids, but work experience kind of component. And I’d increase the arts offerings.  All of the 

course offerings, but particularly and we’ve kind of laid that out pretty much what we would like to see 

but more individual lessons being provided without much cost to the student, if any.  And we do some 

of that now but we have to charge.  We bring somebody in and the kids have to pay and then the kids 

who can pay get the lessons and I don’t like that at all.  But we’re also talking about at some point 

adding a film program.  And expanding dance opportunities. 

I: So going back on the graduation track, how would you describe the student’s perception of the need 

to graduate in four years?  

SA: I think they do want to graduate in four years.  I know they do.   We have a few super seniors and 

they hate it.  It’s just as if they have a big A on their chest.  No, they really want to be done when they 

are supposed to be done.  And they worry very much about that.   

I: How do your teachers and other staff help or hinder that perception? 

SA: Well, we, everybody knows that the idea is to get them through in four years.  And to have these 

MMR ratings that MDE is doing now is augh.  But we do have homerooms, about a twenty to thirty 

minute homeroom, well twenty-five minutes.  And every day, and each day we do something a little bit 

different.  So on one day we do character education, one day we do connecting with older students, like 

a mentoring thing.  But one day, every Tuesday, is check in day and we go through every, each advisor 

goes through credits.  We have an infinite campus thing on the computers and just student by student, 

here is how you are doing you’re failing this, what are you going to do? Let’s talk to the teacher.  And 

then we also we have a child find committee that meets once every other week. That is a committee 

that anybody can refer a student to that they are concerned about.  So, but we, it’s the counselor, 

myself, the nurse, the special ed director, an arts person, our gifted director, ya know. So what we do is 

that we also go through infinite campus and we can pull up the kids that are not getting here on time or 

are missing a lot of school for whatever reason and then we make a plan for how we are going to 

connect with that student and their family and pull them back in.  If we can. 
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I: In what ways do you, and by you I mean the school, do you encourage that four year graduation rate? 

SA: I guess that’s, those are the big things we offer.  I mean we don’t hang banners that say graduate in 

four years. (laughs) We just expect it.  It’s just an unspoken expectation.  And then we offer whatever 

we can to make that happen for them.   

I: When students do fall behind, which some do, as we’re not all over achievers, (laughs) what steps, 

what policies and procedures do you have in place to help  get them back on track? 

SA: So childfind would be one and the check in.  We also have, we started last year an online 

component, Plato.  So we have in the lower level, it’s the basement.  We have a computer lab that is 

designated for online classwork.  And a really gifted para works with the students.  So they can recover 

credits, by taking an online class down there.  It’s an accredited program, it’s a great program.  

I: Is that then incorporated into their regular day or is that an extended day option? 

SA: Ah,  no, it’s incorporated into the regular day because we have found that if you take a student and 

say okay, why don’t you take this online and come back when it’s done, you’ll never see it. It’s hard 

enough for adults to get that self-motivated, but also if they hit a snag there’s somebody there to help 

them so it works out so well if they do it here.  For most of the kids they’ll go right through.  If they don’t 

finish it by the end of the year and they go take it home over the summer usually they don’t finish.  But 

they can on the other hand work at their own pace.  And so that’s nice.   

I: So you’ve got the online program, is that an option or a requirement for students if they are missing 

credits? 

SA: No, it’s one option they can take. They can take, we cannot offer independent study credit, well we 

do, okay, we do have independent study options for the students so that’s  used primarily for kids that 

are very self-motivated and come and say I want to be an architect and so I’m going to study and here’s 

my outline of course work.  And so it’s not really for credit recovery.  We don’t have an ALC that we can, 

as a charter school we’re not allowed to do that.  Which I think is too bad.  Well, I think we could do it 

but it’s just not feasible. And so if they need to do that, they need to do that at their home school 

district.   And so we do have kids that go to the ALC in the summer to catch up on credits, but it’s not 

often.   

I: Hennepin County has a program called A-GRAD, Accelerating Graduation by Reducing Achievement 

Disparities, are you familiar with this program? 

SA: No 

I: You confirmed a suspicion we had.  Since you don’t know about them,  

SA: This interview is done… (laughs) 

I: No, not at all.  Are there things that at the county level that they could do to help support your 

program and then the ability to get kids to graduation in four years? 
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SA: Ya know where I think we could use the most support is social work. We get a little bit through the 

truancy, Be at School program, we do file for truancy, but you know some of these students are so, their 

families are so messed up, technical term (laughs).  We just don’t have the resources to go out and pick 

them up and make sure they get here.  Support them and get them out of the homes if that’s what it 

takes.  So we could use that.  We could use, now last year I had a drug and alcohol counselor come in 

just one day a week and it was so good.  She did such a great job with the kids.  And we don’t do that 

now because she got a real job, full time job (laughs). And I think that would be nice, the same way we 

have a school resource officer through the police department.  It would be great to have an LACD that 

would just be available for those kids.  Not just those kids that come to school and you find some pot in 

their bag, but with, before I was here I was at the sobriety high school so I’m very much aware of how 

much drug and alcohol use there is.  And, ya know we do bring the dogs through but they only sniff 

marijuana and that’s not what the kids are doing.   It’s really frightening.  So I think some support from 

the county in that area, just saying here’s a resource you can call like Minnesota Monitoring or 

somebody if you suspect if you find it on Facebook, if you’ve got a bottle of Aderal in somebodies bag 

and it’s not his ya know.  

I: So do you have connections with other county staff or programs?  You mentioned Be at School which 

is also a county program.  

SA: What else, we don’t do visiting nurses; we have a school nurse on staff. But they did come out and 

do, I decided after last year that we needed to have shots available for flu shots for the staff and we did 

a vaccine clinic during conferences this year and got the kids and parents and staff, I’m not sure that 

may have been through public health, so through the state and not the county, I’m not sure.  There is a 

shared social work program, I’m not sure, we use it a little bit but I’m not sure we really qualify.  

I: We already talked about the next one so I’m going to jump forward.  So the department of ed posts 

graduation rates by district and by school do you think this is a fair assessment of school success?   

SA: NO! (laughs) No.  As far as the graduation rate, we were just talking about this because we have 

some special ed kids and the best thing for them to do is go into one of the transition programs  at 

MCTC or 287 some of these bigger districts.  And in order to do that they can’t have their diploma, so we 

actually purposefully withhold their diploma and the kids know that so they can take part in this 

amazing program.  And we get dinged for it.  That’s just dumb!  I think it’s unfortunate if students come 

through and they definitely need to be thinking of a GED program because they’re 18 and they have 25 

credits and they need 60.  I mean come on.  So I think in a larger district you put those at an ALC or you 

take those kids and kind of shuffle them out so it doesn’t get reported, but we don’t. We take them and 

we counsel them and we get them in a GED program and we get dinged. A bigger issue for us is kids who 

come in through treatment so kids who have eating disorders or mental health problems or drug and 

alcohol treatment are very common. Those kids are not always going to graduate on time. Sometimes 

they do but at sobriety high and ah, this drives me nuts cause those kids would come in and they were in 

recovery but they had been using for three or four years, since they were in middle school, heavily.  

They probably, most likely, I don’t know I didn’t do a brain scan, but most likely altered their brain.  So 

they come in having missed all this school with an acquired learning disability and their trying to stay 
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sober and over 80% of them have mental health issues.  And you’re going to ding me because they don’t 

graduate on time? I mean does that really matter?  (laughs) Just drives me crazy.  So you take a school 

that takes in kids that self-select because they have these problems and then you ding the school.  Did I 

say that strongly enough?  (laughs) 

I: I appreciate your candor.  So, from your school who reports all that data to MDE and how does that 

work? 

SA: The way we have a data and assessment coordinator who submits all the testing and stuff like that. 

The graduation rates and MARS data is through somebody else.  I really feel like what they have to do is 

figure out a way, and they know this because I’ve been to workshops and they’ve told me this, but you 

have to be able to figure out a way to show growth. Of course then you have to decide what it is that 

you want to measure the growth of, and that’s a real big question. 

I: For those students that have been in traditional schools and it wasn’t working for them and they came 

and they’re trying out the charter school and it still isn’t happening  and you go through the process of 

talking to them about the GED or prolonging their stay and they say, this isn’t for me, I’m out of here.  

How do you, is there a formal dropout process that you follow or, I’m quite sure you have a formal 

process, is it actually followed by the kids or do they just quit showing up? 

SA: We rarely have kids just not show up.  At sobriety high we did so it’s not like I’m the magic, but I 

think for this school, it’s a different school, they self-selected there too but for different reasons.  There 

it would be for relapse and then the shame of that or something and they wouldn’t come back and then 

we would have to try to find them, if we could.  Here it doesn’t happen very often that they just don’t 

show up, but it does happen. So maybe one or two a year.  What’s more likely to happen is they just 

become really discouraged and want to do something else and we’ll work with the family and the 

parents and do everything we can to keep them, not necessarily keep them here, if this isn’t the best 

place for them, but to help them find someplace that is the best place for them.  And barring that we do 

have a formal withdrawal form they can fill out and get their parents to sign. 

I: Okay, so it does require a parent signature.  

SA: Yeah, oh yeah, if they are under 18 it definitely does, but we require it anyway.  

I: MDE also has a category, they have your regular kids, the continuing kids, the dropouts and then they 

have a category called unknown can you tell us more about the unknowns and how you end up 

categorizing kids in that bucket? 

SA: I know, I think it was, okay so last year one thing that happened was that we enrolled quite a few 

kids and we thought we were going to go over, so we encouraged people to apply early.  So they 

weren’t even sure, but we said just make your application so you are in.  Well, then some of these kids 

just didn’t show.  They just didn’t come. And I don’t know if we classified them as unknown, but what 

we probably did was try to find them through the MARS system.  But we didn’t know what happened to 

them.  They came the first day and then decided this wasn’t for then didn’t come.  So we take a lot more 
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care now in making sure that this is the right match for students so that they don’t have to go through 

that.  I mean, but yeah, an unknown is probably the 15 day drop, although I would call that a drop out.  I 

think if I understand it right, they go 15 days consecutively 

I: 15 consecutive days of unexcused absences. 

SA: Right and we really don’t know where they are, or what happened to them, that would be an 

unknown. But, I think a dropout is when they say “I’m dropping out” and sign that form.   

I: For the students that are classified as continuing are they engaged and staying at school with the 

expectation that they are going to finish four years? 

SA: Well, the continuing as I understand it aren’t those the super seniors? 

I: We’re looking for your perceptions on that.  

SA: Give me the categories again.  I had this figured out at one point. 

I: This is totally from memory now.  So there are the regular kids who started in 9th grade and totally on 

track, continuing would be super seniors or those special ed kids that are over, then the dropouts and 

unknowns.   

SA: Continuing it depends, we’ve got two or three and they really are working.  One is pregnant; one just 

didn’t get it done.  Ya know you just kind of want to say, would you just grow up and do the work ya 

know (laughs).  I mean they’re coming every day and they’re doing the work 

I: So they’re engaged. 

SA: They’re engaged and working towards the end result of a regular diploma.  Ya, and then we have 

one that shows up when he feels like it and hasn’t reached his 15 drop, and we’re just trying to find 

something for this kid. 

I: And here is that question that I said was coming up.  What do you think about MDE’s new MMR 

system, multiple measurement rating?  And again do you see a role in county government supporting 

efforts to meet those measures? 

SA: Ya, so getting them here, I think that the truancy thing could be bigger.  And they do a good job and I 

like that they contract out but by the time they are in high school and they are 17, 18 years old chances 

are they aren’t going go after those kids so we lose our only access we had to a social worker support.  

We don’t have people that go out to their home and knock on the door.  Sometimes we send a teacher, 

especially if it is a special ed student.  If you’re going to, if the state is going to require that then they 

need to put something in place that will help us get those kids in school.  We can keep them here, if they 

get here. We’ve got the programs; we’re the experts on that end.  But ya know, I talked to a parent the 

other day and she said I want nothing more to do with him, and who could blame her, he’s a tough kid.  

He’s living with his grandmother, and grandma said no, I’m not having anything more to do with you 

either.  Do whatever you want. It’s a 15 year old kid.  So our hands our basically, you know he’s out 
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there somewhere, and now with him because he’s so young I will report him and they have become 

involved and  they’re trying to help.  But if that had been a 17 year old, I don’t know you just shake your 

head and send him to juvie or wait until he turns 18 and gets into trouble?  So things that supports 

would be helpful.  And I think if you are going to use the closing the achievement gap, that needs to be 

better defined.  (laughs) Because I don’t know what it means.  I mean we got this weird award that I 

didn’t even publicize that says our black students do better than black students in other schools.  I said 

well, that’s just offensive.  And it was from the state, from MDE.  So apparently, does that mean that we 

closed the achievement gap?  I don’t even know what that meant. At least our African American 

population is doing something right.   

I: So if you were in charge of MDE, which we understand no one wants that (laughs), but if you were 

to be in that position, is there anything that you would stop doing? 

SA: Ya know I would, hmm let’s see achievement gap, graduation rate, what were the other two?, 

growth, what they call growth.   I would, everybody would hate me, but I remember reading somewhere 

maybe it was in Diane Rebinowitz  and educational writer and part of the problem is that MDE and the 

policy makers came down from on high and said this MCA, these tests, this is what you need to know.  

And I think that’s the wrong way to do it and I’m not sure what the right way is.  We’ve got to look again, 

we’ve got , I think some of the classical charter schools that are starting up now are really doing very 

well because parents want their kids in a program they know they’re going to learn something but what 

they are learning I would question.  Latin, and Greek, really?  Or I mean I guess I feel like we don’t really 

teach necessarily what the kids need to know to live in the world today.  We’re more behind than 

anybody out there.  I mean we’re teaching kids and I’m saying what a cool pen you have and the kids are 

way ahead in technology and I can’t keep up with them.  So we need to be teaching skills for that, they 

need to be keeping up so that we can actually teach them something they can use and then once we 

figure out what those skills are and I don’t know how you do that, then we have to figure out a way to 

measure it.  Now you’re talking, you can say growth on these technological skills just like the strategic 

plan if you want a new facility you’ve got to start with what’s stopping you.   

I: So you’ve started to answer my follow up which is are there additional programs that you would 

start? So more life skills and applying how tradition educational things apply to real life and finding a 

way to measure that.  So that was obviously one are there any others? 

SA: Ya know when I was coming in, I commute, they were talking on MPR about the video games, I’m 

not sure where I’m going with this but they were talking about the data from each of those video games 

is kept and is accessed by these researchers at the company who see if you hit this point are you more 

likely to keep playing than if you hit that point and they are constantly using that data to make the 

games more addictive or to keep the child playing longer.  Now they’ve introduced ways to get them to 

buy products online, so if they want to buy a silly bomb or whatever it is it actually costs, get your credit 

card (laughs).  So if they are that savvy, I mean we are just dinosaurs here.  So I think we’ve got to get 

into being able to identify we’re the experts, we are the educational experts and we need to get out 

there and say this is what you need to learn in order to be successful.  Maybe you do this, maybe you go 

out to your graduates, I’m going to give myself a research project, and say “are you successful?”  
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“Why?” “What are you doing that makes you feel that you are successful?”  “Did high school have 

anything to do with it?”  And chances are they’ll say “What? No.” But maybe they’ll surprise you.  Maybe 

they’ll say these were the skills that I really needed to become and advocate for myself and get a job, 

find an apartment. I don’t think that, not that you wouldn’t teach world history, but at least you would 

have a different slant on it.  

I: So we talked a little about the changes that have been happening at the state and federal level over 

the last few years , how have those changes impacted your ability to help students stay on track, 

because they’ve kind of had this moving target of No child left behind, and then MN opting out of it 

and then the exit exam requirement with the MCAs and now after this last legislative session that is 

not more, but  it’s a different requirement and from your students perspective how do you keep them 

on track  for those four years when that target keeps moving? 

SA: Part of it was, for instance the math, the kids knew that they didn’t have to pass it in order to 

graduate.  So what’s the point in taking it?  Or you had to, or it became more of a judgment on the 

school than on the students.  I think charters and non-traditionals have a great role to play in this 

because we can sit down at any given time, and we do, and we say well increase student outcomes, 

what do we have under here, department growth goals and school wide smart boards, that’s right there.  

So we know what we want for kids to learn, we have the standards, can we tweak them?  Maybe.  

Maybe it should be an ongoing thing; just this is what you need to know.  I think charters are like; 

someone once described them to me as if the traditional schools are the big barges on the river the 

charters are like jet skis.  (laughs) So we can move really fast.  We can make these changes and try things 

and get back; whereas the barge takes a huge amount of effort to get them to change.   

I: That’s a great analogy, I really like that.   

SA: Isn’t that great.  It was the superintendent of Owatonna Schools, so I’ll give him credit.  I can’t 

remember his name. (laughs)  I think, I don’t know, I think I’ve lost your question, what we would do 

instead to measure? 

I: Even though there has been that moving target how do you keep kids on track for that four year goal? 

SA: We have, I think along the way, we have some much going on at this school so at the very end 

there’s a capstone project and a big performance, and there’s a musical every year and there’s plays and 

smaller concerts and so that when a student comes in in 9th grade they kind of know where they want to 

go.  I mean they want to be in that senior creation. So there’s a lot of rewards built into it and a lot of, I 

hadn’t thought of this but there is a ladder built into it.  You’re going to start in acting 1 if you are a 

theatre person and then you are going to do improv  and then you are going to out to Valleyscare and 

pretend you are a monster and do stuff like that.  And if you are musical you may carol, and anybody can 

do that, we have no shame, we have an open mic and anybody can do that.  The kids start setting their 

own goals and you hear them say they want to be in one main stage performance or I want to be in the 

musical.  And so it’s kind of built in and I think schools should be able to do that.   We should 

systematize that, because I just realized we don’t.  (laughs) I just realized it sitting here, that it is kind of 
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built in by the time they are seniors there’s a, they know where they are, they know where they are 

going, they are looking at colleges.   

I: Those are actually all of the questions I have for you.  Is there anything else that you think we really 

need to know?   

SA: I feel like I already talked your ear off.   

I: Thank you.  We appreciate your time. 
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APPENDIX F: TRANSCRIPTION INTERVIEW #3 
Interviewer (I): Why do you think kids come to school here? 

School Administrator (SA): Why do they choose Hopkins?  Well, we have some kids that they’re within 

our boundaries.  We have some kids that have been in the district for since they were kindergarteners.  I 

think some students choose to come here through open enrollment because they hear about our 

wonderful programs that we have.  We have a lot of opportunity here we have 250 different courses 

kids can take and we have a block schedule which is really a benefit for kids that want to dig in and try 

out different courses and also want to excel in courses. You can take two years of a language in one year 

because we have the block schedule so kids have 88 minute classes.  And so they are able to get done in 

one semester what normally would get done in an entire year.   So if kids want to take a Spanish 5 and 6 

their senior year they can fit them both of them.  So they can double up.   A lot of kids double up in math 

as well.   They can take the entire AP calculus AB first term and then AP calculus CD second semester.  So 

they can get a lot in and they love that.  So we obviously have a wide variety of athletics and activities 

and our arts program is really strong, our music, our theatre.  We have over forty different clubs as well.   

Literally there is a club for everything here. So it’s really impossible unless you just choose to not 

participate in anything it’s impossible not to participate in something that you like.  So I think that there 

are some kids that are born and raised throughout the district, but we have a lot of kids from other 

districts that open enroll to us. 

I: Follow up to that is why do you think they stay? 

SA: My hope is that they stay for two reasons.  I hope that they have built strong relationships with the 

adults in this building.  And they feel supported and advocated for, but they are also held to high 

expectations.  But I also hope that they stay because they are having a lot of fun here and they are 

enjoying themselves, because it’s supposed to be that as well. (laughs) 

I: Great.  So here’s one of those data things that we won’t ask very many of and this is just a ballpark 

figure is fine, how many students do you have within the school that have an IEP or 504 plan? 

SA: Oh, Carl was just here.  Do you want a percentage? 

I: Yeah, that’s fine.   

SA: Can you give me just one second? 

I: Sure, absolutely. 

SA: Carl, the head of our special ed was just in here, literally.  With students who are serviced with an 

Individual Education Plan there are 159 and we have about 1800 students.  And 504’s not as many at all 

I would say about 30, we don’t have a ton of 504’s.   

I: Just generally, do you feel like that number has increased, decreased, stayed about the same in the 

time you have been here? 
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SA: I think it’s stayed; I’ve been here for six years.  I feel like it has stayed about the same but the needs 

are stronger over the years.  It’s also because we have moved, we used to only house our compass 

program only at the junior high, and I was really happy last year we moved our Compass program to the 

senior high. And those are students with the most significant needs.  We have students that have 

feeding tubes and things like that.  And it’s a very expensive program and there’s a lot of equipment, 

and needed space and resources and water and changing tables and things like that.  So there’s a lot, 

but it was not appropriate, I was so happy that they moved it because there were some kids that were 

high school age  that were still at the junior high and that was inappropriate because they need to be 

amongst their peers.  So it’s been a wonderful program but we are seeing kids with more significant 

needs coming in.  So I don’t think it’s risen, but needs are more significant.   

I: So how do you define success here? 

SA: I define success when students work to their highest potential.  I define it the way I do as a Mom. 

(laughs) I ask my kids to work their hardest.  They don’t have to be As if they aren’t As.  And we have 

areas where we are better than others and as long as they work their tails off and try to their hardest 

I’m fine.  I think success here can’t be just academic success.  We do have students here that just pour 

into their academics and I don’t think that is the only thing that makes them successful.  I think it’s really 

important that they do community service, participate in different clubs and activities.  That they get 

involved, that they come to our dances.  That they feel comfortable to join student government and 

they participate in the pep fests.  Ya know that they get into all the different things, I think that is what a 

successful student is, because when they are only concerned about their academics their 

social/emotional parts are not developing.  

I: How do you think that is connected to your formal mission statement as a school? 

SA: Well, our mission statement is actually for our district.  It’s Every Student, Every School, Every Day 

Excellence.  So it connects that we have really high expectations here.  My, I lay out my vision at the 

beginning of the year for our staff and the student body and my mission is that every student feels 

connected to the building has the supports they need and are held to the high expectations that they 

need to follow through on the expectations that we have.  Our mission for our staff is that they are 

committed, they are engaged and they are happy coming to work.  They’re excited to come to work.  

And for our families, that they feel connected, informed, and feel supported.   So that’s kind of how it all 

goes together, that’s what we try to do here. 

I: How well is your mission understood and enacted by staff? 

SA: Ya know it’s done better if we stick and I protect our building from too many initiatives.  Then we 

can focus.  And so we have focused for the last couple of years, and this is only my third year as head 

principal here, and I try to focus on, we have three main things we try to work on and we haven’t 

changed them in the three years.  And I think they appreciate that and are able to adhere to what we 

are trying to do here.  Our three things are that we work on are our professional learning communities, 

our PLC work.  We really focus on questions three and four of our PLC work on what do we do when 

students are struggling.  What interventions do we have in place? And then what do we do, question 
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four, when students are learning and need more of a challenge, how do we continue to develop that?  

So we focus on that, along with that that fits right into our CLR work, CLR stands for Culturally and 

Linguistically Responsive teaching/ learning.  I don’t know if you’re familiar with s presenter, a national 

presenter, his name is Dr. Sharroky Hollie, he works real closely with Dr. Anthony Muhamed and what 

he teaches is that as our building continues to diversify we need to find multiple ways to ensure that our 

students are learning.  Because students all come with different experiences that they bring into the 

classroom.  And we’ve all been raised or we’ve all been taught Dr. Hollie puts it in three different lenses.  

Traditional, we’ve all been raised in traditional, we sit there, we listen, and we take notes, we take tests, 

blah.  And then there’s responsive and there’s culturally responsive.  And it’s super important, he 

teaches strategies, he’s come in four times and he’s actually coming in on the 12th and 13th to do walk 

throughs with our staff.  He does walk throughs constantly.  But he comes in and he wants to see the 

strategies that he’s taught, he wants to see how they are implemented and give tips on how to do it 

better and what to do.   And so, he teaches that it is really important that students learn all three.  

Because it doesn’t help if you do everything that is culturally responsive when you get out of here, I’m 

sorry your professors are still teaching in the traditional, right?  So you have to be able to do all three.  

So what it is identifying with students different needs.  So traditional is lecture based and a white board, 

interactive, blah, blah, blah.   Responsive is more movement, more activity, you might be doing reading 

something so you have a student walk around while they read and they touch someone else’s shoulder 

then that person gets up and continues from right there.  Ya know just doing things that are more 

interactive.  Then culturally responsive is really connecting to people’s cultures in the class.   Like they 

might do a call and response, ya know when kids are working in some sort of groups and to get them 

back together they might do some sort of clapping call and response or something in a language that’s 

called resusive, I say this, you say ya know and brings the class back together, things like that.  Different 

things to bring people’s experiences into the classroom.  Like he uses an example, he’s coming in and 

doing a literacy series, but we always go and spy at other schools he works with, he’s from California, 

but he’s working with St. Louis Park district, and St. Cloud district as well and I think Minneapolis now, so 

we always go and, the professional growth coordinator and I go and spy on him when he goes to other 

buildings. (laughs)  We ask him and they always say yes, just to make sure it is what we want for the 

next part of our series here. Cause he’s very expensive, so but he does this whole literature; he’s doing 

this literacy series with us in December.  And like he has something he gives, for example he has the kids 

create in language arts classes or in social studies or in whatever classes a vocabulary dictionary and it 

has different vocabulary.  And let’s say kids are writing something and they use a word but it’s not 

academically appropriate, it’s appropriate according to experience and culture, but it’s not appropriate 

in this academic piece.  So what he does is he has them find this page, and at the top of the page in their 

own dictionary, he has them write down the word on the top and then he has them write ten synonyms 

that mean the same thing.  And then he says which of these would be most appropriate for this piece of 

writing that you have.  And then they’ll do this exercise together, alone or in small groups whatever and 

then they’ll pick which one.   So he’ll say so your word isn’t wrong, but in this situation, so it’s kind of 

that code switching, in this situation it’s appropriate.  Your word is not appropriate in this situation; it is 

in many others situations.  So it’s affirming, it’s that whole validating, affirming, and then building and 

bridging are the four terms that he uses.  Another way he explains what he does is let’s say you have a 

class of 35, which is most of our classes here, and you have a kid that’s just constantly like, talking and 
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yeah, yeah, absolutely and calling out.  Well, a teacher in a traditional sense would be like “ah, 

disruptive, you’re out”.  Well that’s not appropriate.  It would be going over to the student and saying 

“you’re clearly engaged, you’re on task, you’re into this, you’re learning, that’s awesome but there are 

35 others of you in this class so what’s a tool?  We’ll do something different. Where we’ll do a popcorn 

game, ya know throw the ball across the room and then answer the question.  Do things like that but I 

can’t have you blurt out all the time.  It’s not wrong but in this case it isn’t appropriate because there 

are still 35 other voices that need to be heard”.  Because he connects it to, he says the kids’ different 

backgrounds, even religiously.  If you have kids that are Catholics and in Catholic mass there are times 

when you stand, you sit, you call out, you know you prayers, da, da, da.  But if you yell out an amen in 

the middle, people are going to look at you like you’re crazy.  Well, if you don’t yell out amen in a Baptist 

mass you’re crazy.  You’re not participating. And he said you have to, just because it doesn’t fit into your 

realm of understanding doesn’t mean that it is wrong.  Cause it’s not among your experiences.  So that’s 

the whole thing.  So that’s second one.  And then the third one is all about intervention here.  And that’s 

intervention for all students.  So we have a committee that’s done a ton of work ah, to ensure that we 

have really looked through our RTI.  What levels of intervention we have for students that are available, 

HAP is one of them.  What do we have available and what are we missing?  And how are we connecting 

to all of our students, not just our struggling students, not just our high fliers but also our students that 

are kind of hanging out in the middle.  Cause a lot of times those are the students that are forgotten in 

the school. So my, this very long winded, the whole point is if I keep it to just that we get further 

because I’m not letting in anything else that once we start having a lot of initiatives people are just like, 

“we’re done”.   

I: That’s a lot though. 

SA: I know it’s a lot to work on but we are really focused on it.   

I: How do you think your mission is understood by the students?  

SA: Well, we work with our students.  They see a lot of the work that we’re doing through Dr. Hollie 

cause every single staff member is using it in our PLC work.  So our PLC groups get together and they use 

formative assessments and they write them together and then they look at the data and see, and so 

they get it through that.  But we also have a student steering committee here and a student 

government.  And we’re focused directly on what are we doing to make this a welcoming, supportive 

space for students and have high expectations.  So they are very connected.  They actually have a 

strategic plan that’s connected right with our mission and vision which is connected with the district 

strategic plan.  So they’re all interwoven and actually in two weeks, I want to say there’s an evening 

where we are doing a world café event with students, families and staff. And district people, the school 

board, superintendents and we’re having a conversation around where we’re at with student 

engagement and student involvement connecting to our strategic plan which is all about partnerships 

and relationships.  

I: On a completely different note, if funding were unlimited what would you do to change your school? 
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SA: Probably what most people say to you, which would be I would lower the class sizes. People say, 

there’s different research out there that says size doesn’t have any bearing on students learning and I 

guess I disagree.  I just think that kids will be engaged even if it’s a topic they don’t love if they have a 

relationship with the teacher.  And it is very hard to do that when you have so many kids in a class.  So 

that would be my, I think teachers are willing to work hard but they don’t get the chance to really know 

the kids. And to really understand where their skills are at, and so they know when to bring them to the 

next level.  That would just; the ripple effect would be huge.   

I: The next ones are about graduation rates specifically.  How would you describe the student 

perception of the need to graduate in four years? 

SA: I think there is a pretty strong perception of kids wanting to graduate here.  I think some kids feel it’s 

extremely attainable and very easy.  And some kids think it’s very difficult and unfortunately it’s 

students that have been very transient, that we haven’t had with us that come in from, ya know it still 

shocks me even after 20 years, it still shocks me, it will be October and students coming in either they 

hadn’t been, either they just moved and they hadn’t been to a school in September or they it’s their 

eighth school of the year, it’s so hard. And then it makes it very difficult to catch up.  And students feel 

like really unattainable when you have five credits and you’re a junior and you need fifty-four to 

graduate.  “How am I ever going to get there?”  Ya know.  So I think that students understand that but 

there’s a range based on the experiences kids have had.  A stable home where they have to do 

homework at night and they participate in activities at school, but ya know there’s a whole subculture 

where school is not a priority or something valued and that is really hard.   

I: So then how do the teachers and the rest of the administrative staff help or hinder that four year 

track? 

SA: Well, what we try to do is try to do a couple different things. We try to make this big school smaller.  

Every teacher has an advisory of 15-18 kids that they have for three years so that they get to know 

them. They really understand where they are credit wise, what they need, help support them with 

staying on track.  We build in intervention during day and before and after school for students to get 

support.  We have a thing called TASC which is Teachers and Students Connecting.  It’s twice a week, 

actually right now.  (laughs) It’s Monday’s and Thursdays and students get to pick one of their four 

teachers during the day, during this time for 40 minutes and they go to one of them.  They can ask 

questions, review session, get help, work in a group, make up a quiz, ya know whatever the need is.  Re-

teaching that kind of a thing, we build that into the day twice per week because we do have a lot of 

students that either take the bus or they work, or they take care of younger siblings.  Or they play in 

sports or they’re in the play or there’s lots of different activities so they don’t have time.  We also have 

lots of hours before and after school.   Our teachers are real dedicated to being here before and after 

school for students.  And then we also created an after school academic support center a couple days a 

week for students to come in.  And we hired three teachers to work in there, a science teacher, a math 

teacher and a writing teacher.  And we get almost eighty kids a day that come to it.  We also have 

twenty peer tutors that have applied, interviewed and they do it for volunteer hours. They come in and 

they help.  So kids that are wonderful at calculus, or wonderful at physics or wonderful at chemistry they 
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come in and help the teachers because it gets to be a lot of kids in the academic support center too. So 

we try to work with students through different interventions.  We have a start team, which just finished 

meeting now.  They meet every single Thursday and they, teachers that have concerns about students 

academically or socially/emotionally, chemicals, eating disorders, all sorts of things, they bring it to our 

start team.  And our start team then figures out who is going to, what’s the plan and who’s going to be 

responsible for that plan and then how will there be multiple check ins to ensure the student is getting 

back on track.  And working with the family.  We work with different resources in the area as well with 

students with different needs that come out academically. We work with a Teens alone program, the 

counselors come in and work with kids all the time to try to stabilize their lives so they can focus on 

academics.  Cause when things are in havoc, as you know, academics aren’t gonna happen. Yeah, some 

of the stories are crazy what they are dealing with, and then they are going to come in here and work on 

this essay?  Really? I don’t think so. 

I: You mentioned a couple of things but are there other ways besides the academic support center and 

the start team that you use to encourage that four year graduation? 

SA: I guess what do you mean specifically? Like how do we do it?  We do it through our advisors. They 

talk a lot.  I don’t know if you saw it when you walked in but we have all the what you need to do like 

this is all over (referencing sign on door), like your journey, because we are college readiness here. 

Everything is in  10, 11, 12 what you need to do. Our counselors meet with every single 10th, every single 

11th grader, every year.  We have a strong Naviance, are you familiar with Naviance?  We have a strong 

Naviance program that many schools use; it’s like creating your own portfolio for college and for 

applications.  Teachers can go right in there and put their letters of recommendation in there.  It has 

tons of searches like I want, ya know, a four year school  with less than two thousand, in the Midwest 

that’s Christian based, private and boom it will show you every single school, what ACT you need to get 

in there, and this and that.  So we talk college readiness all the time.  Also the counselors do seminars 

constantly during this TASC time.  Like they’ll do the difference between ACT and SAT if you want to 

know come to this session.  How to fill out the FAFSA form come to this.  We have evenings, parent 

evening events to have families come in and teach families what they need to do in their sophomore, 

junior and senior year to keep going.  We also as an AVID team have monthly parent meetings to 

connect them to different resources in the building.  

I: So what steps, policies and procedures do you take when students fall behind in their graduation 

requirements? 

SA: As I said they meet with their counselors.  They come up with a plan. And sometimes they if 

students are really struggling they might be offered a different alternative, like they might be offered to 

go into the HAP program. We also have a through district 287 that we collaborate with and they have a 

wonderful new program that opened this year called WALT, the West Alternative Learning Center.  And 

it’s a completely.  Do you guys know about it? 

I: A little bit, it just opened this fall.  They have the North Education Center and the South Education 

Center and now the West.   
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SA: Yeah, we always used to use the North, because we had our own off campus program, it was called 

the OC program connected to this, to our district as well as our high school.  It had about forty kids in it, 

but we closed it this past year because we couldn’t offer the services that WALT offers and now we had 

two alternatives in the same district and that didn’t make sense.  When one has resources and the other 

doesn’t.  Cause we had, ya know the basic classes, but they have a whole special ed program there.  

They have a whole counseling program, they have a sober school.  They have all these resources that we 

didn’t have so it just made sense. And it’s neat; it’s a start and stop.  Like with your credit you can take 

six weeks to complete it or you can take three.  However hard you decide to work and apply.  But it’s 

this moving, but HAP, as you’ll learn later today is very much based on attendance.  You know you have 

to be there.  Where WALT is you figure out your life and get in there as much as you can and work your 

tail off that’s how fast you’ll earn your credit.  So it’s kind of a neat program for some kids that’s how it 

works.   

I: What are the specific requirements for students that need to make up missing credits?  You 

mentioned a couple of alternatives, there’s HAP and WALT or one of the other 287 programs. 

SA: How else to they make up credits?  We also have a grad incentives program here that’s on campus 

and kids can start taking their makeup credits during school third and fourth block and then after school 

as well.  So it’s third, fourth and it goes until five o’clock in the evening.  And it’s based in our building 

upstairs.  And it starts in the afternoon and goes through after school and a lot of kids take, it’s much 

more individual based, but there are a few teachers in there.  That’s their job, that’s what they do. And 

they’re here ‘til five every night as another way to make up credit.  And summer school too. 

I: Hennepin County has a program called A-GRAD which is accelerating graduation by reducing 

achievement disparities, do you know about this program? 

SA: No. 

I: Okay.  Does your school have any other direct connections with other county programs that would 

help support graduation in four years? 

SA: Well, we are really connected to the Be at School program; the attendance program.  We follow 

pretty hard core here, because we figure when kids are here they’re gonna be successful if they show 

up.  Because as soon as we can get them connected to the teachers, things go pretty well.  So we follow 

that. We use different community, as I said Teens Alone and the West Suburban Teen Clinic that we also 

connect with. We have a woman on site for resources as well, to help with kids with the resources they 

need.  She’s with the Healthy Minds clinic. She’s a doctor; she actually works in our nurse’s office every 

day.  Dr. Mary Wilkins. We have two full time social workers, as well as six counselors.  I can’t remember 

your question now. 

I: That’s okay.  Are there other county programs…? 

SA: Those are really it. 

I: You mentioned Be at School, at what age range do you maybe stop reporting? 
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SA: Normally, people would say when they get to be 18.  We only have mostly 15-18 year olds because 

we’re a 10 through 12 high school.  Not 9-12.  So we just keep reporting. We don’t stop, even though 

sometimes we’re told we don’t really do much with the 18 year olds.  Except we still do our due 

diligence and do the reporting.  It’s been pretty successful though. Our social worker and one of our 

assistant principals, they oversee the program and they’re pretty into it.  We have a good 95% 

attendance every day. We have a pretty good attendance, cause we’ve been working pretty hard on 

attendance. And hard on communicating with families if kids are not attending and we’re pretty hard 

about tardies as well.  We have a whole sweep program and stuff.  So when it’s between classes it’s 

pretty quiet in the halls.  They’re in class.  We give them eight minutes between classes to have time to 

hang out with their friends and move from class to class, use the restroom, but once that bell rings it’s 

done.   

I: Eight minutes, that’s a long passing time.   

SA: So we do it because for kids, to move, if they need to use the restroom, but we do give them some 

time to chit chat in the halls with their friends because this is also a social place.  And we understand 

that and it reduces that number of, “I need a pass to go to the bathroom”, or I need a pass for blah, 

blah, blah because they had that time.  They also sit there for; they have eighty eight minute classes.  

Which is a long time so we give them those eight minutes but it cuts down and we’re real hard core 

about sweeping the halls and they get detention if they are late three times.  So they don’t want that.   

I: What do you think your school’s biggest challenges are when it comes to graduation rates?   

