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In September 2002, the Bill 
and Melinda Gates Foundation 
awarded a $3.025 million, three-
year grant to fund the Star 
Schools Project. Developed by 
the Center for School Change 
at the University of Minnesota’s 
Humphrey Institute, the Star 
Schools Project proposed to 
create !ve small, high-quality high 
schools in St. Paul, Minnesota.  
During the next 3 years, the 
project did create !ve small high 
schools.

Great River School (grades 
7-12) and Minnesota North Star 
Academy (grades 9-12) opened 
for the 2004-05 academic year.  
Augsburg Fairview Academy 
(grades 9-12) and Saint Paul 
Conservatory for Performing 
Artists (grades 9-12) opened for 
the 2005-06 academic year.  Twin 
Cities Academy (grades 9-12) 
opened the following year.  

Key accomplishments:

At the four Star Schools that • 
had a graduating class in 2008, 
96 percent of the students 
graduated--compared to 
91.6 percent of Minnesota 
public high school students 
according to federal guidelines 
used to determine high school 
graduation rates. 
An exceptionally high number • 
of 2009 Star High School 

graduates—126 out of 147— 
reported enrolling in some 
form of higher education for 
the 2009-10 academic year.  
That is 85.7 percent, far higher 
than the Minnesota average of 
65.3 percent (as last reported 
by the Minnesota O"ce of 
Higher Education in 2006).   
Star Schools added distinctive, 
new quality options for 
families in the East Metro area.  
There were numerous • 
examples of cooperation 
of the schools, as originally 
envisioned.  These included 
cooperative summer school 
programs, cooperative sta# 
development focused on 
helping more students enter 
college, cooperative sports 
programs and a cooperative 
sta# re-certi!cation program.
The original investment • 
from the Gates Foundation 
generated more than $2.5 
million in additional revenues, 
including state and federal 
funding and grants from other 
local and national foundations.  

Despite these and other 
successes, some very simple 
changes could open the door to 
even more success:

For example, the schools have • 
entirely independent—and 
di#erent—daily schedules 
and school calendars.  If 
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they all had the same (or 
more similar) class hours and 
school calendars, it would 
automatically open the door 
to easier cooperation and 
collaboration—ranging from 
shared classes, to shared 
transportation, to easier 
participation in collaborative 
sports teams and other 
extracurricular activities.
They have made no progress • 
in using a “shared services” 
approach to meeting their 
operational and facilities 
management needs—or their 
needs for services such as 
academic advisement.  Clearly 
there is an opportunity to save 
money here.  

The cooperative model explored 
by the Star Schools Project 
shows considerable promise. 
That promise might be more 
easily realized if the model 
were adapted to use in starting 
new schools that have similar 
missions and seek to serve similar 
populations of students.  Having 
more common ground would 
eliminate some of the barriers to 
cooperation that arose in the Star 
Schools Project.   

A New Model for Urban High Schools 5

Left: Students from the Saint Paul Conservatory for Performing 
Artists. Right:  Students from Minnesota North Star Academy 
working on a science experiment.



For almost a decade, the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation has 
been committed to preparing “all 
students for college, work, and 
citizenship.” These are the goals 
suggested by William Gates, Sr., 
co-chair and trustee of the foun-
dation.

Part of the Gates Foundation’s 
strategy to achieve these goals 
has been to help start small 
schools based on strong research, 
that seek to help more urban 
students graduate and enter 
some form of higher education. 
The Gates Foundation also wants 
schools organized in ways that 
better prepare graduates for some 
form of higher education.

The Star Schools Project was pro-
posed and supported with these 
goals in mind.  The basic premise 
behind the Star Schools Project, 
according to Joe Nathan, project 
lead and director of the Center for 
School Change (CSC) at the Uni-
versity of Minnesota’s Humphrey 
Institute, was to start a small 
group of new, high-quality high 
schools that would cooperate 
with one another to do a better 
job of educating students. 

Project goals included increasing 
students’ achievement; improving 
four-year graduation rates; raising 
the level of interaction between 

the students and their communi-
ties; increasing the percentage of 
students who attend post-second-
ary educational institutions and 
improving their preparedness to 
do so; and providing more op-
portunities for students to learn 
about being e#ective citizens and 
employees or employers in the 
world outside the classroom.

In addition, the Star Schools Proj-
ect identi!ed several other critical 
components of e#ective schools 
and stipulated that the schools 
that were to be funded would: 

Cooperate in ways to help • 
improve student achievement 
and help the schools operate 
more e"ciently,
Develop programs in which • 
students were aided and 
encouraged to learn from and 
contribute to the community,
Hire strong, experienced lead-• 
ers,
Provide new options not avail-• 
able in the communities they 
serve,
Feature strong family involve-• 
ment programs,
Use a variety of assessments to • 
measure student achievement,
Use a variety of assessments • 
to re!ne and improve their 
programs,
Develop ways for students to • 
earn college credit while still in 
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high school,
Use emerging technology, and• 
Take advantage of opportuni-• 
ties to co-locate with other 
organizations.  

It seemed a simple enough idea, 
but simple doesn’t equal easy.  
The Star Schools Project encoun-
tered some sti# challenges right 
from the beginning—some of 
them completely unanticipated. 