SA: Biggest challenge, is kids that, as I said, I think our biggest challenge is when kids are real transient.  

And they don’t come in with a lot of credits or scores and sometimes they don’t come in with a lot of   

assessments.  And sometimes we assess them, we use the MAP test.  Use the data and try to figure out 

exactly what the needs are.  We’ve really tried to put systems in place so that they don’t fall through the 

cracks and identify students so they don’t get misplaced.  We have a registration committee and a group 

TAKE that has worked together.  TAKE , is a, we use a lot of different sources of data and we just scan 

through every single incoming 10th grader and why are they signed up for their classes and what their 

scores are and if they identify for like specifically for our RTI reading program.  Then we’ll pull them out 

of an English class and put them in RTI reading if they need it.  So we are trying to make sure that kids 

don’t fall through the cracks and get into classes that are not appropriate for them and they are not 

getting the skills they need to be successful.  Cause it doesn’t help to set them up to fail.  So we really, 

really focused the last couple of years, my associate principal who loves data, which I’m happy about. He 

is a data freak. And we have an academic dean also, that we’ve added this year to help with that 

process.  But, it’s a ton of effort but we’re trying to catch kids on the front end before they get into 

classes.  And we use, we take our plan data very seriously.  That they take in 10th grade year, we use 

their explore data that they get very seriously.  So any data that kids come in with.  All the 8th and 9th 

graders are now tested in the spring and fall at both junior highs that feed into this school so we have all 

that information to help ensure that they are placed appropriately.  Cause that’s really our biggest issue 

is when kids are not placed appropriately in classes.   
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I: Is there anything else you can see that the county can do to help? 

SA: I don’t know, maybe more, there are so many things that the county is doing its hard when families 

don’t take advantage of it.  Ya know, I think that there are a lot of things that the county offers that I 

don’t think families are not taking advantage of.  I think really helping to educate families is important if 

education isn’t their background.  Like I even think some things are confusing with my own kids and I’m 

in education, so I think WOW!  Would this be hard if I wasn’t?  And so I think always the parent 

education, the parent support on you know that whole, the basic things of ya know supporting families 

to help support with homework and keeping ya know kids on knowing what’s coming up.  But what are 

all those family skills that some of us take for granted because we were raised with it.  But if it’s not part 

of your culture or it’s not valued.  

I: MN department of Ed as you know posts graduation rates by school and by district, do you think 

that is a fair assessment of success? 

SA:  Well, I think graduation rates are very subjective, because with all the tests, it’s based on whether 

kids pass.  And there are some kids for whatever reason, don’t pass. We just had a 26 year old come 

back and take the math one more time. And she got her diploma at 26. So where does that fall. So 

there’s a lot of different reasons. And they just post the graduation rate but there is a lot of information 

behind that that’s, what does that mean?  And you know they’ve changed the testing again.  So it’s very 

subjective. And it’s kind of how your district takes a stand.  In our building our district is really 

supportive.  We have an AP program and we have tons and tons of kids and challenge themselves 

because we are college readiness here. We push kids and we have AVID and different supports 

throughout the building to help support kids into more challenging classes.  And for some kids it is a 

stretch and they’re going to take the test and get a one or a two.  But we would rather the kids take the 

class and take the test and have those experiences, which is HUGE in transition to college but it drags 

our scores down.  And then there are neighboring schools around us that don’t have the same 

demographics as us and about one third of their population, only their high flyers are taking the test and 

they all show up with fives and so we look like we don’t know what we are doing here. And they look 

like they’re brilliant, but it’s not accurate.  We’re pretty comfortable with that because of our location.  

We’re really the only diverse school in the west metro and we’re kind of always put into with our 

neighboring districts that have nothing to do with us.  We really are apples and oranges.   The benefits 

here far outshine the benefits there in my opinion.  Because kids get a real world experience here.  We 

have such wonderful socioeconomic, and cultural and religious preference diversity here that it’s unreal 

compared to our neighbors.  And to have that experience outshines any AP test score, in my mind.   

I: Who does your reporting to MDE and how does that work? 

SA: The counselors. They report to the district and then to MDE. 

I: For the kids that decide for whatever reason that high school is not their gig, and you’ve explored all 

the alternative options and they’re like Nope, I’m done with this, I’m out of here.  What is your process 

for going through that whole dropout? 
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SA: Well, if they choose to, we try everything and we’ll even go over to, cause there’s more than just the 

west alternative, there’s other alternative schools in the area, we have a whole pamphlet we give to 

them.  We’ll even go tour with them a lot of times.  Our counselors will go with them to try and see if we 

can connect those dots and stuff.   And if none of those are going to work either then we say you have 

to get your GED, you just have to.   So we beg and plead for them to do something, because we know 

they’re not going to be very … 

I: Should not of that work, is there a formal process for them to go through to have mom or dad come in 

and sign a form that says yep they’re… 

SA: They can do that or they can withdraw.  A lot of times kids at that point will just disappear.  And 

then we don’t know where they are and they’ll be gone for the 15 consecutive days and they’ll be put 

on the drop and then it goes to the district.  And then the district puts, you had asked about the 

unknown… 

I: Yep, that’s our next question. 

SA: The district will put in the unknown because the next school hasn’t put in a request for their 

transcripts.  If they’re younger we’ll file the truancy paperwork. So unless they are 18 or above we will, 

cause, if they just disappear but no school asks we’re still responsible for them as a district.  So then 

we’ll file truancy papers and hope that someone can catch up with them.  A lot of times they do.  

They’re at home or working or whatever.   

I: So you follow the 15 day rule and do some sort of reporting documentation at that point even if 

they’ve just disappeared?  

SA: Yeah. 

I: Okay.  

SA: Yeah, it goes to the district and a letter goes home and says where are you… 

I: Yeah, there’s a whole process of letters at like 3, 6, 9 days. 

SA: There’s all that that happens as well.  All that is in place. 

I: You already answered our question about unknowns.  For those students that are classified as 

continuing, in that MDE data you have your kids that are right on track, continuing, dropouts and then 

the unknowns,  do you feel that they’re really engaged and on track to get that regular diploma? 

SA: Kids in alternative?   

I: Kids that are classified as continuing. So they haven’t,  they’re not going to graduate in the four year 

range, but they are still here taking credits trying to earn that diploma so they’re basically continuing but 

they’re not on the four year track specifically. 
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SA: We have a lot of kids that are older here.  That are what we call 12 plus.  But a lot of the kids stay 

here, but when they are two years out they will go to an alternative.  They’re getting embarrassed.  But 

we do have kids that are; I mean it’s actually pretty normal to be a 12 plus kids here.  We don’t have a 

ton, but it’s not seen as a real negative thing with other kids.  Money gets to be another year out. 

I: What do you think of MDE’s new MMR rating system? 

SA: I think it’s very confusing. (laughs) We’re actually presenting just one slide to the staff next Tuesday 

at the next staff meeting.  It is so confusing, I think, I have a very difficult time; I asked that we have a 

hard data person sit with me to explain what everything means.  I don’t have a ton of thoughts about it 

as I frankly don’t feel super comfortable talking it in detail because I’m not sure how much I completely 

understand about it.  Cause, when I first learned about it last year and read it and its different this year, 

and I’m not quite sure I understand why it’s different.  Cause a couple of, what is it, there’s one thing, 

what is the word, it’s very different, and not that much has changed, I think it is our graduation thing is 

so different, but we haven’t changed that much.  Do you guys know it really well? 

I: Not really well.  Actually our colleague, there are three of us working on this project and he’s much 

better versed in that.  I know that you are not alone; I can say from our other interviews that many 

other folks are feeling just as confused and feeling like it’s very vague and not well defined.   

SA: Ya, it doesn’t make a lot of sense on how to read it.  I think that it’s important, I think our job as 

administrators is to read the data and see where the trends are and figure out what to do.  I don’t think 

our job is to try to figure out HOW to read the data.  I think data should be ya know our job is to use it in 

the school and be effective and make good decisions based on it. And I feel like MMR you have to take 

the class to figure out how to read it and I don’t think it should be that difficult.  I think we should spend 

our time using it to benefit kids not how to read it, so I get real frustrated with it.   

I: On that note, and we understand that no one wants this job, but if you were to be in charge of MDE 

are there any programs that you would stop doing?   

SA: Wow, what did other people say? (laughs) 

I: We’ve had answers all across the board on that. 

SA: I would say testing.  Or be very strategic in what you test and how often you test, because there is 

no meat to test.  There’s really not meat to the testing as of this fall.  But then all of those scores are put 

out there in the newspaper and very public and there’s no motivation for the kids to, now they just have 

to take it, I mean it’s just silly to me.   

I: On the flip side of that are there additional programs you would start or are there existing programs 

that you feel could be expanded?  

SA: Again, I guess it would be parent education. 
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I: How have the changes in policy at the state and federal levels impacted your ability as a school to 

help students stay on track and graduate in four years? 

SA: I think they have been very stressful. (laughs)  We’ve had a lot of meetings this fall already on how 

do we, with the changes in the testing, how do we create, what do we do like with our 10th graders with 

our reading, you know they can just do nothing their 11th grade year and then take the ACT their 12th 

grade year.  And just take it and not try.  So we’re trying to figure out for remediation so that we’re 

going to have them re-take the GRAD again in 11th and ya know we’re putting different things in place. 

And maybe they’re going take a reading course if they don’t, and trying to put some things to put a little 

bit of grit so that kids at least try on the exam.   But I feel like we are just chasing, cause kids know 

better, kids are smart and they know if it doesn’t count their not going to try a lot of them cause their 

like, pwift, who cares, this is dumb.  So I feel like we, the state keeps putting things in place and we have 

to try and mastermind how to out mastermind the kids to take it.  It’s such a waste of time.  I mean we 

spend hours.  We’re here at 6:15am, for forty minutes before school starts going okay, what should we 

put their pass or no pass on their transcript is that going to make them care.  If we make them do a 

reading class for remediation is that going to make them care.  I mean we just sit there and do all these 

thing rather than spending the time to figure out how to continue to support kids in the class.  I mean 

it’s silly.  That’s how I feel about it.   

I: That is all we have for you for questions, unless there is something else that you feel like we haven’t 

gotten from you that you feel we really need to know that would be helpful.  We appreciate your time.  
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APPENDIX G: TRANSCRIPTION INTERVIEW #4 
Interviewer (I):  Why do kids come to school to your school? 

School Admin (SA): Students come to our school for a lot of different reasons that all have to do in some 

way with needing scheduling flexibility or academic opportunities. So, the scheduling flexibility side of it 

is that they are they have other commitments that make it hard for them to attend classrooms during 

the day so they are trying to fit high school in around those other things. And those other things are a 

very broad range of things; we’ve got students who are parenting. Sometimes they are raising kids, not 

necessarily their own kids but family member’s kids. We’ve got students who are working and 

sometimes they are working two or three jobs and are the main means of support for their own families 

including their parents. We’ve got students at the other end of the spectrum that are really kind of 

trivial reasons… 

SA: So let’s see. So at the other end of the spectrum we’ve got students who are active in almost 

professional level music or theater or athletics so for them online high school fits in for them during the 

times when they aren’t doing those other things that are valuable to them. But I would say for the most 

part its students who have either work or family obligations. We also enroll a lot of students who have 

health and mental health issues that make it necessary for them to work around the kinds of attendance 

requirements that brick and mortar schools have. So we have attendance requirements but ours tend to 

be organized around the week, like what you have to get done in a week, how much we expect to see 

you in the week, which projects are due during the week. In a typical district school it can be like fifth 

hour you’re not here and if you’re not here then you’re in trouble. We’ve got students who are 

managing pretty serious loads of mental health concerns, too. 

And then we enroll some students who haven’t done well in school in general and hope this will be a 

solution for them and for some of them it is, it really clicks and they really, really, really like it, and for 

some it’s not, it’s just one more school and they weren’t expecting it to be that way.  

The last thing I’ll say is that we do get a lot of students who report bullying at their district school or 

wanting to leave certain social circles for whatever reason and focus on academics and then the last 

main reason that I hear is students who can’t get the academic courses that they want because they are 

at a small, rural schools and they can’t really give them the schedule they want like they can’t take band 

and chemistry and those are during the same hour so they take chemistry from us and band [from the 

district school] and things like that. As many online programs do, we enroll students comprehensively 

which means they come to us full time but also supplementally which means they are enrolled in their 

own school district and they take up to fifty percent of their courses from us.  

I: Okay, so you kind of started talking about why some kids stay, what’s your overall impression about 

why kids would stay with your program then?  
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SA: We’re pretty unique among online schools. There are a handful of online programs like us that are 

small and teacher led and have a very low student to teacher ratio but the thing that we’ve really 

invested in is building relationships among students, building community among students and among 

teachers and students. So the people who come and stay basically take the courses that are offered to 

them and then shape their own success and I think that’s the thing we do well. We’ve been commended 

for that.  

Our philosophy is that online learning isn’t money-saving for districts -- it’s not (inaudible). It’s really 

about building relationships including the learning community and some students love that when they 

arrive and some hate that but they step up and do it and find that it works for them and they never 

really look back (inaudible).  

I: So in brick and mortar schools oftentimes kids have an IEP or 504plan. Do all of your students have 

an individual plan or is it similar to brick and mortars in that way? 

SA: We are similar to brick and mortar schools in that we serve students with IEP’s. When they come in 

we have an IEP meeting to see how the accommodation is written to see if the IEP can be translated to 

the online environment. It really varies from year to year but we typically serve students with IEP’s at a 

higher rate than in the general Minnesota population. I think the Minnesota population right now is 

fourteen percent and we are around twenty percent but that does fluctuate. We also serve students 

with 504 plans but I’ve actually never seen statistics about how common that is in the general 

population. We do get a number of students who either come in with 504 plans or we find out that they 

are dealing with something like depression or an anxiety disorder and so we write one for them. Other 

students… we are pretty small and we do have a very low student to teacher ratio so other students 

have (inaudible) and we have a very low student to counselor ratio like one counselor for every five 

students which for Minnesota is really low. And each of our counselors works with a teacher who has a 

specific role called a success monitor so our students with IEP’s have an IEP case manager, a special ed 

teacher and all the students without IEP’s have both a counselor and if they are struggling they have a 

success manager so we do a lot of individual planning for students but at some level it depends on the 

students. We don’t have a formal written plan for all of our students but we have lots of counselor to 

student and teacher to student contact and that can be about scheduling. That can be about college 

planning. That can be about career planning. It really depends on what the students need. 

I: Cool. So, how would you define success for your school? 

SA: This is something that we debate all the time and actually is the reason why I really wanted to talk to 

you guys because for us it’s about the definition of what is measurable? And, what is valid? So in terms 

of graduation rates it’s really difficult for us and I know that’s one of the things you are working on. But 

that’s really difficult for us because we enroll, seventy five percent of the students we enroll annually 

are in the in 11th or 12th grades and over fifty percent are in the 12th grade. And sometimes they are in 

their sixth or seventh year of high school so we tend to meet students when they are NOT on track for 

graduation. That’s not all of our students. We also enroll 9th graders who don’t want to deal with big 

high schools, or don’t want to deal with some specific issue with their big high school and they come to 
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us and do their work, you know. We enroll a lot of students who haven’t been successful in high school 

so for us even six year graduation rates aren’t that meaningful so we kind of cross that one off the list. 

We do look at, one thing we look at is how far behind students are in credits when they come to us and 

are they closing that gap. So we don’t have a very good way to measure that, I mean we mainly look at it 

quantitatively. There are some things that we do track and that we use Excel or (inaudible) to look 

systematically at students. So a question we ask ourselves every year is who came in a year or more 

behind in credits and are they less or more behind in credits now. You know, is that gap getting bigger or 

smaller. 

We look very much at course completion rates but that’s based on inputs, not outputs so in the public 

policy sphere that doesn’t really apply but we do look at that because we have about zero percent 

faculty turnover. This is our ninth year and most of our teachers have been here from the beginning. 

We’re a very tightly-nit professional community. We do a lot of (inaudible) so we think course 

completion rates are actually probably the best measure in the sense that we know what’s in the 

courses, we know what we expect students to do, we know the support we give them if they are 

struggling through that so we see more success with that so we think that’s a good thing. But you can’t 

put that in a grant application and you can’t even say that to MDE so we are in an interesting position 

that way.  

In our contract with our charter school authorizer we have goals and Q-Comp; we’re a Q-Comp school. 

We have goals set around student performance on tests but because we serve students statewide the 

only tests that we can reliably get students to show up and take are the ones that are required for 

graduation. And, in order for them to do that we drive the tests to the students, we go to where-ever 

they are, to a public place and make sure they take the tests that they need. But in terms of other tests 

like a lot of schools use the MWA’s and MAP testing we’ve never had success with that because it’s not 

web based. It had a very complicated (inaudible) that nobody followed through on. 

 Now we’re using a different nationally known test that is web based. Students can take it anytime with 

their log-in information so we are getting a bigger cohort that’s pre-testing; at the beginning of the year 

they come in and they want to know ‘how am I doing?’ and ‘what do I need?’ and they’re kind of excited 

about pretesting for that but getting them to do post-tests is a pretty big struggle for us. The size of the 

cohort that does those post-tests is pretty small. 

So, you’re interested actually in figuring out and actively working to figure out what else can we 

measure to talk about success? We look at student retention but that’s not always a good measure for 

us because, for example, we’ll have students come to us because of a very serious surgery and then they 

recover and they go back to their district school and that’s a success, I mean we count that as a success. 

They stay in engaged in school and they stay on track for graduation. 

So the one other thing we look at because it’s a little bit quantifiable are students MARSS end codes. I 

don’t know if you guys know what those are but [they ask] ‘what is their reason for leaving our school, 

our district’ and we’ve kind of sorted those into positive reasons and negative reasons. If we know that 

they are going to school somewhere else we call it a positive end code but in some cases students are 
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just bouncing from one alternative school or ALC to another and in others they’ve gotten back on track 

and sometimes they feel strong enough or ready enough or healthy enough or whatever it is to go back 

to their district school. So, we count that as a success.  

I: So how do those different measures of success, then, connect to your formal mission statement? 

SA: Well, I think our mission statement is about helping each individual student find their path 

educationally and I do think we do that. We’ve demonstrated a commitment to doing that but what is a 

measureable success for the whole population that we serve, it’s pretty difficult. I mean, I think this is a 

state-wide problem. I think the problem is with the delivery of online education, actually, and that’s the 

other reason why I wanted to talk with you guys because students can just cross the district lines by 

clicking the submit button. So, in the past students could cross district lines through open enrollment 

geographically if they had somebody drive them or they could drive themselves but now they can leave 

the district and go to another district and even a third one and a fourth one in one year just by clicking 

on an online enrollment application. And, I think that leads to a vacuum in accountability and we’re 

existing in that vacuum, doing the best work that we can but also trying to engage in a public 

conversation about how, given this new situation about education, how do we as a community of 

educators define what the proper role of online education is, and what’s not good enough in online 

education so our mission statement, our mission, is about providing a learning community and learning 

opportunities for students and we do that but we don’t have good, quantifiable ways of speaking with 

the public about how we do that.  

I: So, how well would you say your mission is understood by your staff?  

SA: Very well. I don’t know how you would rank it or rate it but I’d say extremely well. As I mentioned, 

we’ve had close to zero percent faculty turnover (inaudible). We are really a teacher-led school. The 

faculty and staff that we have now created the school (inaudible) and all of our courses are designed 

and built by the teachers, the people who teach them so it’s really a creative project and that includes 

the mission and the vision of the school. 

I: So, here’s a different kind of question for you. If funding were unlimited for you, what would you 

change about your school or the way it [education] is delivered? 

SA: Wow, that’s really interesting. That’s really, really interesting. One thing I would do is pay for 

different kinds of technology to allow technology to recede into the background more for students. 

Because there is kind of a steep learning curve for students in terms of logging in on different systems 

including this one. When Kristin came in I said ‘congratulations – she got you guys set up with the web 

cam and the mic and a lot of people really struggle with that so I always tell people our students are 

hero’s because they figure it out but in the process of figuring it out sometimes they feel bad, 

disappointed, frustrated, it’s not what they expected, they feel like they are losing time. There are 

certain adjustments to online learning, especially this style of online learning. It’s not like what we do is 

conveniently packaged, it’s not a very controlled environment, so I think it gives them a lot of things 

including those we’ve talked about – that relationship with teachers, we focus very much on authentic 

assessment, we do lots of work. We had a committee of teachers working for three years on a better 
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literacy strategy across our curriculum so I feel like we are doing everything right academically but 

sometimes students have to get through the cotton batting of technology issues to get to what we are 

doing right academically. So, if I had all the money in the world I’d remove those navigational barriers, 

that’s one thing I would do.  

I: Okay. 

And, I think I would hire some teachers that we have that we can only afford part time because they are 

teaching like elective courses I would bring them on full time as a creative think tank because we’ve just 

got the most incredible, creative teachers in the world and if I could I would pay them to think about 

how to do either pieces of the program that I think are important, that we think are important and I 

could name a couple of those, or to think about how to change the environment entirely  (inaudible) 

how to stop nagging those students and find entirely new ways to speak to them.  

I: So the next questions we have are related more to graduation rates specifically. How would you 

describe the student perception of a need to graduate in four years? 

SA: Well we are serving some pretty distant groups of students and the interesting thing is that they 

connect, they understand the differences even in the online environment - they don’t always 

understand at first but they figure it out - and some students end up talking to some people that are 

really different from themselves and they might not do that, they might not figure that out in brick and 

mortar schools and so I think we enroll students who think it’s really important and from the minute 

they get an inkling that something’s not working for them well in the bricks and mortar schools they 

look for an alternative with lots of parent advocacy. They can make the change from bricks and mortar 

to online and not lose even a quarter credit, you know, just not miss a beat and they think graduating in 

four years is really important and not only that (inaudible). 

We enroll a lot of students who think that graduating in four years is important and don’t understand 

that they’re like behind a year or two in credits and feel that this is going to be some kind of magical 

thing that is going to make that time overnight and graduate with their class, during the same year as 

their class. I spend a lot of time talking to students like that, telling them that that’s not important and 

that five years from now they are going to glad they graduated and they are not going to care that it 

took them six months or one year or two years beyond when the other kids in their class did it. 

I think that culturally, there is a lot of emphasis on this four year graduation rate but for a lot of these 

students we meet it’s not in their reach and we really focus on learning, graduation, and graduating 

before you age out of public schools (inaudible). 

I:  So, do you have specific policies or procedures that you take for students when they fall behind in 

graduation requirements? 

SA: Most procedures and policies really revolve around students’ attendance and participation. We have 

a board policy that says that attendance means progress toward completing courses, particularly those 

for graduation. So if students can’t just log in to work and do nothing and that counts as attendance. We 
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have really complex procedures for teachers to report on each student in each course of each week, we 

do it weekly, not daily. The reason we do that is some people organize their lives to do other work on 

the weekend, other schools on the weekend. Some of them really like to work on (inaudible) on 

Monday, other things on Tuesday, other things like Media Arts on Wednesday. They do what they have 

to do within the week, we call that attending. We have lots of policies and procedures about how to 

intervene and when to intervene. At different levels, waiting for students to call, students waiting for 

parents to call, parent waiting for (inaudible) to call, working with truancy officers. It runs the whole 

gamut. And also a lot of different kinds of intervention, reading intervention, math intervention, 

counseling intervention. It depends on the student’s history and needs. When we see somebody’s off 

track even by one week, we act. We have a flow chart of what those actions might be. And we try to do 

a fix to get back to work (inaudible). So, we don’t want them to get too disconnected and we really need 

to not let that happen.   

I:  So I think you’ve answered our next question, so I won’t be asking that one. So, Hennepin County has 

a program called A-GRAD. It means Accelerating Graduation by Reducing Disparities. Have you heard 

about this program at all?   

SA:  I have, but I don’t know the details of it. 

I:  OK, so there are no ways you see it impacting you or finding anything they’re doing is helpful at all, 

or not helpful? 

SA:  Well, our counselors are the ones who deal with the county truancy officers. I know they get, I get, 

lots of e-mails from Hennepin County about the program and I usually pass them along. I know that the 

counselors have gone to some of the workshops they’ve done. I also know that they track what each of 

the counties (inaudible) so I don’t know if I can say that they’re helpful or not. I can’t speak for that. 

I:  You mentioned a couple of ways that you interact with county folks. Are there other ways that your 

school interacts with the county level? 

SA:  We very often interact with social workers, truancy officers, probation officers, I mean, your typical 

people who might be change providers in a students’ life. Usually it’ll be one of our counselors because 

those people try to work out (inaudible), make sure that all of the adults (inaudible) helping them, you 

know, going in the same direction. 

I:  Right. So what do you think, you’ve gone into this a lot, but just to reiterate, what do you think the 

school’s biggest challenge is when it comes to graduation rates? 

SA:  I think a big, big challenge is that we’ve got a segment of our population of students that bounce 

from school to school and that bounce is accelerating.  Basically, I’ve worked in alternative education my 

whole life and before I worked in online learning I worked at (inaudible) alternative schools for twelve 

years (inaudible). I think we saw the same thing there. It’s kind of a revolving door for the alternative 

programs (inaudible) but that’s how we function. 
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Another challenge for us that I wanted to talk to you guys about is that we’re not structured like ALC’s 

are for more than full time enrollment. We can’t help students very easily make up credits when they 

come to us. That’s a quality issue that we can address later but I guess one thing that I’d say is that it’s a 

challenge for us to see students who bounce from program to program and some do find something 

that works for them but it might be a couple of times in their lives before they find something that 

works for them. I’ve seen that happen many, many times and we always tell students that if it doesn’t 

work they are welcome to come back and finally something will change for them. 

But I do think there’s a sizeable population of students who are kind of avoiding school. They think 

online learning is going to be a way to avoid school problems and power authorities in their lives where 

they are actually going and we don’t enable that so sometimes they leave and they bounce and go to 

another place and we get a reference request from their local IFP(?) or whatever. I think there’s a 

statewide issue to be solved here about students who are really trying to avoid school, when they 

become really disconnected from school.  

Then for students that come in I have to say that we get students who are in the right place, they think 

we are the right place for them, and then we can only enroll them full time (inaudible) programs not 

funded so we have to charge (inaudible) scholarships for students that can’t afford tuition and I think 

that a policy issue that will eventually change is the state’s willingness to pay for that extra twenty 

percent to do credit recovery (partially inaudible). 

We did apply last year to be a learning (partially inaudible). 

I: So you’ve been talking about that kind of statewide policy level. Is there anything specific you think 

the county could do to help meet some of those challenges? 

SA: This is where I think I’m not the best interviewee for you because when you ask about a county we 

interact with we interact with a lot of different counties. 

I: Yeah, that’s true. 

SA: In terms of what counties could do I don’t tend to think in those terms. I think what policy makers 

could do, what legislators could do, what outspoken citizens could do. I do think that there are, I guess I 

can’t really think of anything that the counties could do but I do think that there are policy issues that 

we as a community of educators need to address and some of them are negative, like funding and 

graduation rates and all of that. I think that there is a really healthy tolerance right now of programs 

assigning four to five students to one teacher. There’s nothing in the state law that says that can’t 

happen and so it does happen and that’s not the program that we’re running (?) so we look at that 

happening and think ‘wow, that poor kid and those poor parents. I wonder if the parents know what 

they are getting when they click on that online enrollment [application]. How to address that and how a 

county would get involved in looking at that, I’m not sure. 

I: So the Minnesota Department of Education posts graduation rates for each school district. Do you 

think this is a fair assessment of your school success? 



100 
 

SA: No. We’re at the bottom of the pile. We meet about twenty percent of our students in their fifth 

year of high school or later or maybe more than that so we’re at the bottom of that spreadsheet. I don’t 

think it’s a fair assessment and I would love to figure out what is a fair assessment because a concern 

that I have about online programs, and I know a lot of them, I served for three years for the state of 

Minnesota K - 12 online learning advisory council and our school is a member of NOAH and I think that I 

hear online school leaders saying “that doesn’t apply to us” and then not saying what might apply and 

so I don’t want to be in that group of people who says “that doesn’t apply” so don’t look at us. So ‘figure 

out a different way to evaluate us’ is the message I am really trying to put forward. And also to sit back 

and figure out for ourselves, can we put forward an alternative, don’t look at these but look at these 

instead,  but we don’t really have staff time to solve that and I’m not one hundred percent sure it’s our 

job to solve that. I do think that at the policy level somebody has to sit down and figure that out.  

I: So when you think about the mechanics of reporting numbers to the Minnesota Department of 

Education how does that work for you as a school? How does that work? 

SA: We have, as an online provider, numbers that we are expected to report each year. We obviously 

report enrollments, we report in the MARSS system when students add or drop when they are coming 

to us comprehensively. I’m not talking about supplemental students right now, I mean we have lots of 

them and they are important part of our curriculum but in terms of reporting they belong to their 

districts but when a student comes and chooses us as their district we report when they start with us, 

we report when they end with us, we report when they graduate and we report as online providers how 

many credits they attempted and how many they completed.  

I don’t feel the questions that MDE is asking are the best in the world but I’m not quite sure what they 

should be asking I just think that there’s so little, even in terms of credits attempted and credits 

completed [missing audio] a clear definition. The form that we fill out talks about semester and 

trimester credits, we work on semesters and quarters and they also say that a credit attempted is from 

the date that the student enrolled but there’s like a drop/add period of two weeks from the date when 

the student enrolls. Two weeks later that’s not counted if students dropped during that window. We 

have a stationary drop/add date like many colleges and universities do. We don’t do rolling enrollments, 

we do and if we enroll students late when it comes to the drop/add date we say get it on your course 

list, look around for what’s right for you and if you’re late, never mind. So we really work on a different 

basis than a lot of online programs that kind of run independent study and take students at any point. 

We do lots of cohort work because we want students to be in community if they choose us for online 

learning. So even the simple things we report to MDE turn out to be more complex than anybody knows. 

I don’t know if they can tell from, in the legislative auditors report that came out a few years ago that 

basically said ‘we can’t really tell whether students growth rate in terms of their test scores have 

anything to do with the online schools they are attending.’ So it’s kind of like the wild west right now. 

There’s not a lot of knowledge about what’s working and what’s not so we would be very interested in 

trying to contribute to that knowledge if there’s some-way that we can do that but I don’t think we can 

tackle that as a statewide or even a national educational community yet. 
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I: So in terms of students who decide, who actually decide to drop out, what does that typical process 

look like for you if somebody officially wants to drop out or maybe they disappear what does that 

process look like? 

SA: If they decide to drop out then we try to talk to them about that decision and see what’s not 

working and if we can fix it. If it’s really not working and we can’t fix it then we talk to them about where 

they’re going and try to do some counseling about making a good choice and solving whatever is not 

working for them, so that’s what we do. There are things that don’t work for students in their lives and 

there are things that don’t work for them about online education so if it’s about online not working then 

we try to make sure that they are making a [good] choice, they aren’t “running” again making a choice 

that works. We are legally required to get parents signature for students who are under eighteen so 

there’s a conversation, they get forms and then the last bit is the part of the form, the bureaucratic part 

of the process, is to have them say where they’re going so they aren’t falling through the cracks.  

If it’s about truancy, we track them and eventually stop claiming them in MARSS. We do fifteen day 

drops and sometimes we fifteen day drops for students who are in contact with us so that’s different 

than brick and mortar schools which I think kind of work on a fifteen day clock (inaudible). We really 

don’t fool around with that attendance thing until we say you know if a student is successful in one 

course we’ll work with them and try to get them to succeed in all but if they’re just really not active or 

engaged anywhere then we usually talk to them about figuring out where they can go to school and turn 

that around and some will and some probably won’t. 

I: So one of the things we’re interested in is what happens to those students who don’t officially drop 

out but just sort of disappear, they become unknowns; do you have that happen ever? 

SA: Usually, eventually, parents, I mean parents know, it’s different for students who are over eighteen 

but parents know that there’s something called truancy and they are tremendously responsible for that 

most of the time they contact us and want to withdraw and they formally tell us where they are going. 

For the times that they don’t, that’s when we involve the county truancy process and then that process 

somehow takes over. This is interesting because we talk about truancy when sometimes we file truancy 

when students lose contact with us and we really don’t know where they are or what they’re doing and 

other times we report truants who are in contact with us every day but just don’t ever step up and 

engage with the learning so those students who talk with us every day we keep working with them it’s 

not like we give up and it’s the end of the story if they are in contact with us we keep working with them 

in all the ways that we now have. If I had all the money in the world, I’d invent more ways but we keep 

working with them and in some cases if they’ve disappeared we’ll hear very much later from the parents 

or we’ll get a records request from another school but some schools won’t send a records request if the 

parent says they didn’t earn any credits. They tried that, they tried online school and it didn’t work and 

they didn’t earn any credits they may be enrolled somewhere else and we just keep trying until we get 

that answer I mean we don’t stop until we get that answer because we know that if we enrolled that 

student we are responsible for them. You know the way that we often learn is we get the MARSS error 

so we see what district is now claiming them and we confirm that and then that’s the end of the story. 
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I: So a follow up question then, the MARSS error, that’s a report that comes back to you from MDE? 

SA: Right. So if you are enrolled in our school and then a few weeks later you enroll somewhere else at 

some point there’s an overlap, if there’s an overlap with schools claiming them at the same time then 

that will come up as an error so we’ll see ‘oh, there’s another school claiming them.’ So I don’t see the 

MARSS report so I would have to check with the manager but I think that we do have some, we have 

something that is totally unresolved we will see that another district is claiming them that’s how we get 

the message that they are technically enrolled somewhere else, that some other school has now 

enrolled them. So, one way or the other we find out where all of our students have gone. Sometimes it 

just takes some persistence to figure out and they are students so we work at it until we know. 

I: So what do you think of MDE’s new MMR rating system? 

SA: In a way it’s irrelevant to us I’m sorry to say but it’s like all the different, I mean I think it’s great. I 

mean abstractly I think it’s great in the sense that it is more complex. But all these measures are in some 

ways irrelevant to what we do and how we do it, how we work with students, how they come to us, how 

they view us.  So one of the things we’ve been talking about is kind of like more of the same in that you 

can fail the graduation rates, it doesn’t really mean anything for us, test scores don’t really mean much 

and this doesn’t mean much and that doesn’t mean much so as I was saying it doesn’t really apply. As a 

school we don’t accept any federal money, we don’t accept any Title [one] money so we’ve stepped 

outside those accountability frameworks but this doesn’t mean we don’t want to be accountable, it just 

means we want to build an accountability framework that really looks at what online programs are 

doing and how.  We would be very interested in being part of some kind of a method to build that.  I 

don’t know really exactly what that would look like but in the meantime (inaudible) so, it’s strange.  I 

really deeply believe that something will come (inaudible) emerge that’s meaningful in terms of 

measuring how on-line programs work, but I don’t think anything (inaudible) right now. 

I:  So, if you were in charge of MDE right now, is there anything that you would stop doing? 

SA: I would never be in charge of MDE.  I have really good relationships with people there; I really like 

them a lot.  I like them because they talk to me about this stuff.  But they can’t always talk to me on the 

record about this stuff.  So, if I ran the world and I also ran MDE, I would try to have these kinds of 

conversations around the clock, day and night until we figure this out and not pretend like the things 

we’re working with are (inaudible) people but the numbers and measures are meaningful, because 

they’re not.  I feel like when I say that, it sounds like I’m (passing?) people for the job they’re doing and 

I’m not.  It is a really complex (skill-defying?) problems that need to be solved and traditional ways of 

thinking about them aren’t going to solve it and I don’t think they necessarily have the staff time to 

figure it out.  Sometimes I feel like there’s a statement that’s made about “this is the way things are 

done,” and “this is good enough” and I think we have (inaudible) and it’s scary to admit that because it 

calls everybody into question.  So I guess if I was in charge of MDE, I’d call everything into question.  But 

I realize how destabilizing that can be too.   

I: Is there anything you would start, continue or expand doing at MDE though that is working? 
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SA:  Well, I think something that is working at the national level is something like the (headstrong?) 

woman who was jailed for getting (inaudible) who was part of the community-based learning movement 

and one thing that she talks about is that we have a policy with a lot opportunity right now because of 

the end of No Child Left Behind.  We have an opportunity to talk about what was wrong with that and to 

not keep repeating doing that.  And I think that there are definitely things MDE could do to look at 

things in more nuanced ways and take the emphasis off the high-stakes snapshot thing that doesn’t 

really mean very much.  You know I really appreciate all of that.  It’s like a person that cares about young 

people.  I appreciate that because (inaudible) my own job.  I think that any movement that we can do 

(nationally?) or (inaudible) in that direction is really, really important and it’s up for grabs.  Always in the 

history of education (inaudible) is up for grabs like how do you tell what’s really working and how do you 

really do right by the students?  So, I’m not even sure if I answered your question right now, but I see 

some positive trends in MDE and I have some very positive conversations with people over there, but 

overall I think there’s a big push to put (presentation?) of education in our country that supports the 

(inaudible), that supports the delivery of on-line education as a constant push from the publishing 

companies who happen to also be self-publishers. There’s like a lot wrong with education right now and 

I feel like there’s a lot right at MDE right now in part because things that have happened in other states 

that we haven’t had happen here and I hope they won’t but there are big parts of this conversation that 

more people should be involved in, in my opinion, about what’s happening across the street and whose 

interests are driving the conversation about education reform. 

I: I’d like to say that, you know, our report is going to be right up there to help forward that conversation 

but I’m not sure how widely read it’s going to be.  

SA: I’ll read it. 

I: Okay. That is actually a question. Would you like a copy of the final report, so…? 

SA:  I would. I’d very much like it. And I feel like in terms of MDE and not MDE I think that I’ve realized 

that I can’t just run my own little jewel box full of very good programs because I think we have a very 

good program but we can’t improve it right now (past a certain point right now?) We are nationally 

accredited since we went through that process a year and a half ago. The thing I would say about that is 

we didn’t just get accredited but we got four really strong commendations and they never give 

commendations for small schools, new schools or online schools and we’re all three and they gave us 

four commendations so I feel like that was great because that was an outside agency saying “yes” to 

what we do so that was pretty exciting. But that same agency accepts what I think are unacceptable 

levels of enrollment per teacher for full time student to teacher ratios. So, you know I like being in that 

club but I also feel like “Okay, but there’s still more to talk about here.” So, I guess what I’d say is that 

I’ve reached a point professionally, is that I’m proud of running what I think is a really great program and 

we’re trying to improve it and build a community around improving it but now I feel like I want to be a 

gadfly, that’s like my new thing, I want to start speaking up and saying not all programs are the same, 

privatization is not good for our students and stuff I’ve already said, I’m becoming like a one-note 

Johnny about this stuff.  
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I: So thank you for talking with us today. We really appreciate it and it’s been a helpful conversation for 

us, to get your point of view. Is there anything else you’d want us to know before we go? 

SA: No, but if there is anything that you know / think we should be measuring really, honestly, I think 

this is our next area of growth. Maybe I should say that if I had all the money in the world I’d figure out 

what we should be measuring. I am all about accountability but I don’t know what we’d do into the 

structures that exist right now.  

I: I know. It’s really hard to pick a metric in a complex and inter-related area so we don’t have any magic 

solutions on this end. No, not yet anyway. We appreciate your time and your willingness to work with us 

and we look forward to getting you a copy of our final report in the early part of December. 

SA: Great – good luck with your program. 

I: Thank you very much, have a good rest of the day. 

SA: Thanks, good bye. 
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APPENDIX H: TRANSCRIPTION INTERVIEW #5 
Interviewer (I): Why do you think kids come to this school? 

School Administrator (SA): I would say that the majority that come here hoping that they are going to 

have a better educational experience.  I mean I think that really, when you are looking at options it’s 

usually because you are not satisfied or not experiencing success in your current setting.  So I think most 

see this as another option, another opportunity for them to find success.   

I: Why do you think they stay in the program? 

SA: I think they stay in our program for many of them, they find that this is the kind of environment they 

can connect with.  Smaller classes, personalized instruction, the fact that we can work with those kids 

over a number of years so you build relationships with them and I think the relationships are really the 

key in terms of keeping them engaged, involved and supporting them.  I can show you a lot of kind of 

testimony to that things that kids have written and parents too.  But I’m sure that what I’m saying is 

pretty consistent with most kinds of alternative programs that are engaged with really involved with the 

student body they serve.   

I: One of our very few data driven questions we have, but how many of the kids in your program have 

an IEP or a 504plan? 

SA: IEP I would say, you know it can range, but in any given year, I would say around 20%. Average 20-

25% we’ll give a little range in there.  504’s maybe 5%, 5-10% I would say. 

I: Obviously that fluctuates, but over the time period you have been involved with the program have 

you seen that number go up, go down, stay about the same? 

SA: It really goes up and down but there is not trend I could say.  You know the funny thing is I have kids 

with no IEPs with more needs than ones with IEPs.  So a lot of identification of kids is, there’s a lot of 

variables that affect special ed identification, some of that a is parent advocacy, well a lot of it is, I think 

parent advocacy.  Or schools being reluctant with students of color, they don’t want to over identify so 

they (laughs) ya know.  You see kids sometimes kids sometimes with needs that, I mean.  We have kids 

now coming in their sophomore year, we’re going these kids appear to have learning disabilities yet 

they’ve never been assessed and they’ve been in our district ya know for five or ten years.  What’s going 

on?  So there’s a lot of variables that go into that.  It’s easier to talk more generally about the student 

body and their needs vs. special ed vs. regular ed cause I don’t see a lot of distinction.   

I: How would you define success for this program? 

SA:  Well, to me, we’re an educational program obviously so our goal is for students to graduate.  But 

not just to graduate, but to go on and continue their education, or to continue to grow and learn.   So, 

but we’re pretty, we put a lot of emphasis of course not just on graduating but on what to do after they 

graduate. So about their post-secondary education, so to me success, that’s a big question right?  With 

not an easy answer.  But to me, it isn’t just about graduating because not all kids are going to graduate 
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but that doesn’t mean they aren’t going to be successful.  So we are hoping to get people to a place 

where they have the confidence and motivation to go on and continue to grow and to achieve.  And so, 

cause sometimes you get kids from situations where graduation really may not be very possible.   We 

might see a kid that comes to us as a senior with only half of their credits or less and so, but if they want 

to graduate, we’ll still work toward that if they’re willing to hang in there.  But we have a lot of kids that 

take four plus years to graduate, that’s not unusual.  Even in a regular high school setting.  But I would 

define success much more broadly and not in a strict academic sense, but more as that those students 

are all prepared to go on to whatever is next.  But a lot of it goes back the underlying variable is having 

the confidence in themselves, the motivation is so critical and those are what they get through those 

experiences.  And that is where we see the most dynamic change cause we have a program full of under 

achievers for a lot of reasons.   But ya know for them to kind of start to realize academically their 

potential, ya know most of them don’t take themselves seriously.  They don’t really see their abilities or 

their potential. 

I: So how does that tie into your formal mission? 

SA: Well, (laughs), the school districts mission, I mean we’re part of our districts overall mission but 

really within our program, like I said, our mission is to help to take our students  as far as we can take 

them in a sense.  Not just academically, but emotionally because it’s all tied together.  For the kids we 

see here, for so many of them it’s a lot of their challenges are more emotional than they are academic.  

And I don’t mean behavioral.  I mean emotional in the sense of developing the insights to make the right 

kinds of choices and to open their eyes a bit, cause a lot of them might be from more disadvantaged 

environments so they don’t always have the awareness or understanding of how the world works.  They 

understand how the world works from where they come from.  But they don’t really understand the 

bigger world or the bigger picture.  So so much of the time it is those things about trying to work not just 

academically but working with them on trying to kind of think through things and understand more 

broadly.  You know its part of their brains are developing, but a lot of their brains are not up to where 

they need to be, we’ll put it that way.  It’s not just delay it’s more like a lack of experiences that they 

don’t get at home.  So you’re working with that a lot too.  I call it like emotional intelligence which can 

be more critical to their success than their academic abilities.  And that’s even true in the regular high 

school cause we all know that grades in high school can correlate to success and good grades in college, 

but good grades in college don’t always correlate to success in the real world.  Cause that skill set an be 

a lot different so that’s what I’m kind of getting at here.  We’re really dealing with the whole kid much 

more so than in the regular school environment, no matter what they say.  More of that development, 

really character development, really happens more in the extra-curricular programs than it does in the 

classroom settings when people are moving in and out and changing all the time.  And so, I kind of look 

at our program much more like I look at it like if you had a team. Almost like a team of people.   You 

know you have a team of people, it’s a community.   It’s a learning community.  So that community 

supporting and helping that community to continue to kind of say these are the things we value as a 

learning community here.  Even if you come in without those values, these are the values of this 

community and so this is what we are all going to work towards.  We don’t do it like I’m telling you 

know. You do it much more subtle ways of course.  More individually.  
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I: The only word I didn’t hear you say in there was citizenship, but it seems that it would be a big …. 

SA: Ya, citizenship is kind of a big piece, yeah, we don’t use the term citizenship but it’s more the 

personal development, which is more like citizenship. Because it’s broader than just, it’s social and 

emotional skills that just go with, I mean it’s not going to be enough just to get our kids up to speed 

academically if they don’t want to operate well in the real world.   And understand how other people 

really think and look at things. It’s like, they’ll bring to school with them what they do at home not 

realizing what they do at home is not really going to be very effective or useful in the rest of the world if 

they want to have opportunities outside of their limited settings. 

I: How well do you think your mission is enacted and understood by the staff? 

SA: By our staff in our program, very well.  Because most of them have worked together and they 

understand and we understand philosophically and we take the kids where they are and we’re, and they 

all start in different places and there’s so much variation in the student body.  We see, I mean not 

everyone comes lacking those social and emotional skills.  Some come from environments that really are 

supportive, but maybe they have more different learning styles, ya know your more your kids that need 

a more hands on learning environment.  They don’t do well in that passive school learning environment.  

But for a lot of them they are carrying a lot of stressors, ya know just based on their family situations 

and things they have to do that really impact their ability to really function well in a regular school 

setting.  So but I think our staff generally understands that.  We have five full time and five part time 

staff.  The part time staff teach both in the regular high school and in our program and so the big thing is 

they are all there from choice.   They have all asked to do this and many have worked in our program for 

many, many years.  I mean ten years of more.  The part timers even cause they like the work.  The small 

classes, they like the fact that they know there is a support system when they need it or if the kids need 

it.  That’s me mainly I guess.  (laughs) But there’s also the regular school support system because I have 

those relationships with those kids and the families we can intervene effectively a lot and try to get 

things, to work things out.  Ya know it’s like I always tell everyone it’s a win win thing.  You’ve got to, it 

gotta be a win, everyone’s got to see it as a positive solution or else we’re not going to get there.  And a 

lot of times the kids lack the insight.  Ya know they really don’t, all they want, they’re very kind of 

egocentric, they want to talk about themselves all the time, not how it’s affecting other people around 

them and it’s really a challenging thing to have to break that down and say if you don’t have these 

insights, you don’t have the understanding of how what you are doing is impacting everyone else 

around you it’s going to be very limiting for you.  And so we really have to take the time to do that.  It’s 

interesting work. 

I: How do the students understand the mission statement? 

SA: Well, we start, it starts with I kind of have, okay, so when a student applies to the program they fill 

out an application.  Okay, so we try to get at some of their thinking through the application.  And then I 

interview them.  So I interview them and I’m mainly trying to get some insights into them, their 

experiences, their thinking, what’s not working, what is working.  The kids are pretty open about things.  

That’s one thing about  this population, they’re not as guarded in a lot of ways, there are a few kids that 
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are guarded but most of them will talk openly about things.  So then, so they do the application and I 

interview them and then we do an orientation.  And at the orientation we get into kind of our policies. 

Our grading and credit policy and then our basic expectations, so boil this down what they all know is 

that the core expectations of the program are to show up, to work hard and be respectful.  So that’s 

kind of the core of what, so I kind of lay that out when I’m meeting with students, their parents.  I’m 

answering any questions, kind of saying, making sure everyone is on the same page.  They have to sign, I 

say “we’re forming a partnership now and it’s really important in a partnership to understand that each 

partner has to do their part or it’s not going to work”.  So I lay out this sort of ground work of what this 

program is and how it functions and if they want to be a part of it, and they want to be successful, what 

it’s going to take.  We don’t require work outside, ya know homework, not that kids don’t have to do 

work outside of class sometimes, they do, but we don’t require homework.   If they don’t get things 

done or they don’t put the time in in class.  Again that’s pretty common in most alternative settings is 

we focus on what happens here at school.  So we emphasize attendance, day to day participation and 

work completion.  And to us work completion is only when it is C or higher, we don’t except D or F work 

and that is in the grading and credit policy.  So when you work in this kind of work, you kind of learn 

from your students what makes, what’s effective, what’s not effective.  And you kind of learn what helps 

them.  What kind of structures do you need in place that really make it clear for them and make them 

be able to make the best choices possible?  So were you in class or weren’t you in class?  Did you do the 

assignment or didn’t you?  Did you use your time well in class or didn’t you?  So they all know.  They 

don’t really argue, some will argue about the structure because in our program the amount of credit you 

earn is based on the percentage of attendance and the percentage of work.  And we do it quarter 

gradients so you can earn a full credit, you can earn three fourths of a credit, you can earn a half a 

credit, you can earn a quarter of a credit depending on how much work you did and how often  were 

there.  And we require to earn full credit in our program you have to be in class 90% or more of the day 

and you have to complete 90% or more of the work at a C level or higher.  Remembering again that we 

do the work in class. When we have tests the teacher always prepare the students in class.  They don’t 

have to go home and study on their own.   They do it here.  So it takes away the  variable of what 

happens when the kids leave here, cause we all know when the kids leave here we don’t have a level   

playing field in the homes of a lot of these kids.  When the kids don’t have support, I mean they can get 

hammered in the mainstream classes because mainstream environments typically rely on stable and 

supportive home environments to provide those kids with those kinds of supports.  And if they don’t 

have those and they’re going home and having to take care of three siblings or they’re having to work 

until 10 o’clock at night to help with the family situation.  It’s a much more difficult situation so we take, 

that’s why we focus on what you do here every day.  Ya know a lot of people will say well isn’t it difficult 

when they go to college, they’re not used to doing homework?  No, it’s not. Because if they have the 

motivation and they have the confidence they’ll do the, ya know, it’s not that they’re not capable of 

doing, it’s just that because of their age and their situation, ya know their at home and they have to deal 

with everything at home.  Ya know it just doesn’t work very well for them so. A lot of our students go on 

to college and don’t seem, and seem to do just fine.   

I: I love it.  Here is a different kind of question for you.  If funding were unlimited what kind of changes 

would you make? 



109 
 

SA: Well, I mean to me for a lot of these kids it’s sort of having this mentoring system in place and so of 

course after they leave high school you keep your fingers crossed that they go to a college setting 

whether it’s community or technical college that they’re going to get hooked into something there.  For 

a lot of them they’re just, they may not know how to seek those things out.  So I guess, I’d like to see if I 

had, for me it’s not so much what I would do differently at the high school though obviously it would be 

nice to have transportation to get kids  to jobs that want to work who don’t have their own cars.  We’ve 

already got a technical college our kids can go to and the school district provides transportation back for 

part of their school day.  But I think that those barriers people have just because of their socioeconomic 

status that’s where the challenges come in cause they may just not have the resources or where with all 

to figure out how negotiate some of these systems.  So I would like to see more of that maybe a way of 

not so much like I said other than transportation that’s one piece sort of how we build more transition 

opportunities in for our students in the community.  Those mentorships.  Getting the, there’s examples 

of those types of programs but there’s no really a comprehensive single program.  Sure if a kid gets 

special ed they have voc rehab, 18-21 program, we’re not talking about kids in special ed, we’re talking 

about your more typical at risk kind of kid. I mean, I do most of the help with the kids filling out their 

college applications, figuring out how to do their FAFSA, ya know all those kinds of things.  They’ll come 

to me because we have that relationship and that’s the part of it ya know they don’t really know who 

they can trust, who they can go to.  So the transition piece is where I would put some resources.   

I: So how would you describe the student perception of the need to graduate in four years? 

SA: They highly desire to graduate in four years. That’s a real strong value no matter where they come 

from it’s always a big deal.   But what I try to get kids to see who are gonna struggle with that and a lot 

of times you don’t know until their senior year (laughs).  You work with them and you’d like to think that 

they’re on track and it’s a sure thing, but it isn’t. It never really is and I like to always think that in my 

head, but it isn’t.  I deal with this all the time so what I’m always trying to do when I see kids struggling 

with that idea of graduating in four years that they’re going to be able to do it is, think about this. Ya 

know if we can get your core requirements done we just have elective credits then, you can start the 

technical college next year as a PSEO student and go full time for free and earn your high school and 

your college credits.  So we use PSEO sometimes for that, but I’ve got probably seven or eight kids that 

didn’t graduate  last year and so it might take them another quarter or two to get their requireds  and 

then we’ll focus on okay you’ve just got elective credits let’s come up with a more individualized plan for 

you where you don’t necessarily have to come to the high school to do it. Ya know using some of those 

other kinds of opportunities.  But they all, I mean there isn’t a kid that doesn’t want to graduate in four 

years.  It’s pretty unusual, I mean even the ones that are obviously going to and there’s a lot of tears 

shed over when that happens. 

I: So you alluded to some of the things are there other ways the staff help or possibly hinder that 

perception that the four year thing is THE goal? 

SA: Here’s the thing, of course you try to be supportive. So if the kid wants to graduate in four years and 

it’s their senior year and they’re behind a number of credits you show them a lot of ways to do those 

credits.  Like we’ll have kids go to, you know we have a four block day, so we’ll have them do they’re 
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four classes then they’ll  have a job and they can earn credit for their job, they can earn a fifth credit for 

their job.  Then we also have an after school program where they can do independent study credits and 

some of them might crank out twenty credits. I mean it’s not unheard of when they’re really at that 

point.  But what I worry about and what I see happen sometimes is the kid is trying to take on too much 

and then  they get overwhelmed  and I always tell them  I say no one is going to care when you graduate 

later on down the road.  I say the most important thing is graduating.  Now some of them are real bright 

and real far behind and they want to do a GED and I say ya that’s okay too but you gotta go, after you 

get your GED you have to go to college, cause a GED is not going to get you very far.  So sometimes we 

utilize the GED, but not often. Most kids do not want to pursue GEDs they really want a high school 

diploma. 

I: We’ve probably covered it, but just to cover it again, in what ways do you specifically encourage a 

four year graduation? 

SA: Well that’s okay, well every year before the school year starts I meet with every kid and every family 

again.  So in August we sit down, part of an alternative education is you do this continuing learning plan.  

And so every year I meet with my 90-100 families and we’ll go through and we’ll talk about credits, we’ll 

talk about schedule, we’ll talk about plan and goals I have my own little check list I use for the 

continuous learning plan.  I do all this, I work with the students, they do their scheduling requests in the 

spring but then I meet with them again in August and I help make sure that everything is set in place. 

We’re always cognoscente of what it’s going to take.  And what they need to do.  So when they are 

behind going in their junior year I’ll talk about, here are some ways you can get caught up.  Ya know you 

can go to summer school, after school program, work program. And so we are always planning around 

that four year.  Like I said even if they are half a year behind in their junior year they want to graduate so 

we talk about what it takes to do it and some can actually do it and some can’t.  I always show, you need 

54 credits in our high school district, 54 semester credits that’s 13 ½ credits a year right?  You’ve been 

averaging 8 a year.   So 8 into 54, (laughs) ya, right 6 and a half years, so I kind of show them this.  I try to 

get them thinking about, cause they have to see a reason; they have to understand the reason for 

making changes.  And I really go into this is that unless you make changes in the way you think and 

approach this it’s going to take you longer, because you’re going to have to go from averaging 8 credits a 

year to averaging 18 credits a year. Ya know and so you’ve gotta try to, they have to really see the 

reason for changing. I can see the reason but I have to get them to, that’s one of the hardest things is 

why they would need to do something differently.  And then as we all know those internal assets you 

need to be able to discipline and direct yourself aren’t always well developed and that’s what I’m talking 

about those person assets that they may be lacking and so that’s a lot of work.  That’s the hard, the easy 

part is identifying what needs to be done. The hard part is getting them to that point.  And some do and 

some don’t that’s just the reality. 

I: I’m going to go slightly off script here but we’ve already spoken with Patty given this last question of 

encouraging four year graduation, when you are in this unique or somewhat unique situation of being a 

school within a school and the traditional school is pushing four year hard and heavy with posters 

everywhere  saying in your sophomore year you need this, in your junior year you need this, how then 
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do you get those students to see either the value in just finishing regardless of time, or understanding 

that they need to step it up? 

SA: You’ve got to think of it in terms of, most of these kids, not all, but most have had long histories of 

struggle in school.  So my bigger challenge to be honest with you is really more about changing that sort 

of general feeling about I’m not successful, I’m not good at this, I’m not ya know.  To creating an 

environment, and the teachers and all the experiences you have to, cause you can’t give somebody that.  

You can’t give somebody confidence, you can’t give somebody motivation.  They have to earn it and 

experience it.  You can structure an environment where they can do that in.  Everybody, yes, the kids 

like I said, when they don’t graduate it’s a big thing.  It’s a big thing to their families.  It’s a big thing to 

them and it’s hard on them. It is really hard on the kids.   And you have to kind of restructure that and 

say ya know you have to understand that today it might feel like the end of the world but it’s really not 

the end of the world because and to be honest with you for a lot of these kids having that extra year 

makes the biggest diff., you see the changes in those kids with just one more year. So just the maturity 

and growth in that next year can just be phenomenal.  And some of them I just kick out of here.  So, ya 

know this is the thing.  Some of them even in our program just really struggle and they are disruptive to 

our community and our environment they’re not going to stay in here very long.  Ya know I can’t help 

them figure it out; I always let them reapply and come back at another point in time.  A lot of times on 

the second or third try they get it.  This kind of work is more of an art than a science because different 

people are motivated by different things, I mean it’s just like in real life; one size fits all, that’s the 

regular high school that’s the general approach.  We know one size doesn’t fit anybody around here 

(laughs) so you’re always tailoring your approach, what’s going to make a difference, how do you do 

this.  And so obviously I’ve been doing this a long time and I learn from them, I learn from the kids, you 

better learn from them because if you look at things through your eyes, your experiences, you’re going 

to miss a lot. Because to be effective in this kind of role or job you really have to understand that the 

people you’re dealing with and how different they are and how their experiences are different. 

I: So you talked a little about how the CLPs are required, but what other steps policy and procedure 

wise when a student who was on track suddenly falls behind? 

SA: Well ya know we’re gonna of course when we somebody falling off we are going to sit down and 

start a conversation. Try to get insight into what’s going on.  And a lot of times, for a lot of our student 

body it’s around mental health issues.  That seems to be a big piece of it so we’ll try to get kids hooked 

into the various supports that are available.  We have a social worker in our building, we have a Dr. who 

provides services, ya know it all depends on what the kids have if they have insurance, don’t have 

insurance.  So we’re always looking at those resources.  We have Teens Alone which is what used to be 

part of the Bridge for runaway youth that provides counseling services.  So, ya we’re going to assess, 

sometimes it was something that happened at home.  For most these kids they just have a lot of 

challenges outside of school, just a lot of challenges. And so we’re going to want to try to figure that out 

and there are some real differences in how you look at kids who aren’t doing well because they’re 

reasons for not doing well could be so wide and varied.  And like I said, the number one thing, the 

quickest way for a kid to get out of this program is just lack of respect and disrupting the learning 

environment and culture because it’s just like if they don’t get that and you can’t get through to them 
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that it needs to change, and trust me there is a long continuum here it isn’t like this (snaps).  Then I’ll tell 

kids I won’t do the whole program just do a class and say maybe you’ll appreciate this class a little more 

if you took it in the mainstream (grins).  Or I try to do things to make them understand that ya know 

you’re not, I don’t expect kids to say oh, I really appreciate this, I don’t expect anything, but I need them 

to show at least some basic understanding that we are functioning as a team here and you are not right 

now being a very good member of this team.  And really fight that us, a lot of them have that us/them 

mentality.   And that’s something they carry in with them and that’s something that you really have to 

work to break that down.   And the teacher has to break that down with them too. 

I: This is kind of a specific question, but Hennepin County has a program called A-GRAD which is 

Accelerating Graduation by Reducing Achievement Disparities. Have you heard about this program at 

all? 

SA: No 

I: Okay 

SA: No, but I do it all the time. (laughs) I’m not waiting around for anyone else to come up with a way to 

do things.  That’s great; don’t get me wrong, it’s great to have programs out there like that. 

I: Well, they are super like 8,000 foot level folks, they’re not direct service like you are so… 

SA: So ya if there are opportunities that they are creating that we can help our students access that 

would be beneficial that’s good stuff.   

I: Do you have any other connections with other Hennepin County programs or staff? 

SA: Not Hennepin County much.  Not Hennepin County much.  Ya, know mostly school programs, other 

alternative programs.  We’re part of the Minnesota Association of Alternative Programs so we have a 

large we have our own large network of programs.  Usually, in terms of access in terms of truancy we 

have some connections there, that’s probably our biggest, or if we have a crisis situation obviously, but 

not necessarily anything on going that I can put my finger on, through the county itself. 

I: I know you talked a lot about the different challenges are when it comes to graduation rates, but to 

sum up what do you think the biggest challenge for your school would be? 

SA:  Well, I think the biggest challenge is your dealing with people.   (laughs) We have a good program, 

we have good things in place, but sometimes it’s just the needs.  I mean the biggest challenge is just the 

needs and developmental level of the people you’re working with.  That’s what makes it a challenge, 

because it’s your skills, your insights, you really have to, it’s a lot of your own, how good you are at what 

you do.  That’s really going to impact.  How good the staff is. How good your teachers are, how good you 

are as the lead.  Those are the things that are going to make a difference.  And so, that’s really what 

impacts things a lot and we don’t, we have other options for students outside of our program so we can 

try to hook kids into other things.  But what do you do with kids that just aren’t school appropriate, this 

isn’t their .. 
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I: We have a question about that coming up in a roundabout sort of way. 

SA: Oh, okay.   

I: So given that a lot of stuff is outside of your control, is there anything at the county level that they 

can do to help mitigate some of those issues? 

SA: We’ve got Dr. Mary, I don’t know how her position is funded, I think it’s healthy minds, I don’t know 

if it’s through Park Nicollett, I don’t really know all the particulars, but that’s very helpful having her here 

kind of providing mental health support and services and being able to help those families that don’t 

have access or insurance and things like that.  Ya know we probably need more of that ya know. At one 

time they tried to put a clinic here and the community wasn’t too big on putting a health service, ya so it 

ended up being in downtown Hopkins, It was the West Suburban Teen clinic, they didn’t locate it in the 

building as a lot of people get nervous with the reproductive services da, da, da.  So whatever it was, but 

I think that would be great if that could be broached again just because access to services right on site 

would help a lot of people.   Not too bad having them in downtown Hopkins it’s just sometimes you wish 

you had it here.  That would be one thing that would be really nice to have.   

I: The Minnesota Department of Education posts graduation rates for each school district do you think 

this is a fair assessment of school success? 

SA: No, of course not.  Here’s the thing ya know it’s like apples and oranges, what are you comparing?  

It’s just like I get a kid in 11th grade and he’s way behind in credits and now he’s in our program and 

you’re going to say he didn’t graduate on time so that’s a reflection on our program?  It’s stupid!  Let’s 

face it most things that what’s my favorite saying, for every complex problem there’s a simple solution 

and invariably it’s wrong. (laughs) And so this is one of those things you try to make it understandable 

and I know there is a lot of discussion about how we assess and evaluate the work we are doing.  Course 

I just say why don’t you talk to the people? (laughs) Why don’t you survey?  That’s what I do.   I survey 

the kids and the parents every year and I let them tell me how they see what we are doing and how they 

feel about it and things like that.  Ya it’s kind of silly.  I mean I know that everyone is trying to quantify 

things but I mean it’s just like okay you already know who is going to have the best scores, you already 

know.  You know that those communities that have all those supports and have all those resources are 

gonna tend to rank up there the highest so what do you need to know.  Just tell me the socioeconomic 

status of a community and I’ll tell you where they’ll be in those ratings.  I mean not that you can’t do 

things in those other communities but there are so many other things that you are dealing with you 

know I laugh about it most of the time to be honest.  It’s like, I don’t know, well I know people want 

things to improve and the want it better and so the onus tends to fall on the education system to fix all 

of society’s ills.  And it’s not going to happen.  Those achievement gaps, we’ll probably be talking about 

those for the next five hundred years as long as we have the economic disparities that we have.  And the 

segregation we have and the concentration of poverty and there are people of color.  Those are real 

barriers to academic growth and success.  Not that kids from those environments can’t succeed but ya 

know it’s sort of like you are not dealing with the under lying root of this and your saying this is your job 

to fix this.  Well, it’s not going to get fixed that way, I don’t think.  Maybe I’m wrong.  I’d love to be 
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wrong (laughs).Based on what I’ve seen  and based on what my common sense tells me I don’t know 

how, I’m really taking our question a step further but it’s just kind of like you already know this.  There a 

lot of emphasis this and don’t get me wrong I think the emphasis is good and I think some of the early 

childhood intervention programs are probably where it’s gonna if  something is going to make a 

difference it is probably more in that.  Ya know, the pre-birth through age 5 and getting better 

foundations in place for those kids but if those foundations aren’t there forget it, it’s going to be a 

lifelong struggle.   

I: We have a couple of process questions for ya, so we can understand how the data relationship goes 

back and forth, so who reports graduation rate numbers to MDE for your school? 

SA: Well, we used to be reported through the Intermediate district 287 but two years ago we changed 

so all of our reporting goes through Hopkins school district. So that, 287 was the reporter but now our 

kids are just part of the school which makes sense since they are here and integrated and many of them 

do their course work in the school.  

I: So if a student does decide maybe I should dropout, what does that process look like here?  

SA: Most of the time we are trying to find other options for those students.  I just had a student recently 

that had been here not quite a year and a half but regular high school, high school itself, not a good fit.   

So for that kid I said I think you should look at the job corp. in St. Paul which is gonna be of more help to 

you, develop a vocational skill and maybe you can work on those high school credits.  He’s not going to 

get a GED, he’s not bright enough, I know he would never pass the GED test, this is the tough ones.  The 

tough ones are the ones that aren’t bright enough to pass the GED and don’t have the kind of drive to 

push themselves through high school.  We have kids that aren’t that bright but push themselves and get 

through it and other that just lack the maturity or other things that you need to do it.  And those cases 

are the toughest ones because you are really trying to think what can I guide them to that will give them 

some opportunities.  Now one of the new opportunities that just opened up that is the new Gateway 

program, which is the Bill Gates funded program that combines it’s at the North Hennepin, it’s Hennepin 

Technical College North Campus in Brooklyn Park and what the gateway program does is it kind of 

combines them finishing high school with starting college vocational courses.  And we have a couple of 

students there in that program.  But there again a kid has to have transportation to get there so that can 

be a bit of a barrier.  But I think it’s the right, those kinds of opportunities are the right kind of tack.  Kind 

of like the job corp. except this one’s really focused on the high school diploma and doing the vocational 

there so it’s really more GEDish, plus they have job corp. is residential, you can live there, so I think what 

we the key is finding meaningful paths for people who maybe academically it’s not going to happen for 

whatever reason.  There aren’t a lot of kids like that but there are kids like that that could be productive 

members of community but we have to find pathways for them and it may not be through high school.  

Or maybe later in life, it may be more through your adult diploma type programs like adult basic 

education.  But I think that is kind of the key what sort of pathway might try to get that kid someplace.  

For some kids they don’t want to be in high school we have our off campus, the West alternative which 

is run by 287. And our district provides transportation there and we have some students that are going 

to WALT.  Some seniors that don’t want to come back after their senior year prefer to go to WALT so 
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that’s fine too.  But you’re trying to think of all the resources you can, but some kids just need to 

experience real life before they can figure out what they need to do too.   So you have to say, you know 

what that’s a good idea, why don’t you quit school, go get a job, cause they try to hang that over your 

head see.  “Well I’m gonna quit!”  I say well maybe you should, maybe you need to figure out, ya know 

you need to experience real life and then see what it is you see it is you think you need. 

I: Do you ever process folks do the paperwork that says you dropped out of school? 

SA: Yeah, oh yeah, yeah there’s yeah, I mean typically they just stop showing (laughs), that’s more the 

typical dropout they just stop showing, but you know it’s kind of heading that way.  But you really don’t 

want anyone to just stop showing up without another plan.  Let’s think about this, or let’s think about 

that. And even if the plan is go get a full time job and work for a while ya know, because some kids are 

so convinced that they know it, ya know, that’s fine, go do it.  It’s okay. 

I: I have a sign on my refrigerator at home that says teenagers move out now while you still know 

everything. 

SA: Yeah exactly.  I always say it’s the most dangerous time in life because your perception of what you 

think you know and what you don’t know is the greatest the greatest gap there.  And that’s just brain 

development stuff we all know about, hear about.  You know they’ll make choices, hopefully not life 

affecting choices, I keep my fingers crossed a lot, but yeah. 

I: At the beginning you describe some paperwork, you sit down with folks and say here’s your 

admittance to our program, so would you do the same thing at the end… 

SA: Yeah, if a kids leaving we’re gonna talk about, oh yeah we’re gonna talk, I mean definitely want to 

talk, with them and talk about but a lot of times the families are so frustrated and so ya know and I’ll say 

that it’s hard to get them there and motivated to come in and talk about things but there’s those are 

pretty rare exceptions around here. 

I: It’s more often the unknowns that just quit coming to school? 

SA:  Yeah, it’s more or less they just don’t want to go to school, ya know they’ve just gotten to that 

point.  They’ve gotten the feedback all along, ya know you’re not making good progress, you need to 

change things, they really aren’t changing things so they finally just figure out I guess I’m going to try 

something else for a while.  I’m going to do something else.  It’s tough because I mean I see it in the 

families, the parents aren’t really too motivated or invested they didn’t work out for them so they aren’t 

motivated or invested in their kids either.  And so when you don’t have that it’s pretty darn hard, it’s 

pretty darn hard to really ya know.  I mean I just had a kid dropout, he just really didn’t see the 

relevance of going to school anymore he’s a junior and he’s a good student, a smart kids, it drives me 

crazy cause he could really benefit ya know his mom says, yeah, I think I’m just going to let him dropout 

and get a job.  And I get a call three weeks later he’s a big bowler and we have a high school club 

bowling team but he can’t be on it unless he’s enrolled in school so that was his reason for coming back, 

I said great! You should be here anyway, this is where you belong.  So it’s crazy stuff. 
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I: Are there other ways you get folks back from that disappeared in to life status? 

SA: Oh a lot of them will call me later.  They might disappear for a while and then come back. And it just 

kind of depends, you really the toughest ones are the ones you don’t connect into something, some 

other place before they  go.  Ya know you really want them to be connected somewhere.  And so you I 

mean it’s really part of your job, I mean I feel like it is part of my job to do that.  Cause it’s not just about 

them being here, it’s about helping them find that path that will give them some success.  But I’m also 

okay with letting them go and experience life for a while and say when you figure out what you want I 

would be glad to help you with it.  I mean I get kids all the time calling me, stopping back, doing 

whatever to check in.  Most of the time on their initiative but there’s another place where the county 

could provide some services ya know and they do I know they have more outreach programs through 

the intermediate district  287 to try to locate those kids and bring them back in.  And I think that is 

definitely a needed service.   

I: I think we kind of did 21 and 22.  So our next step for a question, thinking back to MDE, they have the 

new MMR, multiple measurement rating system, have you heard about that, what do you think about 

it? 

SA: A little bit.  Well I think that anything that gets away from standardized testing is a good thing.  

Trying to define those variables, if you are looking how to measure, I don’t know the specifics of the 

instrument. I don’t pay a lot of attention to this, you can probably tell.  Not because, it’s just because I’m 

not too into bureaucratic solutions to things, but ah, anything that looks at multiple measurements I’ll 

just say generally speaking is a step in the right direction.  Yeah, Yeah so I would think that is a positive 

trend.  

I: You said you you’re not into the bureaucratic side, so we know that you would never want this job, 

SA:  (Laughs loudly) 

I: but if you were in the position of being in charge of MDE is there anything that you would stop 

doing? 

SA: No, that would never happen. 

I: Is there anything there currently that you would stop doing? 

SA: Ya know most of the time I try not to think about it.  To be honest with you my orientation is so 

towards the kids and the people I work with that I don’t even think about our own district.  Ya know 

what I’m saying.   I mean they pay me don’t get me wrong but my real focus is on what I’m doing with 

the students.  I could care less what their policies on things are so I’m really just trying to do what my 

experience and knowledge tells me is best that I can do.  So I really don’t pay a lot of attention to those 

things.  I could care less if our program was poorly evaluated I mean it really wouldn’t bother me.  But 

you got to understand I’m 62 years old (laughs) I don’t care about a lot of things anymore.  So it’s like as 

long as I know and the feedback I’m getting from my students and my parents say keep doing what 

you’re doing, you’re doing a good job and that’s why we assess the quality and the type of program we 
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have.  Not that I don’t appreciate MDE and others that are into that but really that is who I rely on, 

they’re the people affected by what we are doing and so we’re not perfect and we don’t help every 

single kid don’t get me wrong, that’s just a reality of our business.  You want to, but you also have to 

have the judgment to understand that you have limits as to where you can go.  I’m just being honest 

with you.  

I: We appreciate your candor.  So would it be fair to say in this alternate universe where you are in 

charge of MDE, but you have all this fabulous experience where the rubber meets the road… 

SA: You’re going to try to keep at MDE.  Yeah, I’ll just tell you what I do. It’s the people that teach for 

me.  They are the experts.  They know best. They are the people whose judgment I trust.  I don’t 

micromanage things and try to tell them how to do things. I support them, I work with them and try to 

help them and so what I would say is that ya know if you have people that you don’t feel are qualified or 

capable of doing the job they shouldn’t be doing it. That’s what I would be more focused on and I would 

say to other people ya know, I know there’s this public accountability thing, but it just doesn’t really to 

my mind to improve education.  We have needs, don’t get me wrong, and we have things we can do 

better but I don’t think, I think most people are pretty self-evaluative.  They know their roles are so 

important in creating these opportunities and helping these kids find success.  It’s like man what else do 

you need?   I don’t know.  

I: I think that answers both sides of our question. 

SA: Ya if you don’t have that I don’t know it’s really hard work, so you’d better like what you do and 

you’d better feel good about it or I don’t know how you can do it to be honest with you.  I’m looking 

forward to taking my dog for a walk along the river for about an hour.  Every day, you know you work 

with people with needs it’s stressful.  You just have to have good balance, good sense of things you’re 

gonna get buried.   

I: Our next question will be almost impossible for you to answer. (laughs) 

SA: Never count on that. (laughs) 

I: Okay well we’ll give it a shot anyway.  How have changes in policy at the state and federal level 

impacted your ability as a school to stay on track? 

SA: To be honest, as I said I really don’t pay a lot of attention.  I mean when I have to I do, but what 

would I say about that.  I think some of the things have created an increase in awareness. Ya know when 

people say we need to focus on this this is an issue or concern.  Hopefully you were already aware of it 

and were focusing on it, but if you weren’t I can see where that information is valuable.  I don’t think 

anyone was surprised when no child left behind came down and the achievement gap I don’t think 

anyone would be shocked by that.   But I think more mainstream education brought more of a  focus, 

don’t get me wrong, I do think some of those things are good because it brings a sense, because maybe 

we aren’t doing the best job we could do here  I mean when you’ve  got 80% of the kids doing great and 

20% not no one seemed to be too worried about it.  Ya know what I’m saying.  So and I’m talking more 
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about in the mainstream education setting.  But as more and more things require, what in the 50’s only 

about half the kids graduated from high school but there were all these manufacturing jobs that they 

could slide into, so it wasn’t a big deal.  But now we’ve raised the ante so much, I’m not so sure it ya 

know we’ve got way too much emphasis on college.  Ya know that everyone has to  be college ready and 

the community byes into it even the  ya know there are so many other avenues for people to make a 

good living and do this but everyone thinks that if you don’t go to that four year college your somehow a 

failure.  And that’s too bad.  I don’t think we’ve done a good job in that sense trying to support people 

that want to pursue two year programs or two year whether its technical college or whatever, it’s just 

kinda fight with that with people sometimes when your kid is really a hands on learner they don’t really 

get off on the academic part of it maybe a technical college is a better fit for them.  But it’s just like, it 

drives me crazy.  That is one thing that definitely we don’t have a very realistic, at least the policy 

makers don’t have a very realistic sense of the general student.   I use different analogies, like if I tell 

everyone in this room has to do some physical task and has to meet some minimum standard and it’s 

higher than what most of us can do and if you can’t do it you’re a failure and it makes no sense. It makes 

no sense.  So from I’ve seen of most of the educational and you have to understand I’m a successful 

product of that system, we probably all are successful products of that system .  So we all benefitied  but  

when you get out in the real world and you see what people are really the people are making people 

winners and losers, I mean what for? Why are we doing this?  Why are we creating this punitive?  I 

mean that high stakes testing was a killer.  I’d get kids that had all their credits to graduate and they 

couldn’t graduate because they couldn’t pass the one of the tests.  And you go what is wrong with this?  

This is WRONG.  

I: So you’re excited about the new standard then? 

SA: Yeah well of course, I love, I mean trust mean when they dropped that it took a lot of stress off of I 

mean cause you push and push and push trying to prepare kids. They made such a farce out of it anyway 

like with the math test like you don’t have to pass it you just have to try it three times. And now the new 

standard is okay you didn’t pass one of the MCAs so then you should take an ACT.  You don’t have a cut 

score you just take it. What is that?  Who thinks of things this stupid? Honest to God, what kind of 

thinking goes into this? And does that make any sense to anybody?  And why did you think to do that?  I 

got a lot more kids going to community and technical college let’s have somebody come out here and 

they can take the Accuplacer because that’s relevant because this is going to impact them directly, but 

ACT no.  I might have a handful of kids going to a four year college but the vast majority are not so it’s 

like Oh, My God.  And they can’t pass an MCA so they’re gonna give them an ACT.  You should have 

heard what I said to my director what I thought about that.  I said this has got, I probably didn’t use the 

word stupid, but I said it in another way, Is this really the best we can do?  Is this really what we think is?  

So I don’t have a problem with questioning our highest level administrators when it comes to things that 

are just plain stupid.  I mean that don’t really make sense, maybe I’m missing the logic in this. 

I: That was a fantastic interview.  You are an advocate for your students.  Thank you for your time.  
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APPENDIX I: TRANSCRIPTION INTERVIEW #6 
Interviewer (I):  Why do you believe kids come to school here? 

School Admin (SA): There are two answers to that… To be honest with you, this is parents’ school 

choice. It’s a charter school created, I think in 2002 or 2003 (2003) and it’s a parent choice. If we ask the 

students today in the school “where do you want to go” they would all be running away from here.  

I: OK 

SA: And the reason is cultural sensitivity – they want to have both worlds. They want to have their 

culture; you know this is predominately an east African student population. We might have two or three 

students at a time from the middle east other than that they are all from east Africa – Somilia, Ethopia 

and Kenya – the horn of Africa, actually, all of it. Predominately, they are all Muslim but we don’t teach 

religion here. The school has nothing to do with religion. 

I: Right. 

SA: One of the successes we have here is that people like to learn, the environment is very safe, the 

teachers are great – I mean it! – And when you get all those things together success must be there. 

I: Right. 

SA: I’m going to chime in on the second part of that. This originally I think, first and foremost, is a parent 

choice school but once the kids are here and go here and are successful there are many students that 

wouldn’t leave even if their parents said “go ahead and go to Roosevelt or Kennedy or whatever. So, 

there are some kids that don’t want to be here, they want to be over with their buddies at some other 

school but we have opportunities for our population of students that they’re not going to get at another 

school and so they like being here for that reason. So, it’s kind of a mixed bag I think on that.  

I’d like to add to that – I’ve actually talked with some students that have come and said “why did you 

come here? Why didn’t you go somewhere else?” And he said “you know, frankly, I can get a great shot 

at getting a scholarship to a college” and that was the primary reason even though they took the bus 

ride all the way from St. Paul to come here. They ended up coming here and he ended up getting a 

scholarship opportunity at a school. He came for that reason and he got it. So I think there’s many that 

would say the same thing. We have a really strong history of high scholarship awards given out.  

I: OK. 

SA: And I might be getting off the topic here. 

I: No, actually this is a great transition because my next question is “why do students stay” and this is 

part of that reason. 

SA: They stay for many reasons. They stay and especially if they, once they become a junior they realize 

and this I think any counselor will tell you the same thing: they realize, the focused students realize that 
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jumping around and switching schools is not in their best interest and that they could jeopardize their 

graduation and whatnot and so a lot of kids will find a place that is a good fit for them and then stay put 

and a lot of our kids, they want to be in the running for some of those opportunities like college possible 

and we can talk about that later. Opportunities we have for kids like college prep opportunities; last year 

our senior class broke a record, just shattered our record for scholarships. They had $2.9 million worth 

of scholarships out of a class of 56 kids.   

I: Wow – that’s a lot! 

SA: Yeah. And now this year’s seniors have vowed that they’re going to break that record (laughter / 

expressions of amazement) so the beat goes on you know, and we’re like “all-right – let’s see it!” but 

they better pick it up a notch!  

That reminds me of one of the students who graduated from this school two years ago. I don’t know 

which school he came from, maybe a northeast school and he was playing basketball, he was on the 

basketball team. You know how kids like basketball but his cousin graduated from here – he was our 

valedictorian – and he got a full scholarship from North Dakota State – NDSU to become a pharmacist. 

When he got a full scholarship, this guy dropped the chances he had in basketball. He just left his school 

and came here – he was like six foot something, six – six or something like that and I asked “why did you 

come here?” and he said “you know what, I don’t think I’ll succeed in that [basketball] but I want to 

follow my cousin. He got to exactly the same place, I don’t know if he’s the same major but now he’s in 

North Dakota, he will finish and will get married – he’s in that cycle – and now he tells everybody “you 

should come here because in North Dakota unemployment is zero. You can work there and in one 

semester get a new car. That’s how he advertises it (laughter). 

SA: You’ve got to be willing to get your hands dirty in the oil fields, but… (more laughter) 

Actually, he likes it. That’s one of the kinds of incentives. One of the things is these people are poor. 

They came from probably destitute [situations], they didn’t have much money, and to them for 

somebody to have a good job, you know, to have a university with a full scholarship, for them it’s too 

much. 

We’re ninety-nine percent free and reduced lunch at our school. 

I: OK. That’s an amazing contrast, and education can help break that barrier.  

SA: They don’t feel they are free reduced, they don’t feel they are deprived and you wouldn’t know it if 

you saw them. They are walking around with $200 to $700 cell phones and iPods and iPads. Teachers 

cannot buy these [due to the expense]. I had a kid that walked into my office and say “do you have 

change for a hundred dollar bill?” I said “you do know you are at a school.” People in education don’t 

have change for a hundred dollar bill… 

I: There are some interesting contrasts in culture going on right here. 

SA: They’re really are. Absolutely.  
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I: So you’ve given us some great stories on the super high-end success; looking at folks from like an 

individual education plan – the IEP’s or 504 plans. Are they a big part of your [student] population? 

SA: Not a huge part but we have approximately I think 17 on the case load right now for special ed so 

approximately 17 out of 360 kids. So not huge. Right now, as of today, we don’t have anybody on a 504, 

there’s just not a need at this point. I’m sure we’ll run into somebody; we have had people on 504’s in 

the past but it’s always been one or two or whatever.  

I: OK, so do you think that level is going to stay about that same rate or do you think it is going to 

grow? 

SA: It could change because one of the things that people from east Africa did not like – to them special 

ed is like a curse. It has taken them a long time to warm up to that. Culturally, they don’t call mentally 

handicapped or physically handicapped anything like special ed. The stigma was that if you are special 

ed you are stupid, you don’t have enough understanding of anything. But they are learning now. We 

used to have one or two students in special ed that came from other schools – the IEP transferred with 

them – and parents coming here used to say I don’t want my student to be in special ed. The only 

reason they brought them here was because there was no special ed. But now our case is going to 17. 

People are feeling more comfortable about saying “my kid needs special ed.” This is the first time I am 

hearing this. They are more open to having their kids assessed and if they qualify then they are in the 

program. 

Most of the reason is that they saw some special ed students here that went to college and where 

successful. They said “I thought it was a bad thing to do that” but look at this – they changed their 

minds, they are learning more.  

I: Right, yeah. 

SA: So I understood that they are being more ‘Americanized’ to be honest with you.  

I: Yes, it takes a-while to work through that but I can see the reason behind the numbers potentially 

growing for you.  

SA: Yes and the numbers are growing as we grow. We used to have 195 students, and then we had 200, 

then 250, and then 275 and this year we’re at 360. And next year we’ll be closer to 400, we’ll be at 380. 

We started [our very first year] with 120. Our very first graduating class was 21 students in 2006.  

I: You’ve grown a lot. 

SA: We’ve grown a lot, yeah.  

I: So, my next question for you is “how do you define success for your school?” There must be a reason 

for that growth… 

SA:  Should we show him the chart? We are classified as a Reward School by MDE. This quadrant right 

here – these are the top Charter Schools in the State. 
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I: OK, so this is a statewide graph, then. 

SA: Right, this not according to geography or anything. This axis is free and reduced lunch percentage for 

students and the Y axis is the MMR percentage score that the schools receive. For instance you look at 

Ubah is right at the one hundred percent mark for free and reduced and you’ll see that our MMR 

percentage is roughly eighty six percent.  

I: Yeah, right up there in the top right corner. 

SA: Yes, so these schools here have populations of high free and reduced but they’re not [doing as well 

on the MMR scores].  

I: So do you have an official mission statement? 

SA: We do. I can’t recite it but give me a second and I’ll get it. It’s on my wall [brings a copy]. 

I: Ah-ha, here’s the official mission statement. “The mission of the Ubah Medical Academy is to…” 

SA: I’ll make a copy for you. 

I: Sure, that would be great, thanks! 

SA: Really that mission statement arose from the founding fathers when they founded our school. We 

have two sister schools. We have an elementary school and a middle school. [They are] three separate 

individual districts – we are our own districts - but when the Somali population started coming over to 

Minnesota they needed a place, they wanted a place, where they could educate their children in a safe 

environment, preserve their culture and of course then those elementary kids get [grow] to be middle 

kids and then we need a middle school and then we started a high school with just a ninth and tenth 

grade and then the next year they added an 11th and the next year they added a 12th.  

I: OK. 

SA: And then we grew out of that building and had to move here.  

I: Now your senior class is 60? 

SA: No, that was last year. Now we’re at 75. 

I: Wow. That’s a big jump. 

SA: Yes, that’s a big jump.  

I: OK, so you can look down the grades and anticipate what the population is going to be.  

SA: Oh, yeah. We have a waiting list every year, to get in. 

I: So, back to the questions on the mission statement. Um, how well is your mission understood and 

enacted by your staff here at Ubah? 
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SA: I think they understand it very well. You see what the mission statement is, it is to make sure that its 

culturally sensitive, to get equal opportunity as an American and to get the good of both sides. Here is a 

culture, there is a culture from back home and the vision of the founding fathers and founding mothers 

was to get the good of both sides. There is no culture that doesn’t have a good side or a bad side. There 

are a lot of bad sides in America. There are a lot of good sides in America. There are a lot of bad sides 

over there and there are a lot of good sides over there. Therefore to get the best of both in a safe 

environment is the key because if you see this school and the middle school and elementary they’ve 

grown from an adult education center. The parents, when they came they started an adult school 

teaching English as a second language in downtown and south Minneapolis and this school with the 

name Ubah started with adult education.  

I: OK. 

SA: And then when the parents get educated, in about two months or three months they know how to 

speak a little bit of English, their kids were in Roosevelt and any other public school. They didn’t like 

what they saw in the public schools then they said ‘why not?’ Why don’t we have our own school? The 

idea evolved from there and they started the elementary and then the middle school and then two 

years later they added the high school and Ubah [the name] stayed with the high school. The first 

elementary they started was Ubah, the middle school became Ubah and the elementary school became 

TIES. When the high school came into being it took [the name] Ubah. The middle school became MIMS. 

So we have TIES – Twin Cities International Elementary School and MIMS is the Minnesota International 

Middle School. 

I: Oh, OK, OK. 

SA: And now the adult education center still exists. All three schools support adult education. There are 

about 30 or 40 parents at any semester transported to the middle school. They get their education at 

night-time. Therefore the starting point is still there. And the plan here is to go to a two years college.  

I: Oh, OK. 

SA: That’s the ambition. Weather it is a dream come true or not, we are kind of half way there. We now 

have four sections of college classes that are taught right here on campus. They are not PSEO classes, 

they are college in the schools classes through the University of Minnesota. So we have CIS literature, 

two sections of that, writing this semester and literature next semester, and two sections of CIS physics 

so we have a lot of kids involved in those college classes right now. And next year we are planning on 

adding at least three if not more college classes.  

I: OK, so this leads right into my next question if funding were unlimited for you, what would you 

change about your program? 

SA: Limited funding? 

I: Unlimited funding – if money were no object. 
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SA: Wow. If you asked the kids, we’d do more field trips (laughter). 

We’d probably need a new building. We’d probably need our own building – we lease this from the 

Hopkins district. The limitation of this building, which we don’t want to leave, is that it can only 

accommodate 400 students. Which means we’re full, next year I am certain we will hit the limit and I 

don’t want to move from here. This has been a good fit for us. They [Hopkins] have been good to us. 

They welcomed us. It has been extremely good working with them for a long time until we have our own 

building but if we have enough funds we will be adding a two year college within here.  

I: OK. 

SA: We have found a way to get to two years without calling it a college. We are trying to work with 

Normandale to teach classes here that are transferrable to the U of MN and we’ll continue the CIS 

classes with the University of Minnesota. Therefore the top fifteen percent will take classes from the U 

of MN and the middle of the class will take Normandale classes. The idea is too eventually, it won’t 

happen next year, but maybe the next or certainly the following year kids could graduate from here and 

already have two years of college credits on their college transcripts without even leaving the campus.  

I: OK. 

SA: The cut rate / the graduation rate of the universities is very low. We’ve got to up that.  

I: Speaking of graduation rates, I’ve got a few questions about graduation rates specifically for you. So, 

how would you describe the student perception of a need to graduate in four years? 

SA: From college? 

I: No, from high school. 

SA: High. Very high. One of the things that this population of parents, not that American parents don’t 

value education – we all do – but this is like a given, I mean they come here with, education is the key 

for their kids success. It’s like their life mission to get their kids educated. They have a very, very strong 

sense of what an education will do for their kids.  

I: How do teachers and administrators help or hinder that perception then? 

SA: I don’t think we hinder it at all. We tag right along on that one. Do we ever hinder or do we help?  I 

think we fulfill their dreams. One of the things you have to understand is this community; it’s partially 

obnoxious in such a way that each kid should graduate from the university. Anybody from back home 

who used to be a college graduate used to be in a good spot. Therefore every parent, every mom and 

dad want their kid to graduate from college.  

I: A four year college. 

SA: Yeah. They kind of skip the whole graduate from high school in four years. That’s just a given. Yeah, 

and then you will go to a college or university. One of the good things about it is to them a four year 
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college, master’s degree, PhD; it is the same as long as that kid has a four year college. Back home we 

call him doctor; you believe it, like the Italians? 

I: I don’t know the Italians… 

SA: If you have a bachelor degree in Italy you are a doctor. A doctor X, doctor Y, doctor Z and we’ve 

been colonized by the Italian part of the country and the Italian protectorate; that’s where the idea 

came. You know you graduate from college and they call you doctor. Therefore the other stigma 

prevents a kid with a point eight GPA wants to go to college and you say what are you going to be? A 

two year college – they don’t want it. The parents just have a fit [and say] “I have to have the university. 

Technical college, no.” It takes a loooong time to convince them that this is the ability of your kid; that 

they aren’t going to get into the U. 

Ninety five percent and above want to go to the University of Minnesota. They don’t even think about 

anything else. It’s just University of Minnesota or nothing else. They know about the University of 

Minnesota before they get here.  

Yeah. Absolutely. 

Don’t think this is easy. You have around 60 or 70 students that graduate from here and in the 

University of Minnesota… If you check them you will find them from graduating this year til the 

freshmen they will be over 100, that’s my thinking. And the worst part of it is you want your student to 

graduate and be a doctor. They all want him to be a doctor or an engineer but they might have a GPA of 

one or point eight. 

I: Hmmm, yeah how is that going to work? 

SA: Well, that’s exactly the conversation I have with the students and the parents. It’s like my job is not 

to tell you that you can’t end up that and my job is not to tell you that you can’t apply to the U but it is 

my job to tell you what the odds are and right now they’re not good but you go ahead and apply 

because for some of those kids to get that first rejection letter is exactly what they need to go ‘boink. To 

realize there are other options.  

I: To pick up the pace or explore other options. 

SA: By that time there is no picking up the pace. They’re a senior; the pace has been dragging them. 

We had a student that had about a 1.1 GPA but a very smart kid and he took the ACT and got a 21 or 22, 

I don’t know and he emailed himself another ACT grade like he 31 and showed to other students and his 

parents he got a 31 and argued with the U of MN ‘I’ve got a 31’ to the admissions office. 

I: OK, this is not good… 

SA: But he doesn’t care. He didn’t get in, by the way. I sent the official ACT and his grades.  
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When he got his rejection letter he said to me “I’ll go to the technical college, the St Paul College. I’ll go 

there, don’t worry. And he’ll do well, he will. But he was lazy for four years; excuse me, for three and a 

half years and then it was too little, too late. But his mind is set, he has to graduate from the U of MN 

and he will, there is no doubt in my mind he will. 

Historically, we’ve had a 60 / 40 [percent] four year to two year graduation as far as where they go; a 

four year college or two year college. Some years that’s flip flopped. I think two years ago it was 40 / 60. 

Last year I think it was 50 / 50 and this year I think it’s going to be 60 / 40 again so we are right about at 

that 50 percent of them go to a four year. 

Not only is the expectation there, the raw data can support that; there is evidence that says ‘yes, there 

have been all these students that have graduated from our high school and then have gone on to an 

institution of higher learning either in a two year or a four year school’ and its happened consistently 

throughout our history. Once you graduate from here the second hit is college no matter where, no 

matter what. 

We probably have, of the kids that graduate, every year our graduation rate is pretty high, last year we 

only had one kid who hasn’t graduated and every other kid who graduates goes to college somewhere, I 

mean they go somewhere. 

I: Yeah, because that’s the focus.  

SA: There’s probably, I can count on one hand for all the years we’ve been in existence the number of 

high school graduates that didn’t go to college.  

I: Wow. 

SA: We have also even some of them when they can’t get anywhere here or they become too social or 

distracted, they go to Malaysia, they go to India, the family sends them out to college. There isn’t any 

other life, their second life is college. It’s part of the culture. That’s the good thing about it. At the end, 

five or six years down the road, 80 percent will graduate from college. 

I: Right. 

SA: Maybe their GPA is one but it doesn’t matter (laughter). But they don’t care about that. They won’t 

be doctors, but… 

I: That’s great (humor). 

SA: That’s the best word – ‘I have to graduate from college’. 

I: Yes. So thinking back to that one person or those very few exceptions of students that don’t graduate 

from high school, do you have policies or procedures in place to help them catch up in credits? 

SA: Absolutely. We have, in fact every single year we have two, three or four kids that don’t finish on 

time and so they’ll go in the summer or in the fall we have an ALC that we are connected with, they’re 
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not a part of us but they’ll go and take their credits and as soon as I get a transcript from that 

organization showing that they finished what they needed to finish their requirements then they get a 

diploma.  

I: So for any student that falls behind in requirements, what other requirements [do you have] for 

students to make up missing credits if they fall behind, if they miss a class or fall behind in credits? 

SA: Well, first of all, we don’t wait until graduation for that. So I start in with the 10th grade kids who are 

already short credits, sending out letters to parents, meeting with the kids, telling them here’s how 

much you’re short, here’s what you need to do between now and two years from now if you want to 

graduate. So there’s summer school, we send them to summer school. I refer them out especially their 

junior year I refer them out to this ALC where they can pick up credits in the evening and then again 

they get those credits, I put them in their tally… 

I: Put them in their folder… 

SA: Yep. For some of the kids, that catches them up and they graduate then. For others, they have to do 

that and something afterwards. It just depends on how far; I mean we’ve got some kids that failed every 

class they ever took for the first two years of school. 

I: Wow. 

SA: It’s very rare, but every school gets a kid like that.  

I: Sure, OK. 

SA: And then their junior year they’re like ‘whoa, I really need to wake up here.’ Yep, you do. 

I: OK. 

SA: So we have a system in place for getting them caught up and tracking that. I’ll also say that some of 

those conversations about where you’re at right now start in ninth grade even. I’ve already had 

conversations with many of our new ninth graders this year from mid-term on so those conversations 

start as soon as the kids are starting to fall off and they [the conversations] continue. I have what’s 

called a “watch list” so I track, I have a folder that I just track kids and every week I look and call them 

back in, I call parents, I send out letters, whatever needs to be done. 

We have a lot of things in place for them to graduate. One of the stigmas we use, when they graduate 

from ninth grade if they have less than eight and a half credits we tell them you are grade nine. You are 

going back to grade nine again.  

I: OK. 

SA: We don’t advance them according to credits. If they have less than eight and a half we tell them and 

then they catch up and say ‘how do I do?’ One of the parents this year we told them you are going back 
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to grade nine she was telling me yesterday he is back to [grade] ten. He started, he’s one of the kids that 

I had this conversation with. You know right now, he’s changed from F’s to A’s and B’s. 

I: Wow! 

SA: That’s the incentive, you know and they do not, the worst thing in the world, you can give me as 

many F’s as you want but if you call me a ninth grader the second year that kid will crawl under the table 

or change schools and not come back. Now every kid knows that if you don’t get this number of credits 

each year you’re going to be, you will not graduate with your group and then they do whatever it takes 

and some of them didn’t wake up ‘til late but they wake up.  

And the other thing is we have about four or five kids that did not pass either the MCA test or are 

missing one course or something like that. They get to keep coming back to take those. At the same time 

they start college especially Normandale or MCTC and when they were in college for one year they pass 

the MCA test and get an official transcript that they graduate and their diploma. With their credits I 

don’t know how they allow them, it’s amazing, it’s amazing. She had one credit pending for her to 

graduate from Normandale. They didn’t graduate but they start applying for college and say ‘I will get 

my diploma next week or you know’, the colleges get money and say that you [are accepted] 

conditionally. You get the diploma and… 

I: OK. 

SA: Not too many colleges will do that but some will. Like two year or community colleges, I don’t know. 

I: Yeah, I guess it would vary, depending on the college and if it’s pending and away you go. 

SA: I just wanted to jump in on a point I wanted to re-iterate. In a couple of conversations I’ve had with 

students this year about grades, I’ve looked up their grades when they are referred for a behavior issue I 

also look up their grades at the same time and just say “you know you’re in danger of having to repeat 

ninth grade classes. You fail this quarter you will see yourself having to make up this class.” And the 

biggest reaction I get out of anything I say, the eyes are really wide open when I say “you’re in danger of 

having to repeat these classes as a ninth grader next year with the incoming freshmen next year.” That is 

just amazing seeing the reaction you get. I can’t stress enough how big of a reaction you get with that. 

It’s [almost like] ‘kill me before you put me back in ninth.” 

I: Yeah. 

SA: Or I say to them “what year would you like to graduate?” and they always say their graduation year. 

I: Yeah, because that’s your class. 

SA: And I say “how’s that working for you?” and here are your grades so how’s that going to happen? 

‘Cause it’s not happening.  
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I: Yeah, I come from a small school so I understand this small class size, you know everybody in your 

class and that’s part of your peer group. You want to stay right with your peers.  

SA: Absolutely.  

I: So I’ve got another question for you. There’s a Hennepin County program called A-GRAD, um, it 

stands for Accelerating Graduation by Reducing Disparities. Is this a program that you’ve heard of? 

SA: I have heard of it. I not really familiar with it but I have heard of it. 

I: OK 

SA: We never use it (laughter). 

I: OK, so can you describe how it might be helpful? 

SA: I’m not familiar enough with it to know how it would be implemented. I just know that it exists and 

that some of the larger, main stream schools have it. 

I: OK, so does your school have any direct connections with county staff, Hennepin County staff or 

programs?  

SA: No. 

I: No, not too much? OK 

SA: No, not too much but if we want to contact, who do we contact? Do you have a contact? 

I: Oh, it’s in general, it’s a general question. Some people have talked about probation officers, some 

people talk about mental health… 

SA: I have contacts with both Ramsey county and Hennepin as far as if I need to contact somebody in 

the county agency for a family or whatever, yeah, absolutely. 

I: OK, yeah because you are probably a required reporter, in some instances. 

SA: Yep. 

I: OK, to sum up, we’ve been talking about graduation rates. What do you think are your schools 

biggest challenges when it comes to graduation rates from high school? I don’t think, I don’t know, 

maybe you don’t have too many. 

SA: I think every school has challenges. The challenge is always to try to do better the next year than you 

did the last year. We’ve been blessed with having pretty high graduation rates and we attribute that to 

hardworking teachers, parents commitment to education and the kids desire to go on to college. Plus 

the programs we have implemented, I mean, you look back in our school in the early days, I mean, 

basically we were and ELL [ESL?] school. Yeah, absolutely. We had four full time ELL teachers.  
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I: OK. 

SA: Our demographics have completely flip-flopped because now 99 percent of our kids are born and 

raised in America. Yeah, we had a high percentage of new-comers. Absolutely. We had a sheltered 

newcomer program for kids, who were like, literally, right off the boat.  I can actually recall a time when 

I was in class and I had a student come in who was new. This was like the middle of the year. So I always 

asked the student, I go so ‘where are you from?’ and she said she was from Nairobi, Kenya which is a 

common response and I said ‘well how long have you been in the United States?’ she said I just came 

last Friday and it was Wednesday [of the next week] (laughter). But it [the language] wasn’t that fluent. 

I: Yeah, but that was her response… 

SA: We had a sheltered program for the kids who spoke no English and could read or write no English 

and now we have one full time ELL teacher and can barely keep him busy so we’ve completely flipped 

around with that so back in those days along with if you don’t have language acquisition if that’s your 

struggle as a student it’s gonna affect your grades, bar none. I mean in those early days we started, 

remember the after school programs, the mandatory after school programs for study help and prepping 

for the MCA’s and all of that. So, we’ve implemented a lot of programs and we have some that we’ve 

put right into our curriculum so we don’t have to have the after school one. And I think all of those 

things have just pushed us in the direction that we’re going.  

We were struggling but it looks like we are cruising now (laughter). 

But I wouldn’t want to go back to those days, remember it was rough! It was! It was quite a learning 

experience. 

I: Yeah, I believe it. 

SA: Those people that we had, their children are with us now, that’s the good thing about it. 

I: That’s great, there’s nothing that helps success like success, right?  

SA: Absolutely.  

I: So um, speaking of success, I know the Minnesota Department of Education, one of the things they 

do is post graduation rates, high school graduation rates, on their website. Do you think that’s a fair 

assessment of a school’s success? 

SA: I think it is. I think it is one of many of the benchmarks we should look at when we view schools 

success. I mean because you can have, although this has never happened here, you could have a senior 

class where all but two kids graduated but if you looked at the average GPA of that class, maybe there 

were 25 kids that had a point eight or a one point two GPA. 

I: Yeah, I understand. 



131 
 

SA: They graduated, that counts, but are they successful? Is that success? I think we need to measure it 

in a lot of other ways besides just graduation rates and the testing, the state testing.  

I: Right, OK. So thinking about the mechanics of reporting graduation rates to MDE, who does that for 

you guys and how does that work? 

SA: It’s automatic. We put it into the system and they get it from the system.  

I: Yep. OK. 

SA: We’re on a system called Power School and so when 75 of our seniors graduate they get what’s 

called “rolled into” graduated students and those MARSS numbers automatically get sent to the state, 

tagged as graduated and then that part of the … it’s a pretty complex formula that the state uses for 

graduation it’s not the simple ‘hey, we had 56 kids last year, one didn’t graduate’ you know. We do that 

math and we have a really high graduation rate but there are really, technically, a lot of other things that 

get rolled into that formula. Who was here at one time, who left, where did they go, did they enroll, it’s 

pretty complex.  

At the same time if you want to evaluate something to be fair to schools and students, exams are not 

the best. It doesn’t tell you how much you know but it tells you what grade you have. The only thing we 

all agree is that grading system; MDE has no controls over the schools, a lot but to put them on that 

system and say ‘that’s where you are’ and this is the graduation rate. I think that’s the only thing they 

have. It’s not the best way but I think there is no better way than that, to put the graduation rate and 

ridicule anybody who does not ‘do good’ but there may be problems, and the problems they have as 

long as it’s justified, that’s why the school still exists. [If] you see a school that has ten percent 

graduation or their MMR is very low like some schools, they still exist. 

I: Yes. 

SA: And they exist for a reason. You know when they analyze and say why are you at this level, they 

come to the conclusion that the people working are trying, and teachers are trying, but something is 

wrong. That is why the school exists. Therefore as long as they didn’t close, any school that fail and say if 

you are below 60, you close the school, they have a reason to let them… this is what I’m talking about. 

I: I understand. And their system is designed to help improve and make changes in the school. 

SA: That’s true. They call them names, for example, Reward School, Celebration. The middle they don’t 

give them any name. Then they go to the level of some schools that are other three levels at the 

bottom.  What are the names they use? 

I don’t know, but one of the terms… I hope I never become familiar with them. 

Yes, exactly.  If you ever hear the word “fresh start,” that’s not a word you want to hear in your school 

building because that’s when they move in and take over and completely start over. 
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There are three names [but] I can’t think of them. Some of them, they change the whole organization, 

put in a new administration. Some of them, they help the lowest five percent. There are names; you 

have to find it out. 

I: Yes, and they’re attached to the MMRs, their multiple measurement rates. 

SA: I think the Rewards School is at the top. It’s not just the graduation rate that gets you in that 

category. It’s like four different things. Graduation is one piece of that. Achievement gap, proficiencies… 

I:  So to sum that up, what do you think about their multiple measurement rating system?  Do you 

think that’s a good system or not a good system or… 

SA:  I think it’s much better than the old system that we had before which was only the AYP, and, for 

example, only MCA was the result to evaluate schools.  I think this is much more comprehensive and 

more fair to the schools because as a student, if I don’t need to pass a certain test, I’m not going to 

really care about it, you know what I mean?  And so, there are some tests that affect the school and not 

the kid and so forth and I think this way is a lot more fair. More fair and at the same time taking where 

you are [into consideration, for example] there is a student that improves from a third year grade level 

to tenth grade level, from three to ten in a year or two. That kid improves a lot but the MCA doesn’t care 

about that. If you didn’t pass the MCA, you are dead. But we have the test called the NWA, all state tests 

that mandate all charter schools should have. We use the MAP testing that mimics the MCA. Now if you 

see this kid improve from third level reading to tenth level reading in two years, it is a great 

achievement. 

I: Yes. 

SA: The MMR considers that but the MCA doesn’t. We used to go to what we called the AYP; annual 

yearly growth progress or something like that and it only depends on that test. The math test and 

reading and writing. If you make it you make it and if you don’t make it you are “dumb.” If you didn’t 

come out in three years there is revolving, you have to move, you have to change the teachers or you 

have to change the administration then the next year you have to even shut [down] the school in the 

fifth year.  

I: OK. 

SA: Now it is different because what they are looking for is for all of that data. They are looking for 

students to improve and what was the improvement rate. And when we look at our data, out of 25 we 

are getting, except the MCA, we are getting 24.99 out of 25. Our graduation is like twenty, I mean the 

MCA results, the math is like 11 out of 25. 

Well, for the math there has been a waiver for all the kids in the state for the math so you take a test 

that ‘I don’t have to pass to graduate’ and what kid is going to stay up all night trying to pass that? 

Well, it used to be counted against them but not anymore.  
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The thing that’s good about the MMR that I like, like we were saying, is the non-proficient students are 

measured on their growth, and what level of growth they are achieving. If they are achieving low 

growth, medium growth or high growth then you can be compared amongst the other schools to see 

how you are doing with those non-proficient students, whether they did not meet or they whether they 

partially met, they are measured so we can see how much growth they show in that school over a year’s 

time or compared to the previous test.  

I: You’ve given me a couple of reasons why this might be helpful. One is that comparison to other 

schools so that way you get some kind of feedback but it’s also fair to the schools in the whole system 

instead of “a test”, a “pass or fail.” 

SA: Absolutely. And I think one of those things is that they just look at each schools growth individually 

and then in comparison but first they look at [the] growth of students in that school and that’s the good 

thing about it. That’s [the] great [thing] about the MMR, better than the MCA. 

I: OK, OK, so one of the things we noticed when we were looking at the data and numbers is, specifically 

at graduation rates, you’ve got MDE that publishes a four year graduation rate, and a five year and a six 

year and for the students on the five year and six year they are labeled as continuing but if you are not 

continuing you might be either a drop out or an unknown. We are trying to figure out who these 

unknowns are because a dropout, I know you’ve got procedures in place… 

SA: I think read our data that unknown, continuing and all those were, they have been corrected. 

I: OK. 

SA: They were not existing in the sense of students that have transferred from our school to out of 

state. We never used to put them the right code and that we corrected now. So if you look now you will 

not see those.  

I: So you know what they, where… 

SA: Oh, yeah. There were some inconsistencies with dropping of those students so if we were to flash 

back a year and with the corrected data we would be three years in a row a Reward School. 

I: Oh, OK. 

SA: We missed being a reward school last year only because of that. And when we found out and we 

found each student, we corrected those data. Eighteen percent of our students were missing, were 

continuing, 18 percent were unknown. Our graduation rate was only 69 percent and we were in shock 

and said ‘what’s going on?’ We [now] know where each student was, we found them, each one of them, 

and we put the right code and we went back to work and now if you check the same data you will not 

see those.  

I: Right, because you’ve cleared them up. 
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SA: If I could jump in here, I just got a report yesterday about seven unknowns and so I asked our staff, 

you know, our parent liaison, what do we know about the status of these students, these unknowns? 

And out of the seven, I think there were four that were out of country, just gone to another country. 

There was like one that went to another state, one ended up transferring to another school and another 

one was gone for a-while and then came back. So I mean, that’s basically… 

I: Have those all been recoded then? 

SA: Yeah. And we’re just waiting for the word to see how they turn out as far as the coding goes. 

I: OK. Great! 

SA: So that’s just an example of how… There’s no single student lost, with the exception of if you put a 

different code, that’s the only thing. If a student transfers within the state you put a number. Out of 

state is a different number. Out of the country is another number. If you just put those three, you’re 

done.  

What will happen sometimes is a kid will say ‘I’m transferring to Roosevelt’. Ok, so we know they are 

transferring to Roosevelt. They get dropped from here and coded a certain way because they are going 

to Roosevelt and then the end up ‘I guess I’m not going to Roosevelt, I think I’m going to Kenya.’ But 

[now] we’ve coded them a different way or vice versa, the situation is different [it has changed after the 

coding] and so we’ll get reports on that and we can go back into it and check and see and get them 

coded right, coded correctly. 

If he or she transfers within the state and you put the state code and without them telling you they go 

to Kenya, MDE will say ‘where is this missing kid?’ and you have to answer, you have to trace and find 

where is that person and finally when you get it you put in the right code. 

We had one kid say they were transferring to Grand Forks, so North Dakota, so that’s one code but in 

actuality they moved to East Grand Forks. 

I: Well, now that’s a different community… 

SA: Completely different coding.  

I: So that’s in Minnesota. 

SA: Yep, yep. 

I: So is there a code for dropouts?  

SA: If they age out, if they are twenty one.  

I: So, can you describe the typical process at your school for students who decide to quit coming, who 

decide to drop out? 

SA: We’ve never had a dropout.  
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I: Never? 

SA: Ever. We’ve had transfer students and there are students who have probably transferred 

somewhere else and then dropped out of that school but we’ve not had a dropout.  

I: OK. 

SA: We have ‘aged out’ which is different, two years ago, but we don’t have dropouts. 

I: OK. So I know we’ve been talking a little bit about MDE, so is there anything, if you were in charge of 

running the Minnesota Department of Education, that you would stop doing? 

SA: I would stop having a website that’s not user friendly. Please! 

I: Too much information, not enough direction?  

SA: Well, yeah, you can spend a half hour just clicking trying to where you want to go and then if you try 

to call you better have a whole afternoon on your hands so that’s my perception. 

That’s your perception because you’ve been in America forever when I have experience with many parts 

of the world I think MDE is doing good. You should have some outside experience to talk about them.  

I: OK. You bring a different perspective. That’s good. 

SA: Absolutely.  

I: So, I’m going to flip the question around and ask you ‘if you were in charge of running the Minnesota 

Department of Education, are there programs that you would start or implement that would help 

support your school?’ 

SA: Did I understand what you said? What did you say? 

I: If you were in charge… 

SA: Which I won’t be… laughter… these are difficult questions… 

I: Are there programs you would start, that would be a statewide program run by the department… 

SA: To be honest with you, if I were in charge of MDE, the Department of Education, in the United States 

I don’t believe America has high school or primary school indicators (?). Elementary school, middle 

school, high school, it stinks! It’s not how the world functions. When our kids [back home] graduate 

from high school they think like college graduates here. We prepare them for work from high school.  

I: Yes. 

SA: We took all the classes. I have students in high school that don’t know the order of operations, 

which comes first, plus or minus or times, PEMDAS, please excuse my dear aunt sally. We have a teacher 

right now, she gave them a test without a calculator and no student passed, all the students failed. And 
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what they are failing is addition, subtraction and fractions and multiplication of numbers [for example] 

twenty five plus thirteen times two. They don’t know how to do it without the calculator. 

I: Ah-ha. 

SA: We don’t have that. I would change the whole structure… and the second thing is this: why does 

every county have their own way of governing something? The whole nation takes one examination to 

graduate from elementary to middle school, one exam comes from the department of education, goes 

to every elementary school, I know America is too large but back home it was very simple. High school 

has one exam to graduate, middle school has one exam to graduate and elementary school has one 

exam to graduate. Three times exams. And if you don’t know this material, you don’t go on to the next 

level. No social promotion. And that’s part of what we, as high schools, we struggle with that because 

we have kids sitting in our classrooms right now who can’t put together three coherent sentences. They 

cannot pass grade two, not eight. I’ve got a kid who is taking Algebra One for a second time. High school 

teachers should not have to go back and teach sixth and seventh grade math plus the high school 

curriculum, it’s a real burden. 

One of the things we have back home is, if you fail two classes in any school year you repeat that year. 

That’s rough but that’s the truth. [In that system] you get less than five percent [who] repeat. Why do 

we put the pressure at the end when seniors are graduating from high school? That’s why you have 50 

percent college dropouts, because they’re not ready. The kids coming to college are not ready. If you 

brought 1,000 students from Africa and put them in college none of them would fail, none of them! 

Because they are ready. Find me one single person who comes from outside [the country] who failed at 

college. 

I: Yeah, you’re saying it just doesn’t happen. 

SA: It doesn’t happen. How do you go to college if you’re not ready? Therefore I would be refining the 

whole system. Why is Malaysia or Singapore better than the United States with the wealth they have 

and the wealth we have here? Secondly, why don’t we have good teachers in America?  

I: Good question. 

SA: If I’m a good mathematics teacher and can go to IBM [for example] for $200,000 a year, why do I 

stay here for $40 or $50 thousand a year with 40 students in class every hour yelling at me? I don’t need 

that. I won’t [stay]. Therefore, give them the incentive to be math teachers. You know the teachers they 

[America] have, it’s like God sent them. I don’t think they deserve to be economically… if they were 

selfish, they wouldn’t be here. 

I: Yes, I understand what you are saying. 

SA: You see what I’m talking about? Why don’t we honor those teachers and say ‘you know what, going 

to IBM or going to this high school will give you the same incentive. They have a good retirement plan, 

that’s the only thing they have, teachers.  



137 
 

I: Yeah, there’s a big disparity there. 

SA: And the second thing is… that parents and teachers have an equal weight back home. You cannot 

say the way you respect your teacher, the way you respect your mom and dad, are equal. 

I: OK. 

SA: That means you’re third parent, who is on equal status with your mom and dad, is your teacher. In 

here, who respects any teacher? And that’s nothing that MDE can fix, that’s a cultural thing. When I look 

back at our early kids who came who were new to the country, oh my god, every day thanking you. 

Thanking you for this and so eager to learn, they were like little sponges, and so respectful. It’s sad to 

say, the more we advanced and the more ‘Americanized’ they got the snottier they got, you know in the 

classrooms. And, I don’t know…  

That behavior of the teacher being like your parents, the indication comes in the right action when the 

teacher is molding and giving you their best and students are responding and parents are supporting. 

These parents are more supportive than the ones we had back home because the ones we had back 

home it is mandatory for the teacher you see parents complaining from their kids to their teacher. 

Parents complaining and saying ‘my son did not respect me last night’ I said this and he said this and the 

teacher will ground him (laughter). 

For two afternoons, you cannot leave the class. After school is over, you stay here and stay with me for 

two hours. We were more afraid of the teacher than the parent because teachers are demanding and 

their demands should be met. That’s what we need here. Who can say to [students] give me the 

homework back. 

I: Yeah. That’s a great cultural perspective. 

SA: Absolutely. Yeah. Very much so. The deadlines you have in college, you give your homework at 

midnight. At twelve-oh-one [it is too late]. They respect the college teachers because there are 

deadlines. If you don’t meet this in here, every minute [counts]. It’s a personal thing.  

Education in America should change. Not college level, not higher education, but the lower education 

has to change. And that has to start with funding when we talk about all of the cuts that happen. Every 

time something gets cut, you know kindergarten gets cut to a half day or some places don’t have it or 

head start programs or things like that it’s like at some point we have to realize that we can either pay 

now, down here or we pay here. And when we pay here you cannot fix it, it’s juvie justice and social 

services and so we can either put our money down here or put it in social services later. That’s my belief. 

Think about it like the tire of your car. It loses the air and you just keep driving. What happens? 

Eventually you’ll be at the side of the road. That’s exactly where America is, on the side of the road. 

We’ve got a wobbly tire.  

I: Thanks for a fantastic interview. That’s all of the questions we have for you today. 
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APPENDIX J: TRANSCRIPTION INTERVIEW #7 
Interviewer (I): Why do you believe kids come to this school? 

School Administrator (SA): There are several different reasons they come to this particular school.  

Probably, the number one reason is that this is like a neighborhood school, so a lot of them live right 

around here in this neighborhood.  The number two thing is probably all the resources that we offer our 

students.  So, we offer to help them with finding jobs, job training, housing, food, clothes, baby needs, 

furniture-pretty much everything.  The third reason is probably something they learn more once they 

get here is the family environment.  So we got a lot of people around here who look at them like 

extensions of their own families.  That’s how we talk to them and the kids actually like that.  I had a 

young man in my office this morning who got into trouble, and he’s 18, and I have an 18 year old son.  

So, the whole time I was talking to him, he never looked at me because he felt like he was getting 

disciplined, but then when I finally said, “hey look, I’m talking to you right now just like I would talk to 

my own 18 year old son.”  So then he looked at me, and when he did that, it made me feel like he was 

really liking the fact that he had someone who was gonna talk to him like they were actually his family 

member. 

I: So why do you think that they stay? 

SA: I think the relationships.  You know, the schools like ours are about the relationships.  What you 

read about in the papers about scores and test scores, I can speak to that because I had a company that 

did that, but the schools are about relationships.  So, they stay for the relationships, the stay for the 

contacts, they don’t stay for the academics.  They stay for that relationship with the teachers who 

provide the academics.  And, a lot of people don’t stay.  They leave.  Mainly they don’t like it, but they’re 

also stuck on the things in their lives that just pull them away. 

SA: Not only do our kids stay, they come back.  They come back in all the time.  Graduates, dropouts, 

they come back.  They’re older.  They’re 22, 23…27.  They come back. 

SA: You hear a lot about that there’s a pressure to graduate people at a certain rate.  And the same 

pressure, by the way, is on community colleges.  They gotta finish in two years, and that’s not the way 

adults tend to go to school.  Adults like to go to school spaced out.  I know a lot of our students do it that 

way too. But, the institutional approach at the state level, that isn’t right.  So I think [they] made a good 

point, it’s just work for some people to do that. 

I: How many of your students have an IEP or 504 plan? 

SA: Or should have one?  Because, probably about a third of the students have IEPs; about 33%.  504s 

bring that total up to about 50-55%.  But there’s probably more because you can waive your Special Ed 

when you come into the school and some people do that.  Our average age is close to 18 when they 

come here.  We have a lot of young adults: 18, 19, 20.  Maybe they have grown out of whatever it was 

like behavioral issues.  Sometimes if it’s a reading issue, like dyslexia, a lot of people have changed that 

as they become adults- wiring changes or their adaptation changes.  We don’t know, but they get better 

so they waive it. But, it’s at least a third. 
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I: Over time has that been changing, growing, shrinking, staying the same? 

SA: Growing.  Growing.  It’s growing because there’s a process called ChildFind.  You have to go through 

and look for interventions when kids are having some kind of issue.  We’re required to do that on a very 

regular basis like every other week.  So it’s a group that meets and they go over students that have had 

some issues and they decide if there’s an intervention that needs to be made, what kind of intervention, 

or maybe it’s something the school can do outside of Special Ed.  Often we need to do an assessment 

and see we need to go to that level.  We’ve got 50-53 staff, but 19 of them are Special Ed-teachers, 

paraprofessionals.  We have one person that just helps with support paperwork.  So, it’s costly.  But, the 

interventions we try to make.  We’re they only charter school I know that does the [undecipherable] at 

our [city] site.  That means that 63% of their time is with the Special Ed staff.  It’s staff-heavy.  There’s a 

lot of behavior there. 

I: How do you define success for the school? 

SA: Well, I think every day they’re here is a success for each of them that have come here.  That’s the 

way we think about it.  That’s a success.  They come, they have participated.  Hopefully they get 

something out of it.  That is the way we think about it. 

SA: Success here is huge.  Like [they] said, it’s a daily thing.  We have successes every day.  One thing 

about our school… our school is so different, though.   

SA: We outreach in a way that nobody else outreaches.  [His] staff outreaches on the streets at night, 

downtown.  We do it in the neighborhoods, in the homeless shelters.  Because that’s all we do, pretty 

much, is work with students like that.  And also students in the neighborhood, but that’s what we do.  So 

back to success, we are always being kicked at by the state.  It’s less so now, it’s changed.  But, like the 

graduation rate, the way they define the successful graduation rate is that 60% of the students graduate 

with their peers at the age of 18.  That couldn’t possibly happen with us, you know, because they come, 

you know from your school.  What happened if you dropped out and you wanted to come back at age 

18 or 19?  Would you want to go back to the high school you were in?  No, because you’d be teased, 

you’d be taunted.  Well, it’s the same way, it’s universal.  So they don’t go to the regular school for that 

same reason.  Most people have dropped out before they come to us.  So they come back at the ages 

where it’d be impossible to graduate them at 18 at that percentage, so we get smacked-down by the 

state all the time. When we meet with people like the Commissioner, the previous one I knew 

personally, and she still did it.  And it’s like, “well, that’s our job.  That’s all I can say.”  And if you talk to 

people its like, I get it, I understand.  But, at the Department of Education, they can’t say that.  They just 

do their job.  It’s better now.  There isn’t so much pressure.  The tests are not high stakes tests anymore.  

Once kids in Edina and the suburbs were failing on the tests and they weren’t going to graduate, then 

things changed.  Like “Whoa”-they got real loud.  That’s what it took. 

I: How does your definition of success connect to your mission statement? 

SA: I can’t remember the exact words but “partners” is the key verb-partners with agencies, schools, the 

community to provide success- life and career success for our students.  Partnering with the community 
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is a very strong component of what we do- with agencies, with police, with ethnic groups.  Before, we 

had a lot of immigrants in our school.  But, that’s not true anymore.  A lot of things have changed.  We 

partnered strongly with them when we had a lot of East Africans, with their associations, so we could 

provide an appropriate education for them.  So success is also how we partner because of the context of 

our learning.  One thing we call it on our flyers is “more than a high school.” Or, that [we are] more than 

a high school.  That’s what I heard today, “It’s also a high school.”  So that’s what we like to provide 

because a lot of people we talk to say education is not on the top of the list. 

SA: When we recruit, that’s what we do.  We walk and we talk and we say, “Hey, we are out here 

promoting education.  We are trying to get young people back in school.”  “Oh we don’t wanna hear 

that.  Nope.  Nope.”  They keep walking.  And we say well our school also helps with jobs and housing.  

“Oh, oh, you do.  Now I wanna listen.” And it’s food and shelters.  And you learn that when you’re 

walking and talking, for the most part, they don’t wanna hear about going to school. It’s almost like they 

might think they know about school, but when you start talking about the resource part, that’s when 

they really get interested in coming to your school.  I’m to the point now where I’m starting to believe  

that its about partnerships with different organizations in the community that offer all of these 

resources that we offer to our students and their families as well and just to the community.  We’ll have 

speaker nights and family nights where we invite the entire community to come.  We’ll have booths 

based on the same information we’re talking about the resources that can benefit them as well.  One 

thing that our sponsor said to us is that “you guys are out there saving the streets.”  One thing I took 

away from that is that there are a lot of young people out there who are lost.  Of course we can’t save 

them all, but we try to help as many as we can.  So you imagine you’ve got a young person out there 

whose mind is just in the streets, all about hustling and crime, but you can say “we’ve got a place you 

can come.  We can help with all of this stuff-the reason you’re hustling and committing crimes is 

because you’re trying to get some money to secure where you’re going to live and how you’re going to 

eat.”  So we say, “come on in here with us and we can help you with those things in a legal way so 

you’re not out here committing crimes and on the streets anymore.”   One place we took our recruiting 

from was, initially, of course, schools have to have students to be a school.  We went from that way of 

thinking-recruiting to have a bigger number of students to where we are recruiting to help more people.  

So it’s not about trying to build up the big number, it’s about trying to build up the people that we’re 

helping. 

SA: There’s a very practical way we do this.  You know code sharing on airlines, where you take a Delta 

flight but it’s also a Continental flight and it’s also an Air Italia because they combine those codes.  What 

we do is we offer services that aren’t ours, but they’re employment action centers or something.  

People don’t want to hear all those acronyms so we provide and we get them to the place like code 

sharing.  So we are able to offer more services by bringing them into that group.  Pillsbury United 

Communities is our sponsor and all of their schools serve poor kids and we were the first.  I convinced 

them that their mission is like our mission.  We have a couple guys on our staff that have extensive gang 

experience, prison experience, and they help with families that are dealing with this problem in their 

lives and they may even do extraction and help a kid get out of a gang.  That’s something kind of unique 

to us.  We have [several] sites partly because of gang issues.  Some people can’t go to the south side or 
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vice versa.  Our [] site is across from the [] is gang-neutral; there’s no gang around there that controls it.  

And [] is pretty much gang-neutral in the [] area.  So students can choose something that works for their 

own affiliations and there won’t be a problem.  But some kids can’t go somewhere else; they have their 

own maps that you and I might not operate on at all. 

I: How well do you think your mission is enacted by the staff here? 

SA: I think pretty well. 

SA: We’re servants, though.  I know it says “partners” is in there but we partner with our students and 

we serve our students.  That’s what we’re here for.  We’re huge on that.  We leave all our personal stuff 

at the door when we come to work every day and we step in these doors and it’s all about our students.  

That’s it: what’s gonna be best for the students, what’s gonna be best for the school so the school can 

continue to run so we have a place for the students to come.  It’s all about that.  One thing I’m really 

proud of when it comes to this school is that it’s easy to see a person who is not about the students 

because you stick out like a sore thumb.  We don’t allow that to continue in our school.  For instance, if 

you were to come to work here as a teacher and you were always coming to work late or leaving for 

lunch and coming back late or not in your classroom, then you’re really not here for the kids, it’s all 

about you.  You have to get on the right page and show that you’re here for the students.  So we’re just 

here to be servants to help these kids make it through.   

SA: I think that’s a pretty strong ethic and we work at that. 

I: How well is your mission understood by students? 

SA: I suppose it depends on how connected they are with the staff and what point they are in their lives 

here, but a lot of them or most of them were drawn by that mission-more than a school.  So we try to 

make sure they know what we have for them.  We have so many staff and on top of the staff, we have 

volunteers.  The person who runs the volunteer program also ran the volunteer program for me in 

Bloomington schools and she came when I started this school and she had 300 active volunteers at any 

one time in Bloomington.  We have fewer now, but we have more but we have students who are from 

work-study programs through the colleges.  We have promise fellows, a lot of interns, and a lot of 

Masters in Public Health interns.  We’ve been really great at extending, at a very low cost, our reach to 

some of those things so students have a lot of connection with people.  But their own lives may pull 

them out.  But, I think it’s pretty well understood. 

 I: If funding were unlimited, what would you change about your school? 

SA: First of all, we’d pick them up in nice vehicles every day, nice, cool-looking vehicles.  So they’d get 

chauffeured to school.  Because we know with our Special Ed staff, we have a van, and if the kid has on 

his IEP transportation to school, we’re picking that person up, and their attendance will be very high.  

Number two would be that we have staff on the street at all times helping people find their way to the 

housing and to the other services we have or that we’re connected with.  That would be what I see.  I 

didn’t even think of academics.  It’s important, but I didn’t think of it because you have Maslow’s 
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Hierarchy and you have to deal with some other things first.  We’re always dealing with and in that 

hierarchy towards the base, trying to figure out the base.  We have a free store in every site.  We have 

baby goods, diapers, clothes, shoes, winter coats, hats, scarves. 

SA: We got it all.  But, if funding were unlimited, it would be a nice free store.  We would have 

everything in that free store. 

I: How would you describe the student perception of a need to graduate in four years? 

SA: I’d say low- the need to do it in four years?  Think of that hierarchy.  That might not be the top 

[priority].  Four years, that’s some outside perception, as it is for community colleges to graduate in two 

years.   

SA: Honestly, I’ve never heard that out of our students.  What I notice is that a lot of our students here, 

they’ll learn where they’re at, they’ll get their transcripts, they see how many credits they have right 

now, how many tests they have to take or pass.  They learn what they need to graduate-you need to 

meet all these requirements here to graduate in the next year and a half.  So usually we find ourselves 

more involved in trying to get them to get them to do the things that they’re supposed to do than a lot 

of them are willing to do on their own.  It’s us pushing them a lot as opposed to them saying, “this is 

where I’m at, this is what I need, I’m gonna take care of this.”  We see that in a few of them but for the 

most part it’s us pushing them.  It’s us bringing them in, sitting them down, showing them, and trying to 

build them up and encouraging them.  And the reason for that is because so much other stuff going on 

in their life, daily, I’m sure.  We know the dropout rate is everywhere, but daily we are talking to kids 

about staying in school and not dropping out in school, the reason for being here, their future.  It can be 

a pretty draining job to try and get a young person to understand why should not drop out of school and 

go get the job. 

SA: Some students just find it optional to go to school.  They may not realize, literally, how often they’re 

not in school.  When they look at the days, they find it hard to believe they’ve been gone that much.  

That’s very common.  And there’s some kids who think just be being registered, they’ll graduate.  And 

that can’t happen.  In Minnesota, there are standards everybody has to meet. 

I:  In what ways do you encourage four-year graduation here? 

SA:  I’ll tell you one way I encourage it and it’s probably something you’ve never heard before.  I tell 

these kids they know the neighborhoods and what it looks like out here and they know what happens.  

When you go down there on [Street] and you see old cats hanging out that didn’t do anything with their 

life, you talk to them and what they’ll say to you is, “if I could go back to when I was in high school, I 

woulda finished high school, gone to college and I wish I coulda did the right thing.”  So what I tell our 

kids is that you don’t want to be that guy.  Somebody is going to replace that guy, but you don’t want it 

to be you to replace that guy.  What do sometimes is give them something to compare themselves to as 

far as how their life is going to be whether or not they finish high school and continue their education. 
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SA:  The way you worded that though, how you encourage four-year graduation, we don’t think like 

that.  I can’t imagine.  That’s somebody else’s goal.  Graduation yes, but to make it in four years it 

wouldn’t work for most kids and I don’t know why we would make that a big deal.  We do have some 

young students that come in at a young age.  If they’re younger, we encourage that.  The more we can 

keep them in, the more likely they are going to graduate, but it’s not a big goal. 

I: What step (policies/procedures) do you take when students fall behind on their requirements to 

graduate? 

SA: That would probably show up as a pattern and the teachers are gonna be on that.  One thing that 

happens is that they stop pretending.  A lot of them don’t believe they should have to do homework or, 

pardon me, they can’t do it where they live.  If they’re staying in a shelter or something, it’s really hard 

to do.  So maybe some jolt happens in their lifelike having to leave home and be on the streets, they 

start to drift away.  Our staff, the support staff, are gonna to check in on that and find out if they can 

help support them.  We are the only charter school that has a homeless liaison.  It’s half paid for by 

federal funds and she works to find the housing, but it’s often something like that.  We call and call and 

call.  

SA: When kids are falling behind like that, if we can, we try to get in touch with family members and see 

if they can help out on their end because we do as much as we can on our end.  We’ll pull together the 

staff, a team of people, and discuss where the kid is at and what’s happening with the kid.  We try to 

find one or two staff that have the best relationship with the young person and sit them down and talk 

to them about the importance of being here and catching up. 

SA: We’re more intense with parents than we used to be.  Getting parents involved could be a problem. 

Sometimes they are wacked out and sometimes they may bring weapons to school.  It’s not necessarily 

the case that we want to get all the parents involved the way the state would think, but more and more 

we are finding that reaching out to parents or people who are in a position to be an influence on that 

young person is a way to do it. We used to just ignore the parents if they were older, legally they are 

adults if they are 18, but we’ve changed our view on that.  We’ve changed our attitude on that.  We stay 

in contact and we still call their parents even if they are legally and adult.  With Special Ed that isn’t a 

problem.  We may cross a line but I’m not worried about getting sued when we are pursuing something 

for the kid. 

I: What are your requirements of students to make up missing credits? 

SA: They have to do the credits, that’s required and it’s the standard for everyone in Minnesota.  It 

happens all the time and they have to do make-up work while they’re in school.  It’s disruptive but it’s 

always the case.   We have a lot of things they can do and make-up, but it disrupts the regular teaching 

flow quite a bit.  We do quarter credits.  When it comes to graduation, where it really counts, we make it 

really granular.  The graduation committee will look at how they can give partial credit.  For somebody 

who has a couple more years [partial credit] isn’t that important to do except for encouraging people to 

keep moving ahead.  That’s important because you have some teachers who believe they should give an 

F, we oughta be able to give that kind of grade.  We don’t believe you should give that kind of a grade to 
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students, it’s not allowed.  It can be incomplete or no credit, but we don’t give F’s.  They have enough 

failure in their lives.  We’ll give them more chances to make up the credit.  One thing that’s really 

interesting is that some schools are getting into games more and more.  If you think how games work, 

failure is a whole different thing in a game.  It’s that you keep failing until you get it.  It’s not morally or 

ethically a deal.  It’s part of the learning process.  But, society hasn’t caught up with that yet.  That’s 

something we want to change about the way people think about failure.   

I: Have you heard about A-GRAD? 

SA: No. 

I: Does your school have any connections with other county programs or staff? 

SA:  We have grants from the county.  Our first Board Chair for five years was County Training and 

Employment.  He’s a friend of mine.  We still stay in contact.  We are also partnering with county 

employment all the time. I’ve never heard of A-GRAD.  That’s not unusual.  They might think to just get 

to regular public schools. 

I: What are your biggest challenges when it comes to graduation? 

SA: The average student who enters here reads on a sixth grade level and does math on a fourth grade 

level and they’re two years behind.  That’s where our biggest barrier is, what’s gone on in their past. 

SA: That’s a big one.  Another one is just keeping them in school.  Keeping track of them, where they’re 

at, getting them here, getting them focused, getting their minds off of whatever is going on in their life 

to get them to sit down in class and want to learn.  We find a lot of the kids because of the relationships 

that we build; they want to come in and talk to you first about what’s happening in their life.  There’s a 

lot of that.   

SA: I’ve been in a couple IEP meetings where you think the way they view themselves, their station in 

life and coming to a school like this, that they are already a failure, that they’re dumb.  It’s a profoundly 

deep issue for some kids. (To the other staff)  Do you remember that kid who had a scissors to his neck 

upstairs?  What was he saying?  He knew what his reading level was. 

SA: He was saying how dumb he felt like he was that he was stupid.  That was the first time somebody 

ever asked me to kill them.  He asked me, he looked me in my eye and asked me to” kill me, please, just 

kill me.”   He said, “God will bless you if you kill me.”  And it was all just because of where he was at in 

life compared to where he thought he should be.  I think he was 19 or 20.   

SA:  Another teacher came and just held him.  That’s deep.  That’s deep.  

SA: They feel like failures already, and rejects.  Because a lot of times they are put out of other places 

and they come here with us and, of course, we want them here with us, you know.  We show them the 

love they need. 

I: Is there anything the county could do more to help? 
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SA:  With connections, obviously.  We didn’t even know about a new effort they have.  Is it the North 

Zone?  Something like that.  

I: North side Achievement Zone? 

SA: Yeah, but we are excluded from this big effort because they already called in the members which are 

regular schools and some businesses and the county.  Nobody else can get involved. We can’t get in 

there.  

I: Are you geographically in the area? 

SA: Yean, but we can’t get into the services.  We can’t get into the database.  So, just being more open.  

It isn’t like they don’t like us, but they just have a list of the kind of candidates and where they can come 

from-probably regular schools and maybe some ALCs and partners.  But, they’re very exclusionary.  So 

better outreach and connections.  One of the county’s training programs is locating at [site] where we 

have a school and I have my office.  So we’re gonna really connect with them there.  When we can 

connect with the people who do the work, the case managers, then it works really well.  But things like 

the North side Achievement Zone, we can’t even use their data!  Or, we can’t even get into their 

database and be a part of it.  Why?  Why? They got a lot of money. 

I: The MDE posts graduation rates for each district.  Do you think this is a fair assessment of the 

school’s success? 

SA: That has almost nothing to do with our success. 

I: Who reports the numbers to MDE and how does that work? 

SA: We do.  Our office manage does.  There’s a whole bunch of reporting we have to do all the time.  We 

were just going over the rates.  It’s complicated.  What happens in summer, if they went to summer 

school and graduate there, are they considered a drop for us?  It’s complicated.  But actually, it isn’t a 

big deal for me because I know, in the end; the data structure is for a regular school.  So we don’t fit in 

that to start with.  And they leave us alone now.  I don’t know what‘s happened, but I get no contact 

from the state anymore.  It goes to the authorizer and we want the authorizer to know how we’re doing 

in that area.  They’re helpful in terms of our goals.  Our goals might seem meager, our academic goals, 

but they’re real for us and we are really trying to meet those.  Here’s how we do it.  We do assessments 

of kids here in October and also in May, so we can look at growth.  Do you know how the state tests 

worked?  They tested every year, the BSTs and the grad tests.  Different tests in different years. Then 

they take the same test next year and look how your school did, but they’re different people!  It doesn’t 

work!  So we were just bombarded with nasty stuff from the state in the past and that’s just stopped.  

It’s done.  And the tests are no longer as high stakes as they used to be so now a kid can graduate even if 

they don’t pass the test.  They can take it and if they don’t pass it, they can take the Accuplacer and 

there’s no bottom score on that test.  But at that point, they can graduate if they’ve made all of the 

other requirements and standards and the tests aren’t going to hold them back.  They’ve drained a lot of 

meaning from the test which is a great thing if you ask me. 
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I: Describe the typical process here for students who do decide to drop out.  What does that look like?  

How does it become official?  How is it recorded? 

SA: Well, they don’t come to us and say they wanna drop out.  It doesn’t work that way.  I don’t think it 

works that way in most places.  They just stop coming.   

SA: The ones that usually come to us and tell us they wanna drop out usually don’t drop out, because 

we help them figure out what’s going on in their life and what’s causing you to want to drop out.  Of 

course, we tend to help our kids with almost anything and everything.  And, one thing about our 

students that we work with, a lot of them come from households and places where they’re used to 

surviving, you know, on just bare minimum stuff.  So, they tend to be able to understand what you’re 

saying.   When they say, “I wanna drop out”, and we say, “Well why do you want to drop out?” and they 

say, “because I wanna get a job.  I wanna start making money to help out at home.”  And we figure out 

how to help them with those kinds of things.  But the kid who actually drops out with us just disappears.  

And then of course we wait for them.  We try to reach out.  The phone numbers we got, we’ll call.  

We’ve done some home visits where we go to the address that they say we can reach them.  After 15 

days, then they’re considered just legally no longer our student. 

SA: Right.  We’ll still try to contact them after that.  We might find that they’re in another school 

sometimes, but usually they’re not, usually we find that they just stopped attending, they’re not doing 

anything.  Unless they’re jailed or having a baby or something.  Usually, we find out they just stopped 

doing anything.  And, it’s kind of chilling because, like we were talking about, people you might see my 

age on the street, well they don’t Social Security.  Plus, if you’re a felon, then you can have trouble 

getting a job later.  You’re not gonna get enough quarters, ten quarters, to get Social Security.  So, it’s 

really bleak when you get older.  In your 60’s you’re not going to have that to fall back on.  There’s just 

General Assistance and Medicare.  So we keep trying to pull them back.  We have people we get who 

are 19 and 20.  They’re not going to graduate.  It’s impossible for them to graduate by the time they age 

out.  They can’t do it.  What we try to do is, if we can’t make it happen, is make sure that they get some 

job training, make sure they can at least go on that route.  The thing is, there are a few adult programs 

they can finish with.  If you need two years, three years, it’s not likely you’re going to do that.  The GED 

is a possibility for some people, but it’s a very difficult test nowadays.  So, if you’re having trouble in 

school right now, you’re not going to pass the GED.  The diploma is actually the better route if you do 

that later.  There is a group of people in the state authorized by the legislature to create new adult 

diploma program, because right now an adult diploma, they get very little money and the adults have to 

do everything a kid does.  Tests.  That wasn’t true 20 years ago because I ran a program like that.  But 

now they gotta do everything.  Fortunately, they’re taking another look at that.  Why do they have to do 

that, you know?  The compelling reason for a lot of people is, well, “I had to do it.”  It’s kind of, they’re 

not comfortable with people.  They think they don’t deserve it.  That’s the sense I always get- they don’t 

deserve it.  Like from the Minnesota business partnership, because they’re involved in this, and I feel like 

a lot of people just don’t deserve to get a diploma unless they do everything like this.  And what they tell 

us is a lot of schools are getting kids up to the regular graduation rates the same as other schools across 

the country.  And, yes, ok.  Now where would that be?  Where would that be?  You find out that’s 

always in elementary school.  Maybe it’s a Hispanic elementary school in Denver.  Well, yeah.  “They’re 
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not white.”  That’s what they’re saying.  And that’s the kind of stuff we get hit with a lot.  If there was an 

alternative program that was able to turn kids around at the rate that they are talking about, if we could 

do that, Time Magazine would have us on the cover.  We’d like to be there, but I don’t know how to.  No 

one has cracked this code yet.   For kids, it’s a different story, little kids.  But for people who have 

reached young adulthood, it’s very difficult. 

I: How would we find out more about the “unknowns” for your school? 

SA: I know how’d you do it.  We you could find people who have left and haven’t given a reason.  We 

could do focus groups, pay them to come in, help them with child care and some food.  We could do 

that, you know.  That’s what we would do.  It’s not hard to figure out.  I believe you can always create a 

research design that will work.  If you bring in people, that’s probably something we should be doing 

more of.  But you have to work; you have to not think that they don’t deserve anything to come in for it.  

There’s a couple of programs that pay kids to go to school in some places, like a hundred dollars a 

month.  It’s hard to get that going because people get so angry about it.  But they forget, you know, 

middle class kids get paid to go to school.  They get allowances and things, so they get paid to go to 

school.  But there’s a lot of attitude that comes when you show them, “didn’t you get an allowance, 

didn’t you get paid to get better grades?”  That’s what we would do to answer your question, we’d do 

focus groups. 

I: For students who are classified as “continuing”, are they engaged and staying in school with the 

expectation that they will get a regular diploma in terms of the four-year track? 

SA: I don’t know how important that is but have very nice graduations and they’re a big deal.  We’ve got 

some pictures (pointing to the office wall).  We do them at [a church] which is the site of our downtown 

site.  A big, beautiful church.  We do them twice a year and it’s a big, big deal. 

I: What do you think of MDE’s new MMR rating system? 

SA: I was in some of them meetings with the legislators on that.  It’s important to find a new way to, it’s 

like, we should be measured for effectiveness, but maybe different measures.  What they do is for ALCs, 

or Dave Bakey did, who is gone from there now, is you gotta be measured but you pick the measure and 

we’ll see if that makes sense.  And [our sponsor] has allowed us to do that.  So we look at one big 

measure which is growth from October to May. The tests that we give, the Northwest, NWA tests, the 

students who are in there for both, who’ve done both, go up about two years in one year in skills.  So 

that’s one measure, if you stay with us, we tell them you’re gonna make some big strides.  And we have 

created a character assessment based on the KIP, Knowledge is Power character assessment.  We create 

our own.  The teachers do that based on a self-assessment and we look again based on how that might 

be different in May than October. 

I: Do you a see a role for the county government to support your efforts? 

SA: Well, the county doesn’t normally get involved in education, nor does the city.  The city doesn’t at 

all.  The county does in terms of adult job training.  I don’t know what that role would be.   
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I: If you were in charge of MDE is there anything that you would stop doing? 

SA: If I was in charge of MDE?  Well, what I would stop doing is just having across the board system for 

all of the schools.  You gotta take a look at who’s who, where are they at, what kind of student 

population do they have and start going off of that. 

I: And start doing? 

SA: I might start taking a look at the funding that’s going to all these different school and put the funding 

that’s needed into the lower income areas.  Maybe they don’t need as much finding in the higher 

income areas.  Maybe pay teachers a little more who are dealing with the more at-risk type of young 

people as opposed to the ones who’ve got two parents in the home, you know.  

SA: Well, I’ve said this; have a place to live for them.  That would be so huge.  At one point, this is a 

couple years ago.  I don’t know if this is still true.  In Ramsey County, do you know how many beds there 

were for homeless teenagers? Six beds.  Six.  We need some housing for homeless kids urgently.  So we 

would do, we’ve talked about a boarding situation.  We’ve talked about using this as an emergency 

shelter.  You know we have kids who wanna come over and use this here at night.  When a boy couldn’t 

find a place and he was freezing and he would stay here.   That’s what I would do.  The housing because 

it’s just totally wrong that as many kids are homeless, couch hopping.  I drop my wife off around 7AM 

downtown St, Paul where she works and the guys are getting pushes out of their shelters at this point.  

The streets are full of these young people carrying their backpacks, pushed out and they’re finding their 

day centers.  But they’re lucky, they got in overnight.  This has just got to stop.  It’s really hard to do 

because you can imagine the insurance issues.  It’s hard to do for a small organization: insurance, 

staffing.  We have one social worker who is one of our social workers wants to start a program like 

where she lived in in Washington D.C. with like three kids in a house.  You know, she’s gonna buy a 

house and could take three kids.  But it’s, ah, like half as many, though, as all of Ramsey County (laughs).  

So that would be the need, but it’s gotta be bigger.  I’m not saying a huge boarding place.  I kinda like 

the idea of a house and that kind of environment, that normal environment.  That’d be wonderful if we 

could do that. 

I: How have the policy changes at the state and federal level impacted your ability to help students 

stay on track and graduate in four years? 

SA: Well, they haven’t helped us, particularly.  You know, I don’t know what they would do to help us.  I 

don’t know what else they could do to help us the way it’s structured right now.  I like the fact that 

they’re not in my face all the time about it. 

I: As a follow up, I know the Commissioner went to Washington and got Minnesota excused from the No 

Child Left Behind Requirements.  Do you think that’s had an impact? 

SA: That’s why we’re not faced with those tests in the same way.   That’s been wonderful to get out of 

that.  And that was a well-intentioned policy, you know, but what we learned is, I think it was the vice 

president or vice whatever-second in charge of South Korea said that Korea always gets the highest 
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scores on the tests, but we’ve never had a Nobel Prize.  So, whatever they say about American 

education, America’s done pretty well. (laughs) 

I:  That’s all we have.  Is there anything else you want us to know before we go? 

SA: You know what; one thing is that like I was saying about MDE, we’re very much different than other 

schools.   

SA: We’re different than other charters.  We wanna reach that lowest level, or that level with the 

highest need I should say.  It’s a challenge. 
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APPENDIX K: TRANSCRIPTION INTERVIEW #8 
I: Why do you believe kids come to this school? 

SA: Oh jeez that’s a big question.  (laughter) I think because we all did this when we were young and 

generations before us did it and it’s just the American tradition of getting an education it’s an 

expectation.  And it’s obviously a civil liberty and a right that people have in the public, so I think they 

come for that reason in terms of a virtue.  But I think there are other kids that come just because their 

parents expect it or because their friends go certainly k-6, 7, 8 I think they come because they want to.  

And that’s what they know in life and seniors they start getting more independent, or senior high school 

maybe they start feeling a little bit more independent   and do I really have to do this?  But I think they 

come because they realize the doors it opens up in their future is the bottom line.   

I: Perfect.  So why do you thing they stay then especially on towards the senior years?  

SA: Well I think it depends on the kid.  I think some stay because they know they have to graduate to go 

to high school, or to go to college.  They know that they need the diploma for future work potential and 

earnings potential.  Some stay even if they don’t like school, they stay because their friends go here and 

it’s a social system of support for them.  I think some stay because it’s the safest place for them to be.  

And it’s where they get two meals a day and they have adults that care for them.  I think it varies based 

on the kid, where they’re from, what their needs are, and they could probably all answer that in those 

ways, maybe a few more.   

I: Great. Our one little data question and this is completely open do being a ballpark figure but ah, is 

how many students would you say have an IEP or 504plan within the school? 

SA: Um, I would say about 12-13% of our kids. 

I: And in the time you have been here have you seen that number growing, shrinking, staying about 

the same? 

SA:  About the same, yeah, it’s been about the same. Usually you see anywhere from 11, 12 to 14, 15% 

is fairly common for us.  

I: Getting away from the data side of things, how would you define success here at the school? 

SA: Well, I think ultimately success is graduating from high school.  I think ultimately that is success but 

again we have kids on different journeys here and so success really is different for each kid.  And we’re 

okay with that. For the kid that struggles getting here every day cause he’s living with an Aunt or Uncle 

and he takes the bus 4:30, 5 in the morning from North Minneapolis, success is just being here.  

Whereas another kid might define it as I need to be in AP classes and I want to pass the AP exams and 

that’s success for me.  So I think it’s ultimately as a school our responsibility is to see kids pass their 

classes and graduate from high school. That is success to us.  But I think each kid  defines it differently.  

I: How is that connected to your formal mission statement? 
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SA:  Our mission here at the school, we kind of, our long term goal is 90 by 20.  90% graduation rate by 

2020. That’s kind of the goal and that kind of came from the state a little bit.  In terms of setting this 

projection out there that you can work towards. How we get there, we kind of, how we define Richfield 

High school is we are about dreams, relationships and excellence.  And let me explain that, I don’t want 

to be cliché with that.  Dreams, is providing multiple pathways to college and career readiness and 

success.  So knowing that some kids might chose a certain elective area because they are attracted to it 

and they want to explore a career.  Some kids might want to take all honors and AP classes because they 

want to a big school out east.  Some might want to do a part time work program.  So we want to 

connect kids and give them a vision for high school and post high school that’s what that looks like, the 

dreams part.  The relationships part is understanding that our kids come with a wide range of inequities 

of disparities, that we try to address and satisfy or meet or help out with through our relationships with 

kids, cause ah, Richfield is all about relationships, it’s not cliché.  Kids, who come from other schools, feel 

it when they come here. Our staff know how to treat our kids and we use certain methods for working 

with them and problem solving.  That’s the whole relationships piece.  And then the excellence piece is 

we really do try to focus our improvement efforts on teaching and learning.  We focus on learning for all, 

not just the kids but the adults.  So you kind of combine those three as kind of anchor strategies for 

moving forward, if we stay within those three things, that’s kind of what we do to help our kids be 

successful and that’s what we can control.  It’s a lot of work.  So I hope that answers, I don’t know if I got 

sidetracked but hopefully that provides a little insight into what we are about and what we’re thinking.   

I: No, I think that hits the nail right on the head. Ya. 

SA: Good, good.   

I: So then looking at that kind of more formal mission statement, and those three pillars, how does 

the staff enact that? 

SA: I think the excellence piece we’re learning together right now as a staff.  The thing that happens in 

high schools, there’s a very strong culture of independence, not only for the kids, but for the staff.  

Whereas you go to elementary schools, and I was an elementary principal before too, it’s much more 

Kumbaya, if you will and come one, come all and we’re a team and we’re a family and all that.  So there 

are two different paradigms from a principal’s viewpoint.   And so I think at the high school level we’ve 

done a lot of work here in the last two years to really hone in on that learning for all, what that looks 

like, how do we teach kids?  Do we know what our year end targets are for our classes for them in terms 

of what they need to learn? That’s the whole excellence piece and I think our staff is buying into that a 

little bit. The relationship piece is just you have it or you don’t.  And our staff has it.   We’ve adjusted to 

increased rates of poverty, and diversity over the last 20-25 years and have come through it really, really 

well.  Whereas other districts struggle with those kinds of changes and Richfield has really done a good 

job of that.  And then the dreams piece, we are all still learning about that piece too.  Their on board but 

we have to make that reality.  Cause it’s still new for us.   

I: And then how do the students fit into to all of that? 



152 
 

SA: I think they fit in based on the expectations we put before them.  Whether we, last year we 

challenged each specific grade level with a goal for themselves.  Usually it’s tied to some sort of 

assessment or achievement related goal.  Minimizing the number of failures for 9th grade,  let’s blow 

away the scores on the ACT math, or the MCA math as juniors and we’re going to help you with it and 

here’s  some benchmark testing we are going to do with that.  So I think we have the expectations we 

put before them, I communicate with them on a regular basis through a little one minute video thing we 

put on the news on Monday mornings.  Teachers have high expectations for kids and they know the kids 

well.  And then there’s a lot of community support in Richfield that really supports the schools in 

referendums and whether they’re senior citizens or couples with young kids they support the kids.  So 

you have that expectation and support system in place too. 

I: Cool.  So here’s another wide open question for you.  If funding were unlimited what would you 

change about your school? 

SA: I would add a seven period day.  That’s the first thing I would do is I would make sure we had a 

seven period day.  And why I say that is because right now we are fairly restricted with the dreams 

piece, let’s say Todd if you come to our school and you want to be a construction worker and you want 

to manage a huge project.  Well, we have some woods classes you could take, maybe you can go to HTC, 

maybe take an engineering class and I would love for you to stay on that track for all four years and take 

those electives while you are doing your other stuff.  But right now with the graduation requirements 

whether it’s health, fine arts, or PE, you don’t have enough room in your schedule.  If we had a seven 

period day as opposed to six there’s eight extra classes you can take in high school.   And so that’s the 

one thing I would change and that would require increased staffing because you would have more 

sections per kid and you need more staff for that.  But that would be the ultimate dream right there.  

And of course the money to support the those elective areas and programs and have top notch 

equipment and so on and so forth, I mean I could go on down the line of things we would like to have 

but the one thing I would love to have right now is a seven period day.   

I: Excellent, thanks.  So how would you describe the student perception of the need to graduate in 

four years? 

SA: Well, that’s an area we are trying to address.  In fact we are putting into play probably, not officially, 

a new class next year for 9th graders we’re going to remove the social studies classes for 9th grade and 

replace one of the classes with a geography and one with a required seminar class.  And I think that 

seminar class is needed because we have so many kids that come to 9th grade who have, like I said the 

dreams piece, they have no vision for high school success, what it means to graduate from high school.  

What the implications are, that could be because they don’t have someone talking to them about it.  It 

could be because no one in their family has graduated from high school.  It could be because they 

moved from a different country and their systems are just so different. There’s a lot put on kids in this 

country to graduate from high school and it’s a challenge for a lot of them, especially with everything 

going on.  So we have to address the vision piece.  We see some apathy in kids, where kids just I’m here 

cause I have to be or I just, again I think it’s related to that vision, they don’t express why it’s important 
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to be here.   What they are able to do with their talent and potential with education, so that’s part of 

our job is how to instill that in them, those virtues that aren’t inherited necessarily.   

I: How would you say teachers and administrators help or hinder that perception to graduate in four 

years? 

SA: I think people here really help that.  As a staff we are also setting mindset growth vs. fixed.  And we 

see a lot of fixed mindset with kids.  And I see it with myself; I mean I have a fixed mindset in some ways 

as a perfectionist.  But we see mindset come into play a lot especially with that apathy piece.  But I think 

our relationships are really strong between our adults and our kids for the most part. That they kind of 

speak into those kids lives, because they don’t have other adults that do.  So I think that happens a lot.  

We haven’t gotten out there this year yet with our 90 by 20 goal yet.  That’s for this year’s 6th graders. 

So we’re trying to figure out how to kind of roll that out and get kids on board with that.  But certainly 

they get the message from me and teachers on a regular basis on the importance of passing classes and 

graduating and so on and so forth.  

I: You talked a little bit about it, but are there other specific ways that you encourage four year 

graduation other than the relationship building and then the 90 by 20 plan? 

SA: Well, ya I think, I would say it’s a fairly strong support system and intervention system.  It’s more 

reactive than proactive; I’d like to fix that.  It’s more; okay the kid has failed a class, now what?  Versus, 

this kid is failing a class, what are we going to make sure they don’t fail?  We’re still depending on that 

teacher to do that.  So we have Thursday school, we have, if kids want to take what’s called a SWAS 

class, kind of that school within a school model during the day, they can do credit recovery in there and 

earn credits they failed in the past.  So the person that kind of controls that I kind of call her our 

graduation specialist.  She’s a 45 year vet, she’s been here 45 years, but she’s a stickler for detail and 

tracking kids.  So that’s a real strong response system for us, with her and our guidance counselors.  So 

that’s one way we try to catch those kids and really reemphasize the priority of taking care of their 

credits and their classes and getting done on time.  Oh, and another piece we reclassify kids each year 

based on how many credits they’ve earned.  So if you move from Bemidji and you’ve earned three 

credits at Bemidji high school and you come in saying you’re a junior you’re going to be a 9th grader at 

Richfield High School.  In the yearbook, everything, you’re going to be a 9th grader.  Now you might take 

some junior level classes but you’re reclassified as a 9th grader.  That’s not to punish kids, it’s to motivate 

them.  So if you want to be classified as a sophomore, as a second year high school student you have to 

earn more than 8 credits as a freshman.  And so that’s what we do, that’s one thing that we do there. 

I: So what are the requirements for students to make up missing credits? 

SA: Usually its seat time, usually its seat time and some packets or curriculum that we have in house 

related to the class that they failed.  Some kids take the classes over again, and that’s okay too, but we 

try to minimize, it’s hard to have say three or four seniors in a 9th grade social studies class.  So those 

kids, we’ll have them complete the credit in the Thursday school or during a SWAS class.  Now if you’re a 

sophomore and you’re taking English 10 and social studies and geometry but you failed algebra the first 

semester or maybe the whole year you might be taking algebra at the same time or an English 9 class.  
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So that sometimes happens, but for the most part it happens in our SWAS, summer school and Thursday 

school. 

I: So Hennepin County has a program called A-GRAD which is accelerating graduation by alleviating 

disparities, have you heard of this program? 

SA: AGrant? 

I: AGRAD 

SA: I’ve heard of Grad On, ah, they have a couple new ones they just started along with district 287, but 

I’ve not heard of AGRAD. 

I: Okay. Alright, are there any other connections the school has with other county staff or offices? 

SA: Not directly.  We’re a member of 287.  Are you familiar with district 287? Yeah, so we’re members 

with them.  And I’m working on my internship for superintendent and I’ve been in a lot of their meetings 

about the graduation programs they have in conjunction with Hennepin County.  So their working 

together, the commissioners were in the last meeting with 287 so there’s a lot of momentum in that 

area, but we don’t work directly with say Hennepin County per se but we do have a lot of organizations 

whether it’s Cornerstone, Clues, not Naviance, but there’s Nystrom and Associates, it’s a mental health 

place, that they provide staffing and we actually have a full time therapist on staff here from Nystrom 

and Associates to help with that.  So all those things kind of help address those issues that kids might 

have that prevent them from graduating on time. 

I: To kind of sum up what would you say your schools biggest challenges are when it comes to 

graduation rates? 

SA: Well, I mean the biggest challenge is kids not earning the credits.   And then you back up and you 

keep backing up.  So why are they not earning the credits?  It could be attendance, it could be they don’t 

want to do the homework and our grading practices are so focused on completion and points that they 

don’t earn the credit.  It could be family  stress.  It could be issues happening in their community or in 

their household that kind of forces them to do other things besides go to school.  Or instead of doing 

homework for two hours a night they are working.  So I think there are a lot of factors, the biggest thing 

we see is kids not passing our classes.  And then we have high mobility too.  We’re not quite like say a 

maybe an inner city school where there’s a real high mobility rate but we do have a lot of kids that come 

from other districts for 9th grade that they don’t succeed and they go back to their home district or 

another school and you see that too.  Kids kind of making changes because of failure and all those things 

that happen.   

I: Is there anything that the county can do to help alleviate those challenges? 

SA: I think that’s hard because if the county does it, it’s usually through policy, taxes or some umbrella 

program they provide that supports multiple districts.  Now for our district specifically it might be 

something with our Latino community, ya know there’s some kind of implanted support in the 



155 
 

community from Hennepin County creating some kind of a resource center for families.  We have one 

called Mira that’s really strong.  But maybe partnering with Mira? Maybe it’s after school programing, I 

don’t know, whatever some of those social issues are that Hennepin County supports.   

I: Cool.  So the Minnesota Department of Education posts graduation rates for each school district, so 

you think this is a fair assessment of school success? 

SA: I don’t know if I, (sighs) I look at it, it just is what it is.  It’s, I don’t know if it’s, when you say fair 

assessment, if they are making judgments about a school because of that rate I don’t think that’s fair.  

Just by posting it and having it available for people to see to me it is what it is.  I’d still, without having 

the data in front of me I’d argue that graduation rates in this country are higher today than they were 

fifty years ago.  Just because I know my grandparents and who dropped out of school when and I think 

the perception is that things are worse and the graduation rate is lower.  And so I think there has to be 

some education about what that the rate means, and that there’s a four year rate, there’s a five year 

and there’s a six year rate.  And that’s where maybe the fairness question comes in is that, by having 

this kind of like a fixed mindset, here’s four years, here the classes you have to take and if you don’t 

success you’re a failure.  Some kids take longer.  And I think the perception has to be out there that 

okay, here’s the four year rate, but here’s the five year rate which is higher and the six year rate which is 

even higher and this is a good thing.  So yeah, there might have to be some education that goes but I 

think it depends on how it’s presented.  I personally don’t have a problem with it. Just cause from my 

view point it is what it is.  I know what Wayzata’s is, I know what Edina’s is, I know what ours and I know 

what Minneapolis and St. Paul’s graduation rates are. And it’s not rocket science, ya know, we could 

make a prediction.  We could list all the cities in the metropolitan area and their school districts and rank 

them by our perceptions of the graduation rates gonna be and I would betcha that we would be pretty 

accurate.  I’ve done that with ah, classrooms as an experiment and you could do it with that and test 

scores and you’d probably be pretty accurate.   

I: Who reports your numbers to MDE and how does that work within the school? 

SA: Our district reports it through TIES. You’re familiar with TIES?   

I: Yep. 

SA: So we’re a TIES district so a lot of that information goes from TIES to I don’t know how it gets there. 

But our counselors are responsible for closing out the transcript of each kid when they graduate from 

high school.  And based on what their grad year, like what their code is in the system, so if a student is 

an FY13 that means he’s supposed to graduate with the class of 2013.  And if their files not closed out 

and that data goes to the state then they can see that here’s a kid that didn’t graduate out of how many 

that started in 9th grade and how they calculate the rate.   

I: Can you describe the typical process at our school for students that do decide to drop out? 

SA: Um, we really don’t have kids that decide to dropout.  We don’t.  They just don’t do it.  They don’t, 

they love being here and they want to be here. We coach them out sometimes into a better situation for 
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them.  So if we have a junior or senior that has four or five six credits, it’s not working here they are 

going to succeed in this system because we’re not set up for that.  We’re set up for the kid that can 

make it in four years.  And we have systems that can pull them along and support them a little bit, but if 

they’re way behind then we recommend like SHAPE or SECA over on Penn Ave. or we have an 

alternative school across the parking lot that allows them to maybe work part time or earn credits at a 

more rapid pace but still learn what they need to so, but what we don’t, so I guess your question was 

how we respond when kids choose to dropout, I guess we don’t see them choosing to a lot.  If a kid 

doesn’t show up for example and they just stop coming maybe that’s choosing to dropout.  If they stop 

coming for whatever reason, again, our  graduation specialist or our guidance counselors will try to 

contact the student and find out what’s going on. And that’s actually one big push that 287 and 

Hennepin County I think are working together on is how to catch those kids who are 15 day drops in the 

school system and what happens to them. And how can we catch them and make school relevant and 

engaging for them again. Which is a challenge. 

I: You started talking about that process of what happens when kids just don’t come back to school and 

one of the things we noticed just looking at the data is you’ve got graduation rates and you’ve got 

continuing students and then  you’ve got folks that are classified as dropouts and in the MDE there’s 

another classification called unknown.   We just don’t know what happened; do you see unknowns in 

your school? 

SA: Ah, I’ve never seen a list of kids that are considered dropouts.  I’ve never seen a list that are 

considered unknowns.  Mostly because, and that’s kind of the problem is that we have our system here 

and when they’re in the system we know who they are and if they stop coming, I know Marie, we try to 

catch up with them and make contact at home and try to find out where the child went to school first, 

and often times what happens is we’ll get some request from another school for records and once we 

get that request we assume they’ve gone to that school and we kind of lose track of them.   And they 

just go.   In terms of unknowns, usually that happens when a student withdraws and says they are 

moving back to another state.  If the student says they’re moving back to Mexico or they’re going back 

to wherever they’re from, any of those cases I think we just kind of wait for the request of records. And 

we tell them, okay when you enroll at your next school they will ask for the records and we do that.  So 

you’re putting faith in the kid when they or the parents say we’re moving to this other state you kind of 

trust them and they just go. Who follows up with whether we ever get the request for records and 

things like that I don’t know that offhand sitting here.  But it’s a challenge. 

I:  So for the kids that get classified as continuing that are on that four year plus track do you see them 

as being engaged and staying at the school with that expectation of getting a regular diploma? 

SA: Yeah, I think so.  I think that’s why they stick with it. I think that’s why they put forth the effort.  We 

have a kid who’s supposed to graduate last year.  I see him, he comes in every other morning for the 

SWAS class cause he’s got a couple of credits to finish. Sorry, I forgot the tail end of your question, but I 

can you repeat that last part again? 
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I: Just if you see them as engaged and being on track to get that regular diploma rather than going off to 

take the GED exam or just saying I’m done with this. 

SA: Yeah, very rarely do I hear a kid say, “ya know I’m gonna just get my GED”.  That really doesn’t 

happen.  The last time that happened it was a student, a fourth year student that had two credits.  And 

he’s a community kid, everybody knew who he was, loved being at the school, he came every day, he 

went to every sporting event, every musical all those things he just never connected with school and 

could never get the work done. But a great, great kid and he just said, “Ya know what I’m just gonna go 

get my GED”.  That’s the life that’s he’s on and that’s what he wants to do. But rarely do we have kids 

just say “I can’t do this I’m just going to get my GED”.  It just doesn’t happen.  They stick around because 

they want to get it and they want to get the diploma.  

I: Next question for ya, what do you think of MDE’s new MMR, the multiple measurement rating 

system? 

SA: Well, as long as it’s consistent and it measures what it is intended it’s intended to measure and it’s 

used as a, it can be used by schools as a benchmark to evaluate their progress, I love it.  I’m all for 

accountability as long as the standards for and the measures for accountability don’t change every year r 

every other year.  And that’s the problem with MDE.  The standards change every two to three years, 

the tests then change every two to three years and there’s no consistency.  And again, I can list the 

communities in the metropolitan area on the board and we can rank them according what we think 

their MMR is going to be and the first year it was published we’d probably be pretty accurate.   Now it’s 

changed a lot because as a school we did a great job raising our math scores and closing the gap 

between a couple of groups some of it intentional some of it by accident.  And our MMR shot up quite a 

bit and it grew quite a bit and we’re going to advertise that and say hey this is great and we made some 

progress and we did.  But then another school that is a high preforming school in general terms maybe 

their MMR tanked twenty points because a specific subgroup went backwards and their gap grew.  And 

so there’s a lot of, it depends on what it measures.   Ya know there’s four areas, there’s graduation rate, 

and your schools proficiency and the closing of the gaps and the growth of the gap or the growth of the 

sub-groups so you have four areas there.  And I like the model, but it all depends and hinges on the 

consistency of the model and whether it really is valid in what it is communicating.  So mixed bag.  I like 

it, but I also understand it and try to temper people’s understanding and expectations of it.  

I: If you got the job of being in charge of MDE is there anything that you would stop doing?  

SA: Oh Jeez, WOW… 

I: We understand it is not everybody’s dream job, but if you could imagine yourself in that position… 

SA: That’s a tough one, because you are the helicopter flying above everything that is happening down 

on the ground and so you have very little control over what happens down there.  I think from their 

viewpoint they have to be looking at things from a systematic view point saying what is our mission as a 

state?  What’s our goal?  Our goal is to have kids ready for college and careers.  Okay how are we going 

to measure that?  What do our school systems need to be doing?  How can we support them? How can 
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we not change the system every other year which only hurts districts? Because then it makes us say, 

“Oh, here goes MDE again. Here’s another new initiative.  Now we have another new commissioner in 

because we have a new governor and this person is going to change this and change that”.  And it’s just 

a bunch of malarkey.  It’s really frustrating and that’s the problem with some public policy is that people 

come in  and depending on what their agenda is and change something that has been in place for maybe 

only two or three years. So there can never be any consistency in ground work. Ya, know we had four 

principals here in four years.  I was the fourth in four years and I was here previously for five as an AP 

but coming back you can imagine that there was maybe a lack of trust in whoever the principal was.   

Any initiatives that were started in previous years are pretty much toast.  And that’s what happens at 

the grand perspective when if MDE makes changes like that on an every other year basis.  Everyone says 

well this is gonna go, this is a joke.  We had profiles of learning then we do this, then we do that.   And 

that’s the cycle of life and I get that but, so I would try to build in as much consistency and clarity as I can 

for an extended period of time so people get their bearings straight and you can support the work at a 

local level.  And with all that said I will say I really do appreciate the mindset of Brenda Cassellius and 

what MDE is doing right now in terms of the MCA assessments.  And taking away those as the tool and 

going to more of a college and career readiness like the ACT or whatever is going to happen, who knows.   

But again it’s just another change and will another governor come in and go back to standardized 

assessments? I don’t know who knows with MDE?  So how would I change it?  I have no idea, but it 

would be interesting.   

I: I think that is a great answer and I think you answered the stop part and the start part to build in 

consistencies.  So here’s an even bigger question for you, working our way up the ladder.  How have 

changes in policy at that state and federal levels impacted your ability as a school to keep students on 

track to graduate in four years? 

SA: Clearly, I think just by saying that kids can now graduate if they just take the ACT or take the 

Accuplacer at Normandale Community College, just that fact alone vs. having to pass the grad test for 

reading, writing and math is going to increase the graduation rates.  So I hope that MDE doesn’t come 

back in a year or two and say “YAY, look what we did in our tenure, we’ve raised the graduation rates, 

by focusing on achievement.”  When in reality all they did was take away the three standardized 

assessments and made it much easier for kids to graduate.  Because the reality now is that we can say 

“okay Todd, Kristin, all you have to do you have to do is earn 43 credits at Richfield High School.   Earn 

the 43 that are required from the school and the state and take any of these exams and you can 

graduate.”  That’s different from you have to earn 43 and pass the reading, writing and math test.  

That’s one major policy thing that going to help kids graduate. And in reality I think that’s a good thing 

because we have kids that are smart kids who can demonstrate in life and in school that they are going 

to be successful and to withhold a diploma from them because they couldn’t pass a standardized 

assessment. Ah, I don’t know. Who am I to say that hey this kid’s reading level is here and they didn’t 

pass the reading test they shouldn’t earn a diploma, when they did everything else and beyond to earn 

that diploma.  So I think that’s one change that’s been positive.  It will just be interesting to see how we 

share the results cause you know it’s going to be more positive for the state.   The graduation rate will 

go up, it has to.   Ya know we are calling people that  are on that five and six year plan who just haven’t 



159 
 

passed the test and saying “ ya know what, forget about the MCA, just come and take the Accuplacer, if 

you took the ACT, you now graduated from high school here’s your diploma”.  That’s going to raise our 

rate.  So that’s the reality of what’s happening.  Ah, Federally, I don’t know. I think it’s the same thing, 

what’s going to be the next thing, because there’s just been proven over time um well, let me back up.  

The waiver that we have from the federal government for no child left behind I think as a state that’s 

been very useful, because it takes away that grading system and critiquing and the public eye of the 

public schools.  And you’re not, there’s enough negative talk about teachers and schools that are out 

there right now that that only perpetuated the problem.  So that’s been a good thing, but like I said, who 

knows what it will be two years from now.  Maybe someone will come in and say no, we need to go back 

to this and it’s just this all the time and so I just try to focus on our school.  What I can control, who our 

kids are, what I can do to focus on teaching and learning and try to circumvent some things that I think 

are harmful to our kids and take advantage of things that those things that are helpful. 

I: Fantastic.  Those are all the questions that we have for you unless there is something else you think 

we need to know.  Thank you so much for taking the time to meet with us.  

  



160 
 

APPENDIX L: TRANSCRIPTION INTERVIEW #9 
I: Why do you believe kids come to school here? 

SA:  For a couple of different reasons.  I think that some of our students who live in [the city] proper and 

within our attendance area come here because their families have been residents of [the city] for 

multiple generations.  We’ve found that, in terms of moving around in the community and meeting 

people, that within this area, there is such a sense of identity and commitment to [the city] proper, so 

there have been multiple generations of students coming here.  The other piece, we’re 49% open 

enrollment and so we’ve got students who come from as near as [a nearby city] to as far as [a city].  And 

part of the open enrollment from out in the suburban part of the metro area is because we’re part of 

the [school district] and so as a magnet school that offers IB and the arts, we receive candidates who 

want to come in from other member school districts.  So, there’s a variety of reasons about why people 

come, but the more important thing for me is always why people stay, and that’s kind of been our focus.  

I: So then why do you think kids stay in your program? 

SA:  So I think that it has to do with the level of community and family feel around the way we educate 

kids.  We’re a 6-12 building which is initially a little bit, um, it takes some adjustment and education of 

families who are bringing in sixth grade students, because how do you adjust to the fact that my baby is 

going to be going to school with eleventh and twelfth grade students.  And so we explain to them and 

really work to educate them that our middle school area of our building is very isolated and separate 

from the high school kids.  We have some interaction during passing time but then we focus on 

promoting positive interaction by talking to our high school students about how to mentor or how to set 

that example.  And so we really approach it from that direction. 

I:  So how many kids within the high school have an IEP or 504plan? 

SA:  We are 17% Special Ed, we are 19% ELL, we are 80% free and reduced lunch, and we are 80% 

students of color, and we are 14% homeless and highly mobile.  And our total student count is about 

850, so that’s 6-12. 

I: So as far as your Special Ed kids, based on historical data, is that number growing, shrinking, staying 

the same? 

SA:  It is growing. 

I: How would you define success at the school? 

SA: Student success?  I think that over the past, we right now this year, we’re coming off of our label as 

a turnaround school.  In 2006, no, 2009 I think, we were identified as one of the 32 lowest performing 

schools identified by the Feds and designated with turnaround status.  With that, there was funds 

devoted to intensive improvement of those schools over a three-year time period.  From 2009 to today, 

we have made an 11.6% improvement in our reading scores, no I’m sorry, a 13% improvement in our 

reading scores and an 11% improvement in our math scores from where we were in terms of bridging 
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the achievement gap between white students and students of color within our building and then as well 

as the average scores at the state level and where our kids are.  So there is kind of a double gap that 

they base those qualifications on.  So, we actually have no status right now so that, I think, is one of our 

indicators of success right now.  Now, success for me is a relative term because I think that in this case, 

the way that I’m describing it, our success is based on growth.  So we’re thinking about taking our 

students from wherever they are and moving them forward.  So the fact that many of our students 

come to us unprepared by anywhere from three to four grade levels behind, taking them, meeting them 

where they are and moving them forward, simultaneously, while taking our advanced kids from where 

they are and moving them forward.  So, keeping everyone on this growth mindset.  Success for me is 

about providing my teachers with tools they need to be successful and be able to do what they do best. 

I:  So how is that connected to your formal mission statement as a school? 

SA:  So we’re a community school.  So that means we believe in the education of the whole child.  The 

idea that students often come to us, they have an academic and or learning-based deficit or need that 

must be met, but then also that could be paired with or we could have a student who is coming from a 

socio and emotional deficit or need to be met.  So how do we provide those wrap-around services to be 

able to allow them to work through the obstacles that they face every day before they get here to be 

able to set those aside to access the learning that they need to access.  So as a community school, that’s 

our focus.  And we have lots of community partnerships that we can provide support and mental health 

services, etc, for our parents, families, and students. 

I: How well is your mission enacted by your staff here? 

SA:  I think that the understanding, and  we’re more at an understanding phase of community schools at 

it were, the idea of the need to monitor and provide interventions that are based on the whole child and 

their whole development. And we’re very hard on that process and so with that we support and educate 

teachers on the process of discussing student concerns.  So, twice weekly, during our PLC sequence, our 

professional learning community sequence that’s within the school day, teachers meet in their grade 

level teams to have conversations about individual students.  So, we’re monitoring both from an 

academic standpoint by implementing specific school-wide instructional strategies to move the learning 

forward , but then we’re also talking about individual students that are presenting as students who are 

vulnerable, have a high need, something that needs to be on the radar.  Then what the teachers do is 

they problem-solve around that particular student and then if they feel that the student need that the 

student is presenting with is urgent of something that can’t be met at the classroom level, they move 

that forward to be able to access the resource network that we have.  So that’s, in practice, that’s the 

expectation for teachers.  The support for them to be able to do that with fidelity every time requires 

time, requires resources, it requires training. So, that’s where we are in the developmental stage of 

really helping the teachers understand the whole process.  But they don’t have to do it themselves.  We 

have all these resources in order to support them. 

I:  How do the students understand and enact your mission? 
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SA:  I’ve worked in other schools for years.  This is my 14th year in education and this is honestly the first 

place that I have really felt this unique sense of community.  Students love to be here.  They don’t, we 

have to shoo them out the door at quarter to six in the evening and put them on a bus and transport 

them home.  They don’t wanna leave.  We have a tremendous base in after-school activities, the idea 

behind that being that, it is about developing the whole child, the whole experience, and being a part of 

together as a community.  You know the mission is grounded in where the arts and academics take 

center stage together.  And that’s why we’re an arts and IB world school so, that’s our focus.  Our after-

school activities are grounded and immersed in the creation of visual art, performing arts, academic 

support for students to be able to catch up on their work, to receive homework help from teachers and 

as well as our athletics, too.  So I think students are very much engaged in that process. 

I:  If funding were unlimited, what would you change about your school? 

SA:  I think I’d make sure there was a one-to-one technology implementation for my students.  

Classrooms are changing.  The way that students learn is changing.  Students now don’t learn the way 

that we were patterned and trained to learn in classrooms, however, our teachers are still teaching the 

way that we were taught when we were in school.  So how do we get to the point where we can do a 

flipped classroom model where students are able to engage freely with technology that enhances and 

supports their learning and then they can have access to the teacher even outside of the school day 

through that technology to be able to continue to move their learning forward and they can work at a 

more individualized pace.  Because within every classroom, there’s such a wide variety of abilities and 

needs, and it’s really becoming, it’s ever-increasingly more difficult for teachers to be able to meet all of 

the individual needs of students because of that range is so vast.  That’s what I would want.  And I’d love 

to grow my music program.  I would love to double the size of my marching band.  I would love to be 

able to have this truly be a performing and visual arts hub, if money were no object. 

I: So how would you describe the student perception of the need to graduate within four years? 

SA:  I would say that it depends.  It’s a static perception.  And it really comes down to what has been 

instilled in that child, whether it be from family influence, tradition, the idea of hope or lack of hope.  

You know, I have students who don’t believe that there’s any hope for them to graduate because no one 

in their family has ever graduated and they’ve always been taught: why are you different than anyone 

else?  I had a conversation with a young man yesterday who told me, “I have the chance to make a 

difference for my family if I graduate from high school. No one else has graduated, but I believe that I 

can.  And that’s a dream that I need to hang on to because once that happens, that opens up other 

doors for me to do other things.”  I have students on the converse of that who are 3.8, 3.9 grade point 

average, students who there is no other option.  College is the only option for them.  And then you have 

your other students in between who don’t have any interest in a four-year post-secondary education 

but they wanna graduate in order to be able to go on to a tech school.  They wanna be an auto 

mechanic, they wanna be a millwright.  There’s such a wide range.  Also then with that, kids get sucked 

into the pipeline of the streets all the time and it really comes down to the support network available for 

those kids.  And so we try to intervene in our realm here to try to provide a little bit to offset the balance 

because the streets have such a strong pull for so many kids.  And if it’s in their life all the time and 



163 
 

they’re with us 25% or a third, even, of their day, but then the rest of the time and their weekends 

they’re out and about in the streets, it’s in their house, it’s everywhere. And you watch them fight to 

stay and then sometimes they make it and sometimes they give in.  And then graduation doesn’t 

become a priority, it’s about their survival. 

I:  How do teachers and administrators help or hinder that perception? 

SA:  I don’t think that if you asked any individual in our profession as a whole, can all kids learn?  I don’t 

think you would find any single person who would say no.  I think that you absolutely will find people, 

though, that do believe that to be true that all kids can learn, that kids can be successful.  My major 

issue with that is it takes a certain mindset and paradigm and approach when you choose to spend your 

life educating urban learners.  If you don’t have the right mindset for that, you’re doing more harm than 

good.  So how do we get to that point of really having those conversations with kids about even though 

you believe that you don’t have the ability, maybe you believe and maybe I believe that as well, how do I 

set that aside from myself to be able to coach you to be the best student that you possibly can be.  So, 

you may not be the greatest mathematician, but you sure are a phenomenal artist, so let’s get you into a 

rigorous course in art or media arts so you can work on that level of confidence so that you can engage 

and move yourself forward so that you’re more likely to transfer that newly-found confidence and 

competence into your other classes as well that ultimately makes you successful. 

I:  In what ways does the school as a whole encourage four-year graduation? 

SA:  We have, I would say, a developing support network around college and career-readiness.  Our goal 

is to make that a pillar of who we are as a learning community.  We have just together a college and 

career resource center.  We have a full grade-level implementation of AVID curriculum as a way to 

expose students to higher education possibilities.  We have a five-day week advisory program-that idea 

of doing distributive counseling, so one adult in the building is a touchstone for a some group of 

students to be checking on grades, checking on attendance, monitoring their goals, helping them 

prepare for the ACT if that’s what their moving in that direction.  It’s developing, but it is a priority for 

us. 

I:  So what step, or policies and procedures, do you have when students fall behind in graduation 

requirements? 

SA:  We do regular credit checks for students, but since we’re a 6-12 building, there’s significant time 

spent in the earlier years, before those credits start to count towards graduation, where we’re doing 

interventions for students.  We do regular diagnostic testing as we go through, monitoring their 

progress in reading and math and science as it were.  And students are then re-screened based on their 

needs determined by those scores on monitoring tests, and then we provide additional intervention for 

students.  So, say a student identifies as academically vulnerable from a reading standpoint.  They’re in 

their regular grade level English class, but then we also do a reading lab class for them as well, which is 

small group-driven and focused specifically on reading comprehension strategies so that we can 

hopefully catch them up so that they don’t continue to move backward while the rest of their peers are 

moving in a different direction.  So we get them an extra scoop of reading I guess.  We do the same 
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thing with math.  The, in addition, we have time during that advisory period where students three times 

a week can move around the building to be able to make up classes.  We also have an assessment policy 

where we don’t have zeroes. We don’t give zeroes to students.  If you have not done the assignment, 

you come in at a certain cutoff point that still is a fail, it’s a 50, as opposed to if you don’t do it you get a 

zero, so then you’re at such a deficit in that zero to 50 threshold that you can never make up the ground 

that you’ve lost by missing one major assignment.  We also do additional tries for summative 

assessments so that students have multiple opportunities to show mastery on something as opposed to 

just completing the task so that they are allowed to be able to show what they know and re-do a 

summative assessment.  So with that, that’s a way for us to really monitor if they are falling behind.  If 

they fail a class, we do regular credit checks with our counselors and so students, then, are moved into 

independent study or they can also attend, if they get to the point where they are significantly behind, 

they can go to our contract alternative school to make up credits to help graduate.  With that though, 

there are still gonna be students who fall through. 

I:  Hennepin County has a program called A-GRAD, have you hear of this program? 

SA: (Nodding in a positive) Uh-huh. 

I: Having heard of that, is there anything that you find really helpful at the school? 

SA:  We haven’t done a lot of work with the program so I don’t if that is something, you know we our, 

we have 1.5 counselors and we have one social worker as well.  So, in terms of outreach and making 

sure students are being referred and receiving the appropriate interventions that they need, I feel like 

we’re always behind the eight-ball with that. 

I: Are there other ways that the particular program could offer supports? 

SA:  Well I think that what we would need is to, what would be best for us is to have someone come out 

and maybe meet with, educate the staff and provide us with what resources are available and a part of 

the program.  That would be ideal.  As a community school, that would be such a good connect for us in 

terms of having another program to partner with. 

I:  Does your school have connections with other County programs? 

SA:  We work with, oh gosh what is the program called? The social worker who works with the program 

was just here.  It is a program to target academically vulnerable and credit-deficient students who are on 

the verge of dropout.  I can’t remember what it’s called; it’s escaping me right now.  And then we do 

basic truancy monitoring on a BASIL system with Hennepin County, too. 

I: Is that an acronym for something? 

SA:  BASIL is Be At School Information something. 

I:  Be At School, yes we’ve heard of that.  So, what do you see as the school’s biggest challenges when 

it comes to graduation rates? 
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SA:  Um….I would say that it is keeping students on track and giving them the opportunity to do credit 

recovery in a thriving summer school program.  We are currently lacking that.  Also, truancy and dropout 

is a significant concern with some of our demographic groups more than others.  So, how to engage 

community and parents around dropout prevention strategies when there’s oftentimes a language 

barrier involved.  Our Hispanic students are our highest dropout rate, so how can we engage with a 

community partner, you know, a county agency, something to increase our resources or develop that 

scope of intervention for students. 

I: You mentioned county, do you think there are specific ways the County could help you meet those 

big challenges? 

SA:  I don’t know.  A lot of times county is not a first direction for us simply because of the volume of 

cases Hennepin County is already dealing with-truancy for example at the high school level, those 

students are not on the top of the pile to do intervention with if they’re in eleventh and twelfth grade, 

they’re almost of age, they’re of age.  They are students that are vulnerable just as the other students 

are, but they’re not elementary students who are truant.  Those are oftentimes the higher priority cases 

for Hennepin County and that makes sense, but it is difficult for us to, when we do engage Hennepin 

County, they’re there and wanting to support, but the volume that they see is so tremendous. 

I:  The Minnesota Department of Education posts graduation rates for schools.  Do you think that is a 

fair assessment of the school’s success? 

SA:  How many students are graduating?  I think that depends on so many different factors.  Graduation 

is directly related to whether a student is thriving and supported at home.  So I think that a fair 

assessment of the school itself, maybe not all of the time, no.  Is it an assessment of what’s happening in 

the community and identifying what the needs are in the actual community itself, I think it is a good 

indicator of what needs are there for outreach and support. 

I:  Who reports your numbers to MDE and how does that work? 

SA:  We have an accountability officer who does the reporting.  She monitors our system and also we 

have a MARS reporting person who works through TIES and TIES feeds directly into that.  And we have a 

truancy outreach worker who reports our truancy cases to Hennepin County. 

I:  Can you describe the typical process at your school for students who do decide to dropout? How do 

you decide when that becomes official and how is it recorded? 

SA:  Well a student, so a student has to reach a certain age in order to make that determination for 

themselves, so a lot of times what occurs is they just stop coming.  And after a certain amount of days, 

15 school days where they’re marked consecutively absent by all of their teachers, they’re dropped.  

What we do then is take our 15 day referral students and we refer them to a social worker that works 

with 287 who is our partner agency and they start doing dropout intervention.  And it’s similar to the 

WE Want You Back program that Minneapolis used to have.  This particular person goes out to try to 

locate where the student is to try to figure out, identifying what the cause is that led to their dropout to 
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see if we can provide resources.  When that occurs, if the student is open to coming back to school, we 

welcome them back and put a plan in place to work on helping them be successful.  Now, oftentimes, 

when a student does reach the point of dropout, it’s because they don’t have, there is no hope.  They 

are so far behind academically that they would basically be here until they were 21 to get their credit 

made up.  And that’s often the problem with traditional high school.  You only gain credits at a ten or 1 

week increment, so then getting that student and coaching them into alternative or ALC environment 

where they can earn portions of credits every three weeks, so they’re showing or presenting with a crisis 

that’s occurred, they forfeit three weeks- worth of credit or .25 of a credit.  Whereas, a crisis shows up 

in a three-week period and they spend so much time around that doing the catch-up and they still fail 

and fall short.  So getting them there.  Also, if it’s a homeless or highly mobile issue, helping to identify 

and provide the resources to the student.  So, in terms of, if we can’t get them, they decide to drop out, 

so there’s no way for us, if we know they’re considering it, to keep them, then they make the decision 

and you file paperwork that way.  But, that is absolutely the last resort for us.  But, oftentimes more 

often than not, they don’t consult us.  They just are done.  That’s unfortunate. 

I:  So looking at the data from MDE, you have the four-year, five-year, and six-year graduation rates.  

Some students are labeled as “continuing” or “dropout” and also “unknown”.  We are trying to get a 

better handle who are those “unknowns”? 

SA:  So continuing will oftentimes apply to students like ELL students, students who are new to country 

and progressing through and there is no way for them to, because they start at such a language deficit, 

that they are going to be taking additional time to get through.  Also continuing could be your transition 

plus students, Special Education students who are on a continuing plan.  Unknown may very well be 

students who are sporadic.  They come into the system and go out, come in…and we don’t know if 

they’re four, five, six.  We’ve lost track of, they’re not aged-out of the system yet and they continue to 

pop up in a contract alternative on and off.  That would make sense to me because they’re harder to 

track. 

I:  Do you so students who are in that “continuing” category, do you see them as being engaged and 

feeling like they’re on track to get that regular diploma? 

SA:  I think that they are definitely engaged.  I think that because of the different and unique learning 

obstacles that they’re presented with based on whether it be a learning disability, whether it be a 

physical handicap, whether it be a language deficit, that is something that their progress is relative.  

They’re making progress, but comparatively, when putting it next to a regular education student, it’s not 

the same.  With that though, the delimiters we use to measure progress for a student who is on an IEP, 

depending on what their diagnosis is and what their disability qualification is, they’re still making 

dramatic progress and moving towards success as a contributing member of society.  Those become, 

then, transition students that their educational experience is vastly different from the traditional 

learner, at any rate. 

I: What do you think MDE’s new Multiple Measurement Rating system? 
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SA:  The MMR qualification system takes into consideration different variables that need to be 

considered.  For one, looking at Title I schools alone that are measured using the MMR, it helps to really 

tease out that gap between our white students and our students of color.  It also calls out attention to 

graduation rate and attendance rates across the board as related to, there are certain things that we 

need to be considerate of in thinking about budgeting, in thinking about staffing, serving kids in an 

urban area and then using Title I resources that we have available to us with fidelity.  Oftentimes, then 

we spend so much of our time moving our resources toward meeting the intervention needs of students 

who are behind and developing at grade level and ultimately makes your gap bigger because there are 

still students who are maybe up here in the blue and green zone in terms of meeting and exceeding 

proficiency, that if the majority of the resources are devoted here and we’re not spending a lot of time 

because of resource limitations, moving our students here (pointing up)  forward, they’re still moving, 

but then theses students, it shows that the gap continues.  Our gap here, it’s closing gradually, but it’s 

still quite gradual.  Whereas, other schools in the Title 1 sequence don’t have as many needs to be met 

here.  They do have significant needs, but not as many as a lot of urban communities and urban schools, 

so they’re able to bridge this gap a bit faster because they can allocate their resources differently.  So, 

they’re celebration eligible schools.  And the idea, then, that we are no designation in the MMR rating, 

which is great to be in the gray area, we have no label - it’s awesome, but we’re still at, I think we’re at 

the 32.7% percentile in the MMR rating. And so, we’re still a ways away from being 65 and up to be 

considered a celebration eligible school.  And we’re celebrating just being right here.  But, then in 

relation to, we’re just being compared right now to other Title 1 schools.  I think that there’s an issue 

there.  There’s a problem by just creating a comparison of Title 1 schools when, then, the other schools 

who are not receiving Title 1 funding and not even being compared there.  So then what the state’s 

doing then is essentially creating an addition layer of gap by grouping Title 1 schools together on a 

separate rating while the other schools that don’t Title services are moving in a different direction or 

being held to different accountability system. 

I:  That’s not an easy thing at all. 

SA:  No. No.  Well and then in addition to the MMR rating, there’s the Focus rating, too, which schools 

then, if you have a specific designation on the MMR scale, but on the FR scale, you receive as a 

continuous improvement school, you automatically designated on the MMR scale as being an at risk 

school.  So the play between the two, there’s two different scales that they’re using to score, are you 

familiar with the Focus Rating system? 

I:  I’m not. 

SA:  So Focus Rating is devoted to, it’s graduation rate of white students and non-white students, and 

then it’s also figuring in the achievement gap as well.  So it looks at those two.  So if you’re not making 

sufficient progress on your graduation rate in the gap, you’re identified as a focus-rated school.  So if 

you are, in order to not be considered a priority school on the MMR scale, you have to be 25% or higher.  

But, even if you are 25% or higher on the MMR rating, if you’re identified on the Focus rating, you are 

automatically held back in that zone. 
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I:  So it’s a double measure. So you’ve gotta meet the criterion of both categories before you can move 

ahead. 

SA:  Yeah.  It can be a lot of pressure.  So we, right now, have no designation, but that doesn’t mean 

next year, that we couldn’t move right back into being a continuous improvement school if we miss on 

the FR rating this year. It’s complicated business. 

I: So if you were in charge of MDE, is there anything you would stop doing? 

SA:  Stop doing? Wow.  I think that Dr. Cassellius has a formidable job.  I think it is extremely 

complicated.  One thing that I would devote attention toward and this is also something that she is 

devoting attention toward, is the quality of the standardized, high-stakes assessments.  I think that we 

test the crap out of our kids.  We exhaust them through testing, especially our most vulnerable students.  

For example: our ELL students.  Our ELL students are held to take the assessments that are mandated by 

the state in addition to taking the access tests and things the feed into the [inaudible].  So the idea, 

then, that those students, who are having trouble with language mastery, communication, reading 

comprehension, writing,  etc., are asked to just spend basically eight full weeks: test, test, test, test, test.  

And we think that we’re getting valid measures out of those?  We’re fooling ourselves.  So why not 

simplify and think about tests that are going to move our students forward.  If we’re really creating this 

culture of college-readiness, what is the test that the majority of students take as an entrance into 

college?  The ACT exam.  So then with that, the ACT comes with pre-tests, the PLAN and the Explorer, 

that help to gauge what skills the students need developed as they move into the ACT.   Why not be like 

Illinois and have the ACT test sequence be our standardized assessment?  That’s what I would change. 

I:  I think that answers both sides of our question, the stop side and the start side.  So how have the 

changes in policy at the state and federal level in the past few years impacted your ability as a school 

to keep students on track towards that graduation? 

SA:  So, I think initially in 2005 and 2006 was identified as a racially isolated school, meaning that we had 

70% plus of a certain population, and conversely, a school like Buffalo was also identified as being 

racially isolated because they had 70% plus of white students, and that was when the creation of this 

integration school district was, you know, they were being created across the state.  [We] are part of the 

Northwest Suburban Integration Schools, and that’s where we became a magnet school.  We received a 

magnet assistance program grant from the feds in order to build this.  The idea that you are going to be 

able to integrate a school without integrating a community is absolutely absurd, however, what that 

does do, is by bringing a bunch of money in to build a program in a school that focuses on rigor and 

celebrates art and cultural difference, is beautiful for the kids that are here.  If it brings white kids in, ok, 

but if it doesn’t, that’s ok too. So, I don’t think the development of and the change in mandates in that 

particular instance hindered our graduation, I think it actually enhanced it.  So that’s an example there.  

Moving into the Turnaround status as it impacted [us], being labeled a low-performing school impacts 

morale which impacts relationships which impacts students’ perceived success.  I think that that, you 

can throw money at any problem, but if people feel that they’re beat up and they have no hope, it 

doesn’t matter how much money you lay over the situation as a solution, it’s not gonna work.  So the 
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idea that we’ve made some slow progress, you know at 11 and 13% in terms of moving our scores 

forward, awesome. That’s great.  Is it enough?  Absolutely not.  There has to be an increase in the sense 

of urgency around that and by labeling and beating up a school, I don’t think that provides that urgency 

that is necessary, and that’s hindered our movement in the right direction. 

I:  that’s all the questions we have for you.  Is there anything else you’d want us to know before we go? 

SA:  I don’t think so.  Those are great questions. 

I:  Would you like a copy of our report when we’re done? 

SA:  I would love that, absolutely. 
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APPENDIX M: TRANSCRIPTION INTERVIEW #10 
Interviewer (I):  Question one - why do you believe kids come to this school? 

School Admin (SA): Well, I think kids come to this school for a variety of reasons. One reason, one big 

draw, is that they are either pregnant or a parent. A big portion of our population out of about 160 kids I 

would say probably about 80 of them are here either because of pregnancy or being a parent, because 

we have a daycare on site. Then I think some other students feel kind of forced to come here to be 

honest. Within ALC’s one of the unfortunate trends is that they feel like they are pushed out from their 

other schools so they come here because they feel like they don’t have very many other options or 

anywhere else to go to finish high school. So I would say that’s another reason. Some students just need 

a smaller setting; they feel like they’re not able to be successful in the bigger high schools so they just 

choose to come to a program that’s smaller, that they feel like it meets their needs as an individual. 

They feel like they can be who they are here without a whole bunch of people judging them or thinking 

of them in any specific kind of way. 

I: I think that’s great. So, the follow up to that is why do you think kids stay? 

SA: Well, I think that we really try to build a sense of community. I think that’s something that we are 

still continuing to work on. This particular site has only been open for one year, this is our second school 

year in this building and it was a merged program. We merged a program that used to be a stand alone 

pregnancy parenting program, which was all female pretty much with a program that was a mixed 

program with students that could have been excluded or expelled from another school or could have 

just chosen to go to an ALC program. This is just the second year of that merge so we’re really building 

community still but I think that the sense of community that we have is something that makes things 

different. We really try to work on people knowing kids names, knowing more details about them, 

dealing with them in different ways than they were dealt with in other schools so I think that helps them 

to stay, that sense of community and belonging. 

I:  That makes sense to me. So our one data question is how many students have an IEP or 504plan? 

SA: I believe currently we’re at about 36 kids out of our 160 that have an IEP or 504plan. I may be off a 

little bit but if I am I can correct that. 

I: That’s okay, ballpark figures are just fine. Do you think that number is getting bigger, getting smaller 

or staying about the same? 

SA: I think it’s staying about the same. One of the things that we do find in this population is under-

identification of students that at some point in their lives should have been assessed or they were 

assessed and parents signed them out of special education. So, we do have students that have signed 

out and we are aware of that fact. We can’t count them in that number but I can recall five off the top of 

my head right now that were signed out at some point in their educational career from special 

education and that poses a whole ‘nother challenge. 
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I: We’re not talking about that today – that would be a whole ‘nother project (laughter). So, how do you 

define success here? 

SA: Success for the kids or success for me? Because it’s different. 

I: You can do both. 

SA: Okay. Well, for the kids I think that their definition of success is very different than our definition of 

success. I think that for the most part, a lot of times them being able to work toward earning credits for 

some of our younger kids is success because some of them are coming from situations where they 

earned no credit. For our older kids, I think them getting success is being able to finally get that high 

school diploma, getting the credits and graduating. That’s their success. Some go on to post-secondary 

work. We are pushing and working toward that but I think that for a lot of them, we still have a lot of 

first generation kids that would be just getting their high school diploma because their parent opted for 

a GED or just didn’t get that far themselves so I think that’s their definition of success. 

My definition of success for our program would be that we are really reaching those kids that are the 

hardest to reach and we are really looking at when we start the year we know how many kids could 

potentially graduate. My definition of success is us really pushing to get to 80 to 90 percent of those 

students that could graduate when they come in the door in the beginning of the school year actually 

making out the door come June. You know, graduations happen throughout the year for us. We just had 

a group of students that finished up after quarter one, and not letting it go where a kid could have 

finished after quarter one but they never finished. We should be checking back in and saying ‘you didn’t 

make it quarter one, here’s quarter two, we are right in it now, let’s get this plan going, let’s stay on you, 

let’s get it done’ versus just watching them continue to slip through the cracks and never make it to the 

end. So, that to me is the definition of success, for me it would just be making sure that I’m doing what I 

need to do to help guide us all, focusing on getting students through the program.  

I: Fantastic. So [district] 287 has a formal mission. Does the school have a formal mission of its own? 

SA: Not really.  

I: So, we’ll redefine this [question] a little bit. How is success, then, connected to the mission of the 

district? 

SA: I think it’s connected to the mission of the district in that we are, we really are, you know, we kind of 

talk about the responsibilities, the solutions for the coming year as a provider of specialized services to 

students and that’s what we really try to look at as far as what guides us is ‘how are we being 

innovative?’ ‘How are we providing individualized, specialized services for this population of students 

which are a population of students at risk of not graduating from high school?’ So, that’s kind of what 

guides us in terms of what we do, and looking at teacher training and professional development for all 

staff, to help guide and shape that so we’re looking at ‘even though I taught this class and 80 percent of 

them got it, what about the 20 percent that didn’t?’ and what am I doing to address the fact that they 
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still didn’t get their needs met? How do I individualize or personalize instruction to help them gain what 

they need to gain so they get to mastery just like the other students did? 

We’ve actually started talking about it. One of the things that we do once a week is meet within the 

building. Our building structure is different. It’s similar to SEC where there are two principals so my 

responsibility is the ALC and the early learning center which is our daycare and the other principal is in 

charge of all the setting for all the special education programs in the building. So, my focus obviously is 

different so one of the things we do is come together one day of the week to meet as a group. Our 

mantra so to speak is ‘together we’re better’ because we’re bringing in, we’re both working with 

different sets of populations and needs of students but the expertise that we both have in our 

respective realms can carry over and cross over into each other’s realms to better things for their 

students just like the things they’re strong in can better our students as well. So, I think that’s one of the 

things we picked up on as our internal thing. It’s nothing fancy or special, it’s very simple but it’s kind of 

the mind-set that drives us. 

I: I love it cause our next question is how well is your mission understood and enacted by staff and that 

starts talking about the communication between the two sides. In general, do you think the mission is 

pretty well understood? 

SA: I think it’s somewhat understood. I think we’re working toward it being better. This is our, literally 

we just have one quarter of being together under our belts so that’s a little different. We haven’t had 

that amount of time. If we projected into June my hope would be that it would be very much shared and 

very much at work. One of the things we’re working at is building a building culture to involve staff in 

things that impact students. So, involve staff in ‘how can we work together as a building program staff to 

impact curriculum, not only for the ALC but for students that are in the special education programs?’ 

‘How can we do things better from a wellness perspective, not just to impact staff but to impact 

students?’ How can we look at, you know, even fundraising so that there’s a need so that students feel 

like I wish we had this but we don’t have the funds to support it. How can we partner together as a 

school community to still get that need met where students feel like you know we’ve got this court out 

there but we don’t have equipment or we’ve got this but we don’t have… to really look at how we can 

all work together to meet the overall needs that all of us have in common? 

I: Our follow-up question is how well is that mission understood by students? Do you think it’s going to 

get that far? 

SA: I think it will get that far. I think it’s still probably in its infancy because we’re trying to make sure 

that all of our staff are on board before we say here it is to students but I know on the student end we 

are communicating with them. We have an ALC program student council and then there’s a larger 

building student council and we are part of those linkages. The goal will be that parts of what we’re 

doing as a building staff and pieces are getting to that next level with students so they’re not, they’re 

seeing the changes and understand why some changes are made and what input they can give into 

those changes. One example that comes close to mind is I just started a career tech survey for students 

that we did as a google form so they can give input into as we look ahead to the next school year, what 



173 
 

are we looking at for the calendar for career or technical education goals? Do they want what we’re 

trying to offer? Do they want something different than what we’ve been offering? What would they 

want? What do they see themselves as potentially going into in the future that we can offer with 

existing staff and compliment with and structure something that is something they actually want to 

engage in? So that part of what we’re trying to do is look at how can we get information from students 

and partner together with them? And, I’ve also done a focus group this year with students and hope to 

do them once a quarter which is my goal, my personal goal, to just randomly pick a group of kids, six to 

eight kids, and just sit down and ask them ‘what makes you come to school?’ ‘what could we do to help 

you or other students that you know come to school more often?’ ‘what could we do to make things 

more engaging for you as a student?’ Just trying to ask, not 20 questions, but knock it down to four key 

questions and saying ‘I just want to hear your input on these things’ and what can we do to make things 

better? So, those are the ways we’re trying to connect with students. 

I: Okay, terrific. You have a new building. You mentioned fundraising. If funding were unlimited, what 

would you change about your school? 

SA: Oh, goodness! If funding were unlimited… Um, I would make sure we had devices available, whether 

they were i-pads or laptops or desktops, available to students in all classes. I think there so many 

technology applications that can make our jobs easier and make more of a connection for students. I 

was at a recent two-day training and they and they talked about this one, just one, website. I shared the 

website with staff and it was just amazing. In a short period of time because the website allows you to 

do things that, from a teacher time perspective, would just be overwhelming in a way because it can 

literally break down lexile levels so all of us can be reading an article but we are reading it at three 

different levels. Nobody has to know I’m reading it [at which level]. I’m reading it on my device, you’re 

reading it on your device and we are all reading the same article so we can have a discussion but I’m 

reading it at the level I can read at and you at the level that’s most appropriate to you. So, I think those 

are the kinds of things that… it’s not every single news article, it’s a collaboration of news organizations 

that have agreed to share their articles. They break them down into categories, you can assign it as a 

teacher, it takes just moments. You can take an article and it’s not me [the teacher] that needs to get it 

into three different… and I’ve just saved oodles of prep time so I can focus on getting the need to right 

where you’re at and now we, as a class, can have a discussion. [For example] we’ve been talking about 

technology as a class, now we’re going to read this article about technology applications and some of 

the downsides and these types of things and do that. So, I think that would be one big thing I would say 

is technology, having even more technology than we have. 

I think I would want to have subs available for staff development so that teachers could not only go to 

professional development of their choice throughout the year but they could also have coverage for and 

have someone that could potentially be available that gets to know the kids so they can have some type 

of relationship. They can get access to the trainings not only outside but inside just to watch other 

teachers teach in the building because that’s something that there really isn’t a lot of time for. They 

can’t just say ‘well, I’m going to go and observe my colleague today and see how things are going in their 

classroom to make things better in mine.’  
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I would probably get more physical education equipment that’s designed and designated for our 

population. I think wellness is really important and it’s been one of those things that I think that we 

don’t talk a lot about but one of the best ways we can really impact that next generation with some of 

the challenges that I know I’ve faced as an adult is to look at how we can really make or create a sense 

of lifetime activities that help us to remain fit rather than so much focus on these activities that, as you 

get older, are things you can’t do anymore. I mean, I’d love to say that I can still do certain things, but I 

just can’t. And so I think that getting them in tune with some more realistic activities that you can do for 

the rest of your life and how can we increase movement in the traditional classroom setting, even, 

where you’re not just sitting in the chair for 50 minutes, time after time, so just those types of things. 

I could go on and on and on but I’ll stop there… 

I: You’ve given us some great examples.  

SA: Okay, good. 

I: We’ve got a couple of questions that are specifically about graduation rates. And, I think we need to 

preface that with they’re very much about four year graduation rates and we understand that’s not the 

population you’re dealing with, they’re coming in behind or they’re older or whatever so when we say 

four year understand that we ask the same questions to everybody and because we’re doing that cross-

section of schools it applies to some and not so much to others, so… 

SA: No problem. 

I: So, how would you describe the student perception of a need to graduate in four years? 

SA: I think that there are some students that have a fierce need to want to graduate on time but I think 

that, unfortunately, in an ALC setting most of our students have already come in a year and a half or two 

years behind and that reality, that reality check when they come in and they see where their credits fall 

lets them know off the bat that it probably won’t happen on time. So, I do think that there is a subset of 

our population; I would say probably about 25 percent that really feel a fierce need or desire to try to 

graduate on time. I would say the other 75 percent have kind of settled into somewhat of a reality of 

“that’s not me” because of one or a number of other different factors. I mean, for some of them it’s just 

that reality of when they come into our program where some of them who are already in our program 

know that they’re past their graduation year so you know it’s a variety of factors but I think that reality 

is there for a lot of them. 

I: Okay. How do teachers or other staff help or hinder that perception? 

SA: I think we’ve really tried to help the perception that it is important to graduate in four years by 

emphasizing that. Our counselor, for example, puts out a list and invites kids to sign up to see her to 

meet with her to check in about credits. She started doing graduation plans with students where she 

meets with them to talk about where they’re at and what they need to work on. We’ve tried to make it 

a part of our continual learning plan process which is required by the state anyway but it’s just another 

reminder about graduation. We have the advancement via individual discrimination (AVID) program and 
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the ELC which is not a common thing. It’s starting to become more common but it’s not very common 

and really, really pushing kids to think about college and careers and readiness. So I think we’ve tried to 

do all of those things to try to help students kind of focus on that information.  

I think the one big, huge, missing component that rarely gets talked about is that parent piece. I think 

that we neglect the fact that the parents are the children’s first teacher and if there isn’t that connection 

there the likelihood goes significantly down that there’s anything that we can do or have that overrides 

what they’re already hearing at home. I mean, we can keep doing all of these good efforts and things 

but I think that not hearing that message at home is that missing piece of the puzzle so to speak.  

I: So you talked about some of the ways, working with the counselor and AVID that you encourage that. 

Are there other ways that you encourage the end result of the regular diploma? 

SA: I can’t think of any others off the top of my head, any other significant ways that we do. 

I: All-right. So the next question on our list is what steps looking at policy or procedures or process, do 

you take when students fall behind in graduation requirements? 

SA: What we typically do, we definitely check in with students. We’re piloting this year an adopt a 

student program where a staff member ‘adopts’ a student or a couple of students and just kind of 

checks in with them about their attendance, about their grades and how things are going for them. 

Hopefully, next year when we’ve got a year under our belt we can work more towards a formal process 

but our counselor has been really good. I think that because of the fact that our counselor ratio is lower 

than any traditional high school counselor ratio would be, we also have a social worker and a 

psychologist that also provide support to the counselor with were some of those students are on those 

very issues. So we see kids after the first quarter, we just finished our first quarter last week, when we 

see grades posted and we see ‘hey, you’re behind’ that kind of automatically triggers another 

conversation saying ‘let’s talk, let’s sit down and figure out what’s going on’ ‘what’s not going well?’ 

‘what do we need to do in terms of support?’ 

The other thing that we do in a lot of our classes, not all of them, but we do have three special 

education teachers who teach five periods a day each so they co-teach with a regular education 

teachers. One of them is in-between the science department. One of them is in-between language arts 

and one of them is in-between social studies. We haven’t had one that’s in-between math as much but 

we have had some support. We also have some EA’s that support in classes as well. So I think that just 

being able to provide some support into those classrooms to provide whatever those students are 

needing in another way that helps support them toward reaching that goal of graduation. 

I: So, EA’s? 

SA: Education Assistants, sorry. 

I: Thanks, I’ve got to keep up with the jargon. I wasn’t sure so I thought I’d better ask. Hennepin County 

has a program called A-GRAD. Are you aware of this program? 
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SA: I’m aware of the program. 

I: Do you do anything with them that you find helpful? Do you not do anything with them? 

SA: I think the district does a lot more with them than I have directly done with them. I mean I know 

about the initiative, I know about the goal to increase graduation by 2015. I don’t know where we’re at 

with the goal yet as a county, I haven’t seen all the data, but I’m aware of their initiatives and what they 

are trying to do. 

I: Okay, great. Are there other county programs that you work with and, if so, how? 

SA: I would say the biggest thing that we work with within the county are really the child care programs. 

The child care assistance program for the daycare portion and then Hennepin County also supports a 

program here called ALC Plus which is a program to support students that are either truant, chronically 

truant youth that have a probation officer or social worker so we have that support. Other than that, 

there’s not a lot of connection with the county so much but those are two initiatives or programs that I 

can say provide support for without that we wouldn’t be able to do what we do. 

I: All-right. So to kind of sum up, what are your schools biggest challenges when it comes to graduation 

rates? 

SA: I think our biggest challenges would be, at times, when our students feel a lack of motivation, feel a 

lack of support in their family lives which, like I said, is not talked about as much but it’s significant. I 

think that as much support as we have for students, I think that this population needs even more. I think 

that when you look at the graduation incentive criteria that the state of Minnesota has established for 

the students that we serve here which, are you familiar with? 

I: For graduation rates specifically? 

SA: For ALC’s, for Area Learning Center programs there are specific criteria. We can’t take just any 

student so; unlike a charter school we are a little different. So you’re aware. I guess I’m referring to that 

criteria. Being homeless or being… I can go through a few of them so… 

I: Sure. 

SA: Students that are homeless within the last six months. Students that have been chronically truant. 

Students that are a grade level or more below whether it’s by credits or by the academic achievement 

levels based on standardized testing. Students that have been assessed as chemically dependent. 

Students that have a mental health diagnosis. Students that have been physically or sexually abused. 

Students that are pregnant or parenting. Those are some of the key criteria. Or, excluded or expelled 

students. So when you look at all those characteristics, any one of them would be a major characteristic 

based on research to say that student will likely not graduate from high school. We have students that if 

we were to take a diagram and check all the boxes, fit in multiple categories of that so I think that when 

you look at that and you look at the fact that we have students that don’t have an IEP but have needs 

that are similar to students with an IEP, the reality is that even though we are funded, we have the staff 
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and those types of things we could still use more. It would be ideal to have an EA or a second teacher in 

almost every class that we teach throughout the day. We don’t have that level of staffing. We are 

grateful for what we have because without what we have I know it would be worse and yet we could 

still use more because when there are days that are really challenging with students, today is a good 

day, but when we have our challenging days this walkie [talkie] will go all day and those needs are going 

to be pulled from other places to cover and make things keep going and so those are the days when 

things are more challenging and where needs may not get met. And, is that the day when that kid really 

was coming here seeking all of this and they don’t get it and that causes them to disengage? So, it’s a 

lot, it takes a lot to keep it going, to keep things running so that kids are wanting to come back day after 

day after day. 

Transportation is another major barrier. Because we’re an ALC one of the things we’ve been able to do 

with our budget, that changes from year to year, but we have been able to provide at least some tokens 

or bus passes to get to and from school. Some member districts of pregnant or parenting students will 

transport their students or for some students who have been excluded they will but that’s not always 

the case so then students have the challenge of getting here and the suburbs, unfortunately, do not 

have as good of a transportation system as if we were in Minneapolis so that is sometimes a barrier for 

some of our students is just getting here physically. 

I: So thinking about those big challenges, are there ways that the county might be able to help with 

any of those? 

SA:  I think possibly increased spending for some of those kids or some advocacy work with the districts 

that they really want at the end of the day that shift to occur, not just for certain populations but for 

everyone. I think that those leaders in those places are going to have to do more advocacy and 

leadership work with those districts in order for the graduation rates in the county to increase. 

Minneapolis is one huge district within the county, but they’re not the only district and I think that that 

advocacy work has to be spread throughout the county to say how are we as leaders and commissioners 

going to impact the work at that next level down from us so that we actually see a rise, you know, an 

increase in those rates. Without that happening, I just don’t see that coming to fruition. 

I:  Yeah, makes sense. The Department of Ed posts graduation rates for districts and for schools; do 

you think this is a fair assessment of a school’s success?   

SA:  I don’t know if it’s necessarily fair, but I think it’s necessary. I think that we… The hard thing with 

ALC programs is our rates look horrible and yet we typically don’t get kids until there’s not much more 

we can do. It’s not like you can take a kid two years behind and say we’re going to get you to graduate in 

two years. No. You can’t do that. So, that’s what makes our rates look horrible and unfair. At the same 

time I think that’s it’s not good from a…  When I take a step back as a parent, I think it IS necessary to 

post those rates, I think it’s information that the public needs to have. Because the public not being 

engaged in conversations about schools is the worst thing that can happen to our communities and I 

don’t think there’s that connection is being made. I read all the time and I read an article in the Sun Post 

about Brooklyn Center. Brooklyn Center is a very small district. They have I think 4,000 registered voters 
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and only 150 came out to vote for the most recent school board election. They had an editorial about it 

in the Sun Post. It was interesting to read because I don’t live in Brooklyn Center, I live in Brooklyn Park, 

but it was interesting to read because I thought about the last election. I didn’t go to vote for the levy 

because I was like ehh that day, or whatever, but I was of the mindset of it doesn’t matter which way it 

goes for me personally in terms of paying that extra money. But I just thought about school board 

members if it had been a school board election, I thought surely I would have come out because I would 

have cared who was going to be my voice. And to see that that few people went [to vote] in that district 

that’s in statutory operating debt and all these different things, not to pick on them, I’m just saying. That 

speaks to a larger societal issue that we have where there’s such disengagement and people do not 

value what happens and what we’re being charged to provide in schools. And that’s the scarier concept 

because this is our future generation. And what we invest or don’t invest in them is what we’re going to 

all get seen played out. Because when we see a shortage of doctors, because we have so many youth 

not even graduating from school, that they don’t have the potential to then go off to the next level. 

That’s the part that’s scary to me, is that we’re not looking through that lens and that’s the scarier part 

of what’s concerning me as an educator. That’s the scariest part, just thinking that eventually we’re 

going to be at these clinics having to see doctors and nurses and who’s going to be there to care for us 

and what kind of education did they get? That’s going to make a huge difference in the care that we get 

and the lack of investment in care that we’re showing right now, it’s scary to me. 

I:  And that’s just one example. That’s great, thank you. Obviously the numbers have to get to MDE 

somehow, who reports that within the school and how does that work? 

SA:  Usually, within our system, the way our system works and everybody’s different, we have a screen 

within our central data base system that we change a student to graduated and that’s the marker they 

basically look at, all of the students that are enrolled as of whatever grad year. So, for this year of 2014, 

all the kids that have that grad year of 2014, whichever kids get marked as graduated will show that they 

are an on-time graduate and those that do not are not on-time graduates. That’s where that rate is 

pulled from – what their grad year is and whether or not they are later tagged as graduated, which MDE 

pulls that data, or not. So if they’re not tagged as graduated, that impacts our overall numbers. 

I: So you guys do that at the school level, you’re not going through an intermediary like TIES? 

SA:  We do TIES. We enter data into TIES. Basically that’s where their data pulls; MDE pulls most of their 

data from us through TIES. 

I: Okay. So looking at those different categories, it makes sense that some of those students are labeled 

as continuing if they’re continuing. Some are labeled as dropouts if they decide to leave the program, 

then there’s also a category that MDE reports called unknowns. Do you know… we’re trying to find out 

more about unknowns. Who are these folks and how do we find out more about them? 

SA: How do you find out more about the unknown kids? 

I: Yeah. 
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SA: Ooh, good question. That’s the million dollar question. One of the things the district is doing is 

Diploma On and I know other districts have different programs but the unknowns are the trickiest ones 

for all of us. Typically, I mean, the unknowns are the kids that are the 15 day drops and often times our 

social worker or even our clerical person will try to do follow-up but if we don’t get a records request or 

don’t hear back from the student because when they are coded as unknown that means for basically all 

intents and purposes they’ve fallen off the face of the earth. We don’t know where they are. Mail gets 

sent that gets sent [returned] back to us so we don’t have a clue where that student literally is 

otherwise we get to characterize them as they’ve transferred to another school or this happened or that 

happened so unknowns are usually the kids that we don’t know what happened to them.  

Now the interesting thing when you talk about the county is that the unknowns are unknown to us but 

not unknown to the rest of the world and that’s the sad part about it. Some of these students are the 

same students that may be getting aid, that may be getting other assistance or other things where 

someone, WIC or the county, someone, knows who they are but nobody knows that they aren’t 

connected in these other places and that’s where the net has broken. 

I: Yeah, it’s the gap between the fibers. 

SA: So that’s the hard part and I don’t know how you get that information because I don’t know that 

anybody’s going to share that information. I mean we’ve done a lot of work on data portability and all 

those kinds of things and I think its gotten way better than it used to be but I still think there are kids 

that fall through all the time. We report kids on the 15 day drop rule, if they’re under age we report 

them to Hennepin County as a truant student and they may not enroll anywhere else, I don’t know what 

happens on the other end with those kids. The sad thing is that nobody seems to know what happens to 

them. It may take months before they get to court and by then they may not be able to locate where 

the kid is if they are still in the county, or if they’re not, you know it’s sad. 

I: Yeah. So let me backtrack for a quick second here… In the event that, despite all of your best efforts a 

kid decides that they’re done with school and they are going to drop out, what’s the process for that?  

SA: If they’re under 18, Minnesota does allow students if they are 16 or 17 to withdraw with parent 

consent and we have a parent consent form that we ask parents to actually sign to do that. We 

obviously counsel them and usually the social worker counsels them and talks with the family to 

discourage that, to see if there is another program that better meets their needs but if all else fails we 

counsel them and we have them sign off on the form but we try to do that as a last resort but 

sometimes we have no control over what the family decides to do. Until Minnesota changes that law, 

students who are under 18, who are 16 or 17 can do that.  

I: In your experience do most kids follow that process or do they just disappear?  

SA: More disappear than follow the process but some of them are savvier now because of truancy to 

know that if they don’t want the county on their back they better go through the legal withdrawal 

process. This year so far, I’ve had two legally withdraw, sign off on the legal withdrawal form after 
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consulting with me, the social worker and the school counselor. Some of them talk to all three, some to 

just one of us but so far this year I’ve had two do that. 

I: Okay. That’s unfortunate. 

SA: Yeah, it is. And it’s one of those situations where, unfortunately, the law is there and people 

understand how this works and they… 

I: Just for my own information, so if they legally withdraw do they have the option to come back if they 

change their mind later? 

SA: Yeah. They can come back at any time. The legal withdrawal [form] just stays in our file for them. For 

truancy purposes usually whoever the county is working with, usually it’s the Be at School program 

people, will say that they want to see if the family actually signed one. That’s why we keep it in the file 

for that purpose but if we get a records request we’re happy to see that they are going to try to go 

somewhere else. That’s how we usually counsel them, and try to give them information on two or three 

other programs in the community that may work better for them or online sometimes. I’m not a big 

online fan but we do let them know about that as well. 

I: All-right. Cool. So looking at that other category of continuing students, are they engaged and 

staying at school with the expectation of graduating with a regular diploma? 

SA: Most of them, yes. If a student comes to us and says ‘I really just don’t see myself working toward 

graduation anymore. I’m 19 or I’m 20 or it’s too whatever for me’ we usually just try to connect them 

with AB, adult basic education. We just had an instance where a student was 19 and his case manager 

met with him and his family and were talking about modifying his schedule because he felt 

overwhelmed being here the whole day so what he was doing was just leaving. So our case manager 

really got involved in trying to be really proactive about it, talked with the student, talked with his 

family. He really just felt like this was just no longer the setting for him so his case manager went with 

him to the program and toured it with him and his family and talked about things with him and his 

family and we transitioned him there and it was just a better fit for him. It met his needs and he’s doing 

pretty well so far there. Our overall goal is to see these kids make it so it’s not really so much about are 

you making it with us versus making it somewhere else and I think that’s kind of a nice thing about 

working in an intermediate versus a district site is that it doesn’t matter. We don’t have any home 

district kids. All of these kids really belong to some other district so all we are is a facilitator satisfying 

those needs of those member districts. It doesn’t matter who they are so if that means they’re here but 

they’re going to go back to Robbinsdale, they’re Robbinsdale’s kids anyway so if you can go to the 

Robbinsdale program, that’s great! So part of the way I look at it is it’s about them getting their 

graduation whether it’s this route or that route or if they feel the GED is the best thing for them so let’s 

just facilitate that so we actually have some staff that are trained and help students take those GED prep 

tests to see where would they score if they were to take it. We have that available and some of the 

students have done that so they know this is what their score should be and this is where there scores 

are so what do you want to do. Some decide to persist after seeing those scores and some students 
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choose to go to adult basic ed because they see that their scores are high enough with a little bit of work 

they could possibly pass. 

I: MDE’s MMR, multiple measurement rating system, what do you think about that?  

SA: Sighs, pauses. 

I: That’s a wide open question, I know.  

SA: I agree that we needed to come up with something different and I think the whole measurement 

and rating system piece will have to be a continual work in progress. I don’t think there is ever going to 

be any one way that’s going to be accepted by all or truly measures everything we are wanting to 

measure in terms of progress for students. I just don’t know if there is such a thing because the needs of 

all the students are so different and one test is never going to say everything about that so I think 

looking at multiple ways of measuring academic success is a good thing. Are they all the right measures, 

I don’t know. But I do think we need to continue a conversation about what are we really wanting to see 

that says that students are making progress? Is it just certain pieces of data? How can we define this 

component so that it really looks at more than just what we think it should look at? I mean everything 

keeps changing and that’s not a bad thing but I think the MCA’s in general change so over the years 

we’re not really making the apples to apples comparisons that people think they are. Because most 

people don’t understand, if you asked the average Minnesotan they probably couldn’t tell you what the 

MCA is or what it measures, really, or what the difference is between the MCA and the grad, most 

people can’t tell you. So, I feel like we are getting all this stuff and I don’t know if it’s making sense to 

the average person and if it doesn’t then it doesn’t matter what rating you want to call it or what you 

are saying how do I know success is happening? I don’t know if people do. So I think when it becomes so 

complicated that people don’t really get what it really is I don’t know if it’s useful. I don’t know if it’s as 

helpful as we are saying. What is it really that we want to seek? Are we seeking just to please the 

government and what they are saying we have to do or are we really trying to get to something kind of 

like what the report cards were, just broken down in some basic, simple ways of knowing some basic 

data things about your child and your child’s school and now it’s like you get so complicated that you try 

to go on MDE’s website and you can’t even pull just basic stuff anymore. I was looking for some data 

because I was trying to look for some data for something and I was like oh-my-god, this process is so 

overwhelming. It used to be so simple. Now it’s overwhelming so that the average parent is not going to 

go through all that to get the data. So are you even allowing them to make reasonable choices about 

school? No, because it’s too complicated. So I don’t know, I’m sorry once again, you got me on a soap 

box on that one… 

I just think there has to be a larger dialogue and we have to get everyone involved, all of the 

stakeholders need to be at the table and really represented, not just the people who are going to sign 

up for committees and task forces but the people that are going to read this data at the end of the day. 

If they can’t interpret any of it then we have a problem as educators because it should be able to be 

interpreted by all.  
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I: Yeah, makes sense. That means that you’re probably not going to want the job in our next question; 

however, if you were to be in charge at MDE is there anything that you would stop doing? 

SA: Yes. I would stop making things so complicated for the average person. I really think that the more 

we have made things complicated the more we have disengaged people, even educated people. I would 

say that I know parents similar to myself that probably couldn’t tell you any data about their kids school 

[at least] not with great confidence. It’s not because they don’t care or don’t want to know. I’ll take my 

son’s school as an example. I pushed the principal to get some data because as much as I love the school 

I wanted to know what issues or concerns there are because I don’t expect a school, I work in a school 

and know the reality, I don’t expect a school to do 100 percent for my son. There are some 

responsibilities that I, as a parent, need to take on but what are they? If you can’t articulate that for me 

then I can’t help support my son with the gaps that you have in your system because every system has 

gaps. I don’t care how well you make it, it’s going to have gaps. So how do we address those gaps so that 

we’re not just saying ‘oh well, the system doesn’t do really well in this area and we’re just going to keep 

watching it not do well in this area. We’re not going to try to plug the gap but…’ versus saying you know, 

our school has great data when it comes to reading, we have some awesome reading programs and our 

students are great with writing but one area where we consistently have fallen below the mark in is 

math. We have really had struggles with math. I don’t know what we can do to improve that and then 

welcoming in people to actually critique it because I’m not perfect and I don’t even pretend to be that I 

am but as a school administrator I would want to know. I think things are great but there’s one area that 

you guys could work on is this. We all need to hear that feedback and we all need to do something with 

it. We can’t just hear it and say ‘oh well, I’m just not good in that, oh well’ but I’m good in most of it 

though. That doesn’t do any good for the people we are here to serve. For me, I think that’s one of the 

things that I see is missing is the transparency piece and being able to really know what stuff means. It 

needs to be simple. The just for parents section [on the MDE website] shouldn’t be so complicated that 

you just want to scream at the computer. You want data that you can actually look at, that you can 

interpret, that you can understand what it means, written in friendly language. If you couldn’t take this 

to a school in north Minneapolis, sit down with different groups of parents and I’m just choosing 

Minneapolis because there is a lot of diversity right there, go to one of their schools you probably have 

every ethnic and different group you can get. Have them come out for a dinner, bring that stuff and 

show it to them and say ‘hey, what is this?’ if they can’t interpret it you’ve got to go back to the drawing 

board and fix it because they should be able to get that same data as that savvy parent in Edina, Eden 

Prairie, wherever. If they can’t do that then we have a problem and we need to fix it, that’d be my big 

thing. 

I: I think that’s great and I think the other part of the question is ‘what would you start’ and I think 

you’ve answered that question. Are there any other things that you’d start or programs or initiatives 

that you’d start if you were given that job of being at MDE? 

SA: Probably another initiative I would start is just more opportunities in those settings. One of the 

things that MDE does, and I appreciate it, is they do a lot of really good training and they do them in 

Roseville and how does that help the state of Minnesota? Because the reality is, in schools, when you 

take people out it is very difficult to plug people in. Some districts have a big sub pool and some don’t so 
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it’s like shifting and moving and trying to create something in the day versus saying ‘hey, why don’t we 

come out and patch into you guys, patch into when you have staff development’ and look at building 

our calendars for professional development around the calendars that you have at your sites because 

you guys are here to serve the [students]. It shouldn’t be where we are having to seek you out, you 

should be seeking us out because your overall mission should be supporting what goes on in every 

building like this every day. So why couldn’t you look at Minneapolis, at their proposed calendar, they 

put it out in March or April, why can’t you build your professional development around when these 

people are actually available versus the other way around when it’s convenient? I think that’s a big 

thing. 

I: I think that would be great. We talked a little bit about changes and you were referring to some 

moving targets. How have the changes in state and federal policies over the last few years impacted 

your schools ability to keep kids on track toward that regular diploma? 

SA: It’s been hard. We have students that struggle. We just had four pass the test but they keep 

changing everything. And I know why we change it, I get it but at the same time it’s hard. It makes it 

really frustrating especially for those older students who are in a really pretty bad situation because they 

happen to be in the grad years that didn’t get these exemptions. So we have kids that have finished all 

their high school credits and have not passed the assessments and they’re not in a year that got 

exempted so they still are having to come back and test until they get it but the tests got harder and 

harder since they were in school and because they didn’t pass it when the other people in their peer 

group passed it they are kind of penalized for that which, to me, is really unfair. I think there has to be a 

better way to figure out what we’re really trying to capture from that and I understand that the federal 

government and the state government are having to do what they do I just think sometimes they are 

out of touch with the reality of the people who are dealing with those same things day in and day out. 

And the more removed people become from reality… I guess another thing I’d change is that you 

wouldn’t have people that are so far removed that are running some of the organizations and I know the 

reason why they have that expertise of being in bigger and bigger systems and those types of things. The 

unfortunate part is that when you become a lifer at MDE you forget what it’s like to be at a site. You 

forget what it’s like to be really in a school, not do a school visit but be in a school for a day or two days 

or a week and see what really happens with the ebbs and the flows with how things impact kids. You 

lose that capacity and that drive [to see] how that change impacts people at the next level. So, that’s the 

hard part. It is like a moving target because on minute you are doing this and then oops, go over here 

and then oops, go this way so it’s kind of hard, more than kind of hard. 

I: Yeah.  

SA: The latest change with this all now is that you don’t have to pass the reading. You can take the acu-

placer or the ACT so as soon as you finish getting one system created you have to go back and create 

another one so that’s hard. And, then it’s hard for kids to have buy-in to actually take any of these tests 

seriously, but you are judged on participation rate, I mean it’s just maddening. You’re told you’ve got to 

have these kids taking these tests but then they know this test doesn’t even matter. So it’s just kind of… 
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I: Yeah, it’s a tough spot. 

SA: Yeah, it’s a tough spot. 

I: Believe it or not I think that’s all the questions we had for you unless, of course, there is something 

that you’d like to share with us that we didn’t cover or anything that you think is super important? 

SA: Not that I can think of. I’m glad you guys are doing some research on it. Hopefully people will read it 

and review it.  
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APPENDIX N: HENNEPIN COUNTY GRADUATION INDICATORS REPORT 
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The graduation rate represents the share of students earning a regular High School diploma, not 
including GEDs.  No Child Left Behind focuses on the four-year graduation rate, the most widely 
cited figure.  In addition to the four-year rate, the Minnesota Department of Education also 
publishes five and six-year graduation rates. 
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The graduation rate depends on a number of underlying assumptions.  For this reason, you may 
see different rates from different sources.  MDE publishes graduation rates at the school, district 
and county level.  None of these rates are analogous (ie. the schools, together, may not equal 
the district rates and the districts, together, may not equal the county rate).  This is because 
student counts are compiled by different entities, potentially with non-identical records. 
It is also important to note whether the figure is the four, five, or six-year graduation rate.  Six-
year rates will always be higher than four and five-year rates because students have more time 
to graduate. 
The types of schools included can also affect the graduation rate.  The rate may include all 
public schools, just traditional public schools, just charter schools and it could include private 
schools. 
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For example, members of the 9
th

 grade class of 2006 (denominator) would either graduate, 
continue, dropout or become “unknown” after four years (2010).  During these four years, some 
transfer in and out of a school, district or county and the graduation rate accounts for these 

changes in each 9
th

 grade cohort (represented by the grey figures in the graphic).  MDE then 

divides the number of graduates by the modified 9
th

 grade cohort to produce the graduation 
rate.   

This equation is repeated after the 5
th

 year and the 6
th

 year to produce five and six-year 
graduation rates. 
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Four, five and six-year graduation rate reporting can lead to some confusion.  MDE releases 
these three rates for all levels each year.  These rates, however, represent three different 
cohorts. 
For example, the four-year rate for the graduating class of 2007 was reported in 2007.  That 
year, the five-year rate represented the graduating class of 2006 and the six-year rate 
represented the graduating class of 2005.  Likewise, MDE reported the five-year rate for the 
class of 2007 in 2008 and the six-year rate in 2009. 
For this reason, it is inaccurate to compare four, five and six-year rates from a given reporting 
year.  Instead, it is necessary to compile rates across three reporting years to compare the four, 
five and six-year graduation rates for a given cohort. 
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Four-year graduation rates for Hennepin County rose six percentage points between 2003 and 
2011.  Likewise, dropout rates declined by nearly seven percentage points over the same 
period.  Continuing and Unknown rates remained relatively flat. 
 

 
Despite this increase in the graduation rate, Hennepin County’s graduation rate has largely 
moved in tandem with the rest of the state, remaining about 15 percentage points lower. 
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Conversely, Hennepin County’s dropout rate has fallen much faster than the rest of the state, 
converging at around 5 percent. 
 

 
Our research suggests that the majority of continuing students do not graduate.  Of the nearly 
3,800 four-year continuing students in the class of 2009, fewer than 900 graduated by the end 
of 2011, less than 25%.  Instead, the unknown end status increased most – we think that most 
unknown students are in fact dropouts who never filled out the paper work. 
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End status rates vary widely by race in Hennepin County.  In 2011, over 70 percent of White and 
Asian students graduated in four-years, whereas fewer than 50 percent of Black, Hispanic and 
Native American students graduated.  It is important to note that a much larger share of non-
graduates continued on to a fifth year rather than dropped out. 
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Between 2003 and 2011, graduation rates increased for most racial or ethnic groups, with the 
exception of Native Americans.  In fact, rates for Asians, Blacks and Hispanics increased more 
than the White rate, meaning that the graduation “gap” has narrowed for these groups.  
Nonetheless, wide disparities remain between White students and Black, Hispanic and Native 
American students. 
 

 
 

If the goal is to increase the number of graduates, it is important to connect these percentage 
figures to absolute numbers. 
In 2011, Black students made up the largest group of four-year non-graduates in absolute 
numbers, despite the fact that White students made up by far the largest share of Hennepin 
County’s student body.  At the same time, groups with relatively low graduation rates such as 
Hispanics and Native Americans represent a relatively small share of all non-graduates – there 
are more than twice as many white non-graduates as Hispanic non-graduates. 
Overall, it is important to remember that the total number of non-graduates is a relatively 
manageable number.  In 2011, there were together just over 5,000 four-year non-graduates in 
the county, the majority of which likely continued on to a fifth year.  Nearly 4,000 of these non-
graduates, about 75%, were either Black or White. 
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We can examine this issue more closely by looking at school-level graduation rates for Black 
students.  Note that MDE does not report Black graduation rates for a large number of schools, 
including rather large public high schools such as Edina and Maple Grove.  MDE does not report 
black graduation rates for these schools because they have fewer than 40 Black students with 
an end status for 2011. 
Among those with reported graduation rates, Black students graduated at a higher rate than the 
county average for all students in 2011 in five schools, listed in purple.   
Furthermore, the majority of public high schools report rates above the county-wide average for 
Black students.  This is likely because of the exclusion of rates for the schools listed at right and 
the exclusion of many Alternative Schools. 
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MDE also provides graduation data for special populations such as students with limited English 
proficiency (LEP), in Special Education or those that qualify for Free or Reduced Priced School 
Lunch, a proxy for income.  The groups reported here are not exclusive – a student might belong 
in any two or all three of these groups. 
 

 
MDE also publishes graduation data for charter schools.  Many charter schools are small, 
however, often too small for MDE to report their graduation rates (MDE does not report 
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graduation rates for groups with fewer than 40 students).  In 2011, graduation data was 
available for just 78 percent of charter high schools. 
Reported rates for charter schools are based on a different group of schools nearly every year.  
For this reason, it is very difficult to compare charter school graduation rates across years. 
 

 
MDE also publishes district-level graduation data.  Graduation rates vary widely by district. 
District rates can be deceiving.  When there are multiple High Schools in a district, some schools 
in that district may be performing much better than the district rate, and some might be 
performing much worse – the district rate is an average. 
Some individual district rates are deceiving in other ways.  Brooklyn Center has two major high 
schools – Brooklyn Center Senior High and the Insight online school.  Insight ’s graduation rate is 
19.5% whereas Brooklyn Center High’s rate is about 70 percent.  While Brooklyn Center is 
responsible for its online program, it is important to note that Insight serves a much different 
group of students that largely reside outside of Brooklyn Center.  As such, Brooklyn Center’s 
district rate is not a good proxy for the performance of Brooklyn Center Senior High nor is it 
representative of the graduation rate of students living in the Brooklyn Center school district. 
Similarly, Minneapolis and Richfield’s district rates are not representative of graduation rates at 
their traditional public high schools.  In fact, the weighted average graduation rates at their 
public high schools are about 63% for Minneapolis and 73% for Richfield, each about 15 
percentage points higher than their district rates.  We think this discrepancy is due to ALCs in 
these districts – MDE does not report ALC graduation rates outside of District 287.  For this 
reason, Minneapolis and Richfield’s district rates accurately represent graduation rates for 
students in these two districts, but underestimate graduation rates for students at their 
traditional public high schools. 
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The magnitude of the difference between high school graduation rates and district graduation 
rates in Minneapolis and Richfield point toward extremely low graduation rates in these 
districts’ ALCs. 
 

 
MDE data allows us to study relationships at the school level.  This graph plots the percentage of 

12
th

 graders who qualify for free or reduced price lunch on the x-axis and the 2011 four-year 
graduation rate on the y-axis for a given school.  Rates were not reported for 18 public schools. 
Graphs like this one may be useful for determining which schools may be employing successful 
strategies for increasing their graduation rate and which schools might provide the greatest 
opportunities for improvement. 
Schools in the upper right quadrant, for example, have a high share of low income students and 
high graduation rates.  Schools like Henry, Brooklyn Center, Park Center IB and Ubah Medical 
perform far better than trend.  
On the other end, online schools (MN Online, Virtual HS and Insight School) dominate the lower 
left quadrant as schools with low percentages of FRL students and low graduation rates.   
Charter schools are most prevalent in the lower right quadrant.  These schools have a high share 
of low income students and low graduation rates.  
Most schools fall in the upper left quadrant, with a smaller share of low income students and 
high graduation rates.  In this area, it is important to pay attention to which schools are furthest 
above trend and which ones are closes to trend.  Schools like St. Louis Park and Eden Prairie, 
despite having graduation rates above 70 percent, have graduation rates that are lower than 
schools with similar levels of student poverty.  For the sake of comparison, St. Louis Park has 
about the same graduation rate as Minneapolis Henry despite having a much smaller share of 
low-income students. 
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These are just examples of how graphs such as this one may help AGRAD identify successes and 
target interventions to maximize opportunities for improvement. 
  



199 
 

APPENDIX O: MINNEAPOLIS PUBLIC SCHOOLS POLICY 1730 AND 1730A 
Conducting Research in the Minneapolis Public Schools 

PLEASE NOTE CHANGES EFFECTIVE AUGUST 12, 2013: 

  Due to the volume of research proposals received, proposals for Master’s degrees 
will no longer be accepted.  If you are pursuing a Master’s degree, you should work 
with your institution to develop a Master’s thesis that does not require approval from 
Minneapolis Public Schools. 

 Research/evaluation proposals for the 2013-2014 school year must be received by 
December 20, 2013. 

 Application fees have increased:  $150.00 initial processing/application fee. 

 All requests for review of changes to original study design, review of additional 
instruments or changes to instruments, review of changes to consent procedures, 
and so forth will require submission of a $75.00 addendum fee.  

 Data request fees: 
o   For proposals accepted before August 12, 2013, the rates of $55/hour for 

internal staff; $85/hour for outside researchers/evaluators will continue to 
apply for one year.  After August 12, 2014, the new rate structure will apply. 

o For proposals accepted after August 12, 2013, rates are as follows:  $55/hour 
for internal staff; $175/hour for outside researchers/evaluators. 

 Changes to already-approved proposals (addenda) will be accepted for no more than 
5 years from original approval date.  After that, a new proposal must be submitted.  
Please refer to the original application study number when re-submitting the new 
application.   

It is the policy of the Minneapolis Public Schools (MPS) to cooperate in sound research 
programs that fit with district criteria. Research requests generally come into the District 
from University professors conducting scholarly research or researchers awarded internal or 
external grants. The first responsibility of the district is the teaching and learning that occurs 
in its classrooms, so any research must occur with that obligation in mind. The procedures 
for conducting research in MPS outlined below are intended both to protect that primary 
responsibility and to give reasonable access to individuals, institutions and organizations to 
conduct approved research projects. 

Research conducted within the MPS is governed by MPS Policy 1730 (Academic Research) 
and Regulation 1730A (Responsibility, Definitions and Procedures for Research Approval), 
which you will find under Policy/Regulation No. V; Relations Between Other 

Governmental Agencies & Schools (in Adobe format).   The Research, Evaluation and 
Assessment (REA) Department oversees the process in conjunction with the District General 
Counsel’s Office. All requests to conduct research, whether from a Minneapolis Public 
Schools employee or from anyone outside the District, are to be referred to the REA 
Department. 

http://policy.mpls.k12.mn.us/chapter_1000
http://policy.mpls.k12.mn.us/chapter_1000
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To submit a research proposal request / application for research: 

 Read through the "Instructions and Forms" information.  

 Complete the requirements outlined in the Research Proposal Requirements section. 

 Submit the $150.00 processing fee (payable to Minneapolis Public Schools; cash is not 
accepted) plus 4 copies of the required documents to: 

MPS Research Review Committee 

Minneapolis Public Schools 

REA Department 

1250 West Broadway 

Minneapolis, MN  55411-253345
 

  

                                                        
45 Conducting research in the minneapolis public schools. (n.d.). Retrieved from 
http://rea.mpls.k12.mn.us/outside_research_in_minneapolis_public_schools 
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Special School District No. 1 Minneapolis Public Schools 1250 Broadway Ave. W. Minneapolis, MN 55411 

http://www.mpls.k12.mn.us Page 1 of 2 46 

 

1730  

Academic Research Policy 1730  
Original Adoption: 04/25/1967 Effective Date: 05/28/2008  

Revision Dates: 10/12/1971, 01/30/1973, 11/25/1975, 12/13/1977, 01/29/1980, 05/27/2008  
Reviewed: 03/20/2013  

I. PURPOSE  

The purpose of this policy is to establish the parameters for using information regarding the Minneapolis 

Public Schools, its facilities, employees and students for purposes of research.  

II. GENERAL STATEMENT OF POLICY  

A. From time to time, requests may come from within and without the district for permission to carry on 

academic research using our students, staff, assets and data related to them. It is the policy of the 

Minneapolis Public Schools to cooperate in sound research programs that fit with district criteria.  
 

B. District criteria shall include:  

1. Research shall be of direct benefit to the Minneapolis Public Schools, or  

 
2. Research shall contribute to the advancement of education generally which in the long-range view, may 

benefit Minneapolis Public Schools, and  

 
3. Research shall be of high quality in keeping with quality standards developed by the district, and  

 

4. Research shall be approved by the district and applications for research and research itself shall follow 

approved procedures.  
 

C. Every research request application shall name a Minneapolis Public School administrator as a co-

sponsor. In the case of student applicants, the co-sponsor designation shall also include their faculty 
advisor.  

 

III. RESPONSIBILITY  

A. The Superintendent is authorized to designate a district department to administer this policy.  

 
B. The Superintendent is authorized to promulgate such regulations as deemed necessary to implement 

this policy.  

 
C. The Superintendent is authorized to establish reasonable fees required to process, administer or provide 

services or materials to research applications and applicants.  

Page 2 of 2  
Special School District No. 1 Policy 1730 Minneapolis Public Schools 1250 Broadway Ave .W., Minneapolis, MN 

55411 http://www.mpls.k12.mn.us  

 

                                                        
46 1000 community relations. (n.d.). Retrieved from http://policy.mpls.k12.mn.us/chapter_1000 
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Cross References:  
MPS Policy 1000 (Communication with the Public)  

MPS Policy 1040 (Student and Staff Data Protection)  

MPS Policy 1100 (Advertising in the Schools)  
MPS Policy 1480 (Visits to Schools)  

MPS Policy 1750 (Cooperative Education Procedures Between Minneapolis Board of Education and 

Colleges, Universities, and Other Agencies)  
MPS Regulation 1730 A (Responsibility, Definitions and Procedures for Research Approval) 
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Special School District No. 1 Minneapolis Public Schools 1250 Broadway Ave. W. Minneapolis, MN 55411 

http://www.mpls.k12.mn.us Page 1 of 4 47 

 

1730 A  

Responsibility, Definitions and Procedures  

for Research Approval Regulation 1730 A  
Original Adoption: 04/25/1967 Effective Date: 03/20/2013  
Revision Dates: 01/30/1973, 11/25/1975, 01/08/1980, 05/27/2008, 03/20/2013  
Reviewed: 03/20/2013  

I. PURPOSE  

The purpose of this regulation is to  

A. designate the appropriate department to receive, review and approve requests for using Minneapolis 

Public Schools facilities, students, staff or data related to any of them for the purposes of research;  

B. provide definitions for terms used in this regulation and the policy it implements (Policy 1730); and  

C. establish the procedures for applying to conduct research in the Minneapolis Public Schools.  
 

II. RESPONSIBILITY  

A. The superintendent designates the Research, Evaluation and Assessment Department (REA) as the 

coordinating department for all research requests.  

 
B. The Director of the Research, Evaluation and Assessment Department (REA) may promulgate rules 

and forms for the application for research in the Minneapolis Public Schools.  

 
C. The Director of the Research, Evaluation and Assessment Department (REA) may convene a district-

wide review board to review and discuss selected requests for research, but is not required to submit all 

requests to a review board.  

1. The Director shall consider the following criteria of project scope and risk in determining whether or 
not the project request should be submitted to review by a district-wide review board:  

(a) Scope of project (number of schools, areas, students, staff involved)  

(b) Proposed medium of publication of research (film, television or general periodical);  

(c) Sensitivity of topic, or level or controversy likely;  

(d) Risk or cost to students, staff or district that goes beyond the district mission to teach and protect;  

(e) Likelihood that the time and labor required may interfere with instructional time.  

(f) Clarity of connection of project to the District’s initiatives agenda, and the cost and benefit analysis of 

those projects not clearly within the District’s improvement agenda.  

(g) Quality of research design.  

Page 2 of 4  
Special School District No. 1 Regulation 1730 A Minneapolis Public Schools 1250 Broadway Ave. W., 

Minneapolis, MN 55411 http://www.mpls.k12.mn.us 

                                                        
47 1000 community relations. (n.d.). Retrieved from http://policy.mpls.k12.mn.us/chapter_1000 
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2. The Director of the REA Department shall assess each application to assure and guarantee the 

anonymity  

(a) of individual children in any report of research results, absent proof of valid written informed consent 

granted by the student’s parent or guardian.  

(b) of any school absent proof of valid, written informed consent granted by the principal or site 

administrator of the school.  

(c) of any individual school employee absent proof of valid, written informed consent granted by the 

subject.  

 

3. The Director of the Research, Evaluation and Assessment Department (REA) will determine whether 
or not a project is approved and provide the applicant with a written determination of approval or 

disapproval.  

 
4. The Director of REA shall make provision for the sharing of the research results with the appropriate 

school personnel and the board of directors.  

 

5. The Director of REA shall coordinate the district approval process with any Institutional Review Board 
(IRB) approval process required by the applicants organization.  

 

D. The conduct of research is not allowed to begin until a signed copy of the approval letter from 
Research, Evaluation and Testing Department has been provided.  

 

E. The formal letter of approval from the Director of REA shall be the proof of approval and serve as 

license for the applicant to conduct research in the Minneapolis Public School District.  

 

III. DEFINITIONS  

A. “Administrator” shall mean a District level department Director, or Associate Superintendent.  

 

B. “Applicant” shall mean any person, agency, organization, school or governmental entity who wishes to 
conduct research in the Minneapolis Public School District.  

 

C. “Application” shall mean the written document and accompanying materials provided by the applicant 
in compliance with the REA Department rules controlling research requests.  

 

D. “Co-Sponsor” shall mean the Minneapolis Public School District administrator who joins with the 
applicant in the request for research. The role of the co-sponsor shall be:  

1. to attest that the requested research will contribute directly to the benefit of the Minneapolis Public 

Schools;  

Page 3 of 4  
Special School District No. 1 Regulation 1730 A Minneapolis Public Schools 1250 Broadway Ave. W., 

Minneapolis, MN 55411 http://www.mpls.k12.mn.us 
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2. to assist with any necessary coordination during the course of the research, and  

3. to assist in assuring that the results of the study are shared with the appropriate school personnel.  

 
E. “Quality standards” shall mean any measurement rubric developed by the REA Department for the 

review of research project applications. Applicants shall have access to the standards prior to submission 

of their request. Standards may address:  

1. the rights and welfare of the students and public school employees involved;  

2. the appropriateness of the methods used to secure informed consent;  

3. the balance of risks and potential benefits of the investigation;  

4. the appropriateness of the research design and methods, including the psychometric properties of the 

instruments as to validity and reliability; and how properties will be determined.  
 

F. “Research” shall mean the systematic and objective analysis and recording of controlled observations 

that may lead to the development of generalizations, principles, or theories resulting in prediction and 

possibly control of events. It includes, but is not limited to:  

1. Direct observation of students or staff;  

2. Direct interview of students or staff;  

3. Focus groups of students, staff, or parents;  

4. Surveys of students, staff or parents;  

5. Review of collective or disaggregated data concerning students, staff or parents.  
 

IV. PROCEDURES  

A. Application Procedures. The Research, Evaluation and Assessment Department (REA) shall publish 

the application procedure and any forms required for application for conducting research in the 
Minneapolis Public Schools.  

 

B. Deadlines. The REA Department may institute deadlines for submission of research applications, and 

shall publish such deadlines in the same manner as the application procedure.  
 

C. Forms. All applications shall be written and submitted in quintuplicate in the format established by the 

REA Department. The application may refer to attachments which may be in any form suitable for the 
purpose. Attachments must accompany the application and each copy supplied.  

 

D. Required permissions.  
1. Research projects must have the written approval from a district co-sponsor and written approval from 

the principal or site administrator of each school in which the research will be conducted.  

2. Research projects to be conducted within a single classroom must obtain the written permission of the 
classroom teacher assigned to the class.  

Page 4 of 4  
Special School District No. 1 Regulation 1730 A Minneapolis Public Schools 1250 Broadway Ave. W., 
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E. Additional approval. If applicable, Minneapolis Public School approval of an application will be 

contingent upon any Institutional Review Board approval required by the applicant’s organization or 

school.  

 
F. Required submissions. The following documents must accompany every application for review and 

approval:  

1. All measurement instruments to be used in the project in final form.  

2. All informed consent requests in final form, if to be used in the project.  

 

G. Fees. The REA Department shall publish the amount of any fees allowed under this policy. All fees 
shall be paid, or satisfactory arrangements made for the payment of fees, prior to processing of the 

research application, or performance of any service by district employees. Fees may include:  

1. A one-time per application processing and administrative fee.  

2. A charge for services performed by district personnel to provide data, on an hourly basis.  

3. A charge to cover the actual costs of reproduction of materials requested from the District.  

 
H. Disclosure of funding sources. All applications shall include the project budget and source of all 

project funds.  

 
I. Attribution. Any report, publication or presentation of results emanating from research conducted in the 

Minneapolis Public Schools shall acknowledge the contribution of the Minneapolis Public Schools, unless 

the District requests otherwise, or unless the District grants an exception to an applicant upon request, if 

failure to grant such a request would jeopardize future research projects or school programs.  
 

J. Reports. A copy of the final report of each project approved must be provided to the REA Department 

by the applicant. In the case of multi-year projects, annual progress summary reports are required to be 
submitted to the REA Department prior to the issue of the final report.  

 

Cross References:  
MPS Policy 1040 (Student and Staff Data Protection)  

MPS Policy 1730 (Academic Research) 
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APPENDIX P: HENNEPIN COUNTY GRADUATION RATES FACT SHEET 
Hennepin County Graduation Rate Fact Sheet, 2013 

The attached document outlines graduation trends in Hennepin County 2008-2012 as reported by the 

Minnesota Department of Education (MDE).  This report differs substantially from past, similar reports in 

the following ways: 

 The data are organized by four-year graduating class rather than by reporting year.  By reading 

horizontally across the rows of the tables in this briefing, readers follow the progress of one 

cohort of students who began high school together in 9th grade. 

 

 Schools are divided into traditional and non-traditional public high schools.  RPD has made this 

distinction to facilitate analysis and interpretation and this categorization was not developed by 

MDE. 

o Traditional public high schools include all public schools located within Hennepin County 

that serve the general student population.  Champlin, Rogers and Rockford High Schools 

are included in these figures.   

o Non-traditional high schools include alternative learning centers (ALCs), transition and 

special education schools, schools targeting specific sub-populations, and all 

independent charter schools. 

 
Analysis of updated graduation data from MDE combined with the revised analysis framework has 

produced the following major findings: 

 Hennepin County graduation rates have increased steadily in all school types, traditional and 

non-traditional high school programs alike. 

 More than one out of four Hennepin County high school students attend a non-traditional high 

school, about half charter schools, half non-traditional schools in traditional districts. 

 

 Traditional and non-traditional High Schools represent two distinct educational tracks with very 

different outcomes. 

o In traditional high schools, 8 out of 10 students graduate in four years, compared to just 

2 out of 10 in non-traditional high schools.  

o By six years, nearly all traditional high school students graduate.  However, a majority of 

students attending non-traditional high schools never graduate.  Nearly 60 percent are 

coded “dropout” or “unknown” after six years. 

 

 Non-graduates are concentrated in two school systems:  Minneapolis Public Schools (traditional 

and non-traditional high schools), and all other non-traditional schools, especially charter 

schools and Intermediate District 287. 
  

Non-traditional high schools are more likely to serve disadvantaged youth.  
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Minnesota Department of Education (MDE) Graduation Rates, Hennepin County, 2008-2012 

All Schools48 
12

th
 Grade 

Graduating 
Class

49 

Four-Year Five-Year Six-Year 

Graduating
50

 
Not 

Graduating 
Graduating 

Not 
Graduating 

Graduating Not Graduating 

2008 63% 
21% Continue 

8% Dropout 
8% Unknown 

65% 
11% Continue 

9% Dropout 
15% Unknown 

66% 
4% Continue 
9% Dropout 

20% Unknown 

2009 62% 
23% Continue 

7% Dropout 
8% Unknown 

65% 
11% Continue 

9% Dropout 
15% Unknown 

67% 
4% Continue 
9% Dropout 

20% Unknown 

2010 65% 
22% Continue 

6% Dropout 
8% Unknown 

68% 
11% Continue 

8% Dropout 
14% Unknown 

70% 
4% Continue 
8% Dropout 

18% Unknown 

2011 66% 
21% Continue 

6% Dropout 
8% Unknown 

69% 
10% Continue 

8% Dropout 
13% Unknown 

Data Available in 2013 

2012 68% 
21% Continue 

5% Dropout 
6% Unknown 

Data Available in 2013 Data Available in 2014 

                                                        
48 All public, alternative, contract alternative, and independent charter schools located in Hennepin County.   
49

 A student’s four-year graduating class year, that is, the year a first-time 9
th

 grade student would have graduated after four 
years of high school.  In this way, four, five and six-year rates represent the same high school cohort.  This is a change from 
previous reports where rates were reported according to the year in which they were reported. 
50

 Graduation rates do not include GEDs. 
51 All public schools located within Hennepin County that serve the general student population, excluding independent charter 
schools, alternative and contract alternative schools, transitional schools, and schools with targeted curriculum or 
programming.  Champlin, Rogers and Rockford High Schools are included in these figures.   

All Traditional Public High Schools51 
12th Grade 
Graduating 

Class 

Four-Year Five-Year Six-Year 

Graduating 
Not 

Graduating 
Graduating 

Not 
Graduating 

Graduating Not Graduating 

2008 81% 
11% Continue 

3% Dropout 
4% Unknown 

88% 
1% Continue 
4% Dropout 

7% Unknown 
88% 

0% Continue 
4% Dropout 

7% Unknown 

2009 80% 
13% Continue 

3% Dropout 
4% Unknown 

88% 
1% Continue 
4% Dropout 

7% Unknown 
89% 

0% Continue 
3% Dropout  

7% Unknown 

2010 82% 
12% Continue 

3% Dropout 
4% Unknown 

89% 
1% Continue 
3% Dropout 

6% Unknown 
90% 

0% Continue 
3% Dropout 

6% Unknown 

2011 83% 
12% Continue 

2% Dropout 
3% Unknown 

91% 
1% Continue 
3% Dropout 

5% Unknown 
Data Available in 2013 

2012 83% 
12% Continue 

2% Dropout 
3% Unknown 

Data Available in 2013 Data Available in 2014 
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52 Non-traditional public high schools include alternative learning centers (ALCs), transition and special education schools, 
schools targeting specific sub-populations, and all independent charter schools.  
53 A student’s four-year graduating class; that is, the year a first-time 9th student would have graduated in four years. 
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Hennepin County Students by High School Type  

Non-Traditional High Schools Traditional High Schools

All Non-Traditional Public High Schools52 
12

th
 Grade 

Graduating 
Class

53 

Four-Year Five-Year Six-Year 

Graduating 
Not 

Graduating 
Graduating 

Not 
Graduating 

Graduating Not Graduating 

2008 18% 
46% Continue 
18% Dropout 

18% Unknown 
22% 

30% Continue 
18% Dropout 

29% Unknown 
26% 

11% Continue 
19% Dropout 

44% Unknown 

2009 19% 
45% Continue 
17% Dropout 

18% Unknown 
24% 

28% Continue 
18% Dropout 

29% Unknown 
28% 

10% Continue 
20% Dropout  

42% Unknown 

2010 22% 
46% Continue 
14% Dropout 

19% Unknown 
28% 

28% Continue 
17% Dropout 

28% Unknown 
31% 

11% Continue 
18% Dropout 

40% Unknown 

2011 21% 
45% Continue 
14% Dropout 

20% Unknown 
26% 

29% Continue 
17% Dropout 

28% Unknown 
Data Available in 2013 

2012 23% 
46% Continue 
14% Dropout 

17% Unknown 
Data Available in 2013 Data Available in 2014 
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Student End Status by High School Type and District 

 

 
Notes:  Partial districts are located partially in Hennepin County.  Partial district schools include Champlin, Rockford, Rogers and 

Crossroads-West Campus.  Non-traditional and charter schools represent the residual after traditional high school end statuses 

were subtracted from county and district figures.  Non-traditional high school figures may include a small number of additional 

non-traditional students that did not in fact attend a non-traditional school. 
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Graduation Rates by Selected Groups 

 

 
Data Source:  Minnesota Department of Education (MDE), Graduation Indicators by School, District and County 

Tables and charts produced by Hennepin County Research, Planning and Development Department, June 2013 
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APPENDIX Q: HENNEPIN COUNTY TRADITIONAL SCHOOL DISTRICTS 
 

School District # Name High Schools 

Special ISD 1 Minneapolis Edison 
North 
Patrick Henry 
South 
Southwest 
Washburn 

ISD 11 Anoka-Hennepin Andover 
Anoka 
Blaine 
Champlin Park 
Coon Rapids 

ISD 110 Waconia Waconia 

ISD 111 Watertown-Mayer Watertown-Mayer 

ISD 270 Hopkins Hopkins 

ISD 271 Bloomington John F. Kennedy 
Thomas Jefferson 

ISD 272 Eden Prairie Eden Prairie 

ISD 273 Edina Edina 

ISD 276 Minnetonka Minnetonka 

ISD 277 Westonka Mound Westonka 

ISD 278 Orono Orono 

ISD 279 Osseo Maple Grove 
Osseo 
Park Center 

ISD 280 Richfield Richfield 

ISD 281 Robbinsdale Robbinsdale Armstrong 
Robbinsdale Cooper 

ISD 282 St. Anthony St. Anthony Village 

ISD 283 St. Louis Park St. Louis Park 

ISD 284 Wayzata Wayzata 

ISD 286 Brooklyn Center Brooklyn Center 

ISD 728 Elk River Elk River 
Ivan Sand 
Rogers 
Zimmerman 

ISD 877 Buffalo Buffalo 

ISD 879 Delano Delano 

ISD 883 Rockford Rockford 
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APPENDIX R: HENNEPIN COUNTY CHARTER HIGH SCHOOLS 
School Location City Authorizer 

Augsburg Fairview 
Academy 

Minneapolis Augsburg College 

El Colegio Charter School Minneapolis Augsburg College 

Lincoln International High 
School 

Minneapolis Augsburg College 

Freedom Academy Charter 
School 

Minneapolis Project for Pride in Living 

Learning for Leadership 
Charter School 

Minneapolis Pillsbury United Communities 

Minnesota Internship 
Center 

Minneapolis (4 locations) Pillsbury United Communities 

Minneapolis College 
Preparatory 

Minneapolis Minneapolis Public Schools 

Upper Mississippi 
Academy 

Minneapolis Innovative Quality Schools 

Venture Academy Minneapolis Innovative Quality Schools 

Lighthouse Academy of 
Nations 

Minneapolis Audubon Center of the North 
Woods 

MetroTech Career 
Academy 

Minneapolis Audubon Center of the North 
Woods 

Prairie Seeds Academy Brooklyn Park Audubon Center of the North 
Woods 

Eagle Ridge Academy Eden Prairie Friends of Education 

Parnassus Preparatory 
School 

Maple Grove Friends of Education 

MainStreet School of 
Performing Arts 

Hopkins University of St. Thomas 

Ubah Medical Academy Hopkins Concordia University 

SAGE Academy Charter 
School 

Brooklyn Park Novation Education 
Opportunities (NEO) 

Lionsgate Academy Crystal Novation Education 
Opportunities (NEO) 

Nasha Shkola Minnetonka Innovative Quality Schools 

Watershed High School Richfield Innovative Quality Schools 

Minnesota Online High 
School 

St. Paul Pillsbury United Communities 
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APPENDIX S: HENNEPIN COUNTY ALTERNATIVE SCHOOLS 
District Location School 

Intermediate District 287 New Hope North Education Center 
Alternative (NECA) 

Intermediate District 287 Richfield South Education Center 
Alternative (SECA) 

Intermediate District 287 Minnetonka West Education Center 
Alternative (WALT) 

Intermediate District 287 Brooklyn Park Hennepin Gateway to College 

Intermediate District 287 Brooklyn Center Brooklyn Center Academy 

Intermediate District 287 Minnetrista Westonka Area Learning 
Academy (WALA) 

Intermediate District 287 Eden Prairie City West Academy Sober 
School 

Intermediate District 287 Minnetonka Compass 

Intermediate District 287 Hopkins Hopkins Off Campus 

Intermediate District 287 Eden Prairie Prairie Center Academy 

ISD 270 Hopkins Hopkins Alternative Program 
(HAP) 
Transition Plus 

Special Independent 
School District 1 

Minneapolis Broadway ALC at Longfellow 
Harrison Education Center 
Transition Plus 
Wellstone International High 
School 
Additional Contract 
Alternative Learning Programs 

ISD 11 Coon Rapids Crossroads Alternative High 
School 

ISD 11 Anoka  Secondary Technical 
Education Program 

ISD 11 Anoka StepAhead Online High School 

ISD 110 Waconia Waconia Area Learning Center 

ISD 279 Osseo ACHIEVE Program 
Osseo Secondary Transition 
Center 

ISD 281 Golden Valley Highview Alternative Program 

ISD 281 New Hope Robbinsdale Transition Center 

ISD 286 Brooklyn Center Insight Online High School 

ISD 877 Buffalo Phoenix Learning Center 
PRIDE Transitions 
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