“I had hoped we would be able to 
start up a group of schools that 
was a mixture of charter schools 
and small schools that were part 
of the St. Paul school district,” says 
Nathan.  “We had worked success-
fully with the district before, but 
after several months of discussion, 
district o"cials did not agree to 
participate.”

Nathan was also surprised about 
how di"cult it was to get enough 
strong proposals to start !ve new 
high schools. But, as the word got 
out, CSC identi!ed !ve suitable 
prospects and grants were award-
ed to the selected schools. 

In the fall of 2004, the !rst two 
schools opened: Great River 
School (GRS) a Montessori junior-
senior high school and Minnesota 
North Star Academy (MNSA).  
MNSA—a junior-senior high 
school serving deaf and hard-of-

hearing students—shared space 
with Gustavus Adolphus Lutheran 
Church.   Augsburg Fairview 
Academy (AFA) opened in 2005, 
sharing space with GRS.  AFA is a 
college preparatory high school 
that focuses on healthcare ca-
reers.   Saint Paul Conservatory for 
Performing Artists (SPCPA)—the 
only downtown performing arts 
high school in the Twin Cities met-
ropolitan area—also opened in 
2005.  Twin Cities Academy (TCA) 
high school—which is an exten-
sion of the successful Twin Cities 
Academy middle school—opened 
in 2006.

The Gates Foundation grant 
monies invested in these schools 
generated more than $2.5 million 
in additional grants, government 
funding, and private contribu-
tions.  The additional support 
came from: Bremer Bank, the Carl-
son Family Foundation, the Dell-
wood Foundation, Dollar General 
Corporation, the Eco-Lab Founda-
tion, the Gage Family Foundation, 
the Atwater Family Foundation, 
the F.R. Bigelow Foundation, 
General Mills, Inc., the Huss Foun-
dation, the Lemelson-MIT Foun-
dation, the Mardag Foundation, 
Medtronic, Inc., the McKnight 
Foundation, the McNeely Founda-
tion, the Minnesota Department 
of Education, the Minnesota State 
Arts Board, the O’Shaughnessy 

Foundation, Pak Properties, the 
Pohlad Foundation, Prospect 
Creek, Ramsey County, the St. 
Paul Foundation, the Streisand 
Foundation, 3M, Toshiba America, 
Inc., Toyota, The Travelers Compa-
nies, Inc., the U.S. Department of 
Education, Wells Fargo, and many 
individual parents and community 
members. 
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Late in the project, with the Gates 
Foundation’s permission, the Star 
Schools Project also contributed to 
the establishment of a Knowledge 
Is Power Program (KIPP) school in 
Minneapolis.  The ultimate goal was 
to help create a network of sev-
eral KIPP schools, grades 5-12. The 
$100,000 from the Gates Founda-
tion was matched by an additional 
$400,000 from other funders. Since 
this happened late in the project, 
the only involvement of the Star 
Schools Project was in helping write 
a proposal to KIPP that helped con-
vince them to come to Minneapolis 
and the !nancial contribution, that 
as noted above, generated a 4 to 1 
match of the Gates Funds.



One measurable outcome that 
has been gathered by the school 
directors is the number of gradu-
ates who have enrolled in post-
secondary education institu-
tions after graduating from their 
schools.  This is an area in which 
the Star Schools have performed 
well.

On average, 65.3 percent of Min-
nesota high school students enroll 
in some form of higher education 
after they graduate, according to 
the latest statistics (as of 2006) 
from the Minnesota O"ce of 
Higher Education.  For the 2008-
09 academic year, the Star Schools 
graduated 147 students; 126 of 
those students reported enrolling 
at post-secondary institutions for 
the 2009-10 school year.  That is 
85.7 percent.  

Individually, the numbers of grad-
uates who enrolled in traditional 
post-secondary institutions are as 
follows for each of the schools:

AFA: 17 of 20  (In addition, one • 
graduate enlisted in the Job 
Corps, which might be consid-
ered a nontraditional form of 
higher education.)
GRS:  17 of 21   (Two of the 21 • 
graduates did not report their 
plans.)
MNSA: 4 of 7  (In addition, • 
three graduates enrolled in 

transition programs designed 
to better prepare them for 
continuing their education.)
SPCPA: 82 of 91• 
TCA:  6 of 8• 

According to the Minnesota 
Department of Education, at the 
four Star Schools that had gradu-
ates in 2008, 96% of the students 
graduated.  This compares to 
91.6% of Minnesota public high 
school students, according to 
federal guidelines for determining 
high school graduation rates.  One 
of the Star Schools had its !rst 
graduating class in 2009.  MDE 
o"cials say data for 2009 gradua-
tion rates won’t be available until 
spring or summer, 2010.   As Cathy 
Wagner of MDE explained, “four of 
the !ve (Star) schools did not have 
enough students to participate in 
the o"cial grad rate computation.”  
So watching graduation rates of 
these schools in coming years will 
be important.

The availability of trend data on 
Star Schools’ test scores also is 
limited because the schools are 
so new, and small.  Sample sizes 
are too small to be considered 
valid for public reporting of test 
data for three of the !ve schools.  
For example, MNSA has an enroll-
ment of 32 and averages just 7-8 
students per class.  But several of 
the schools reported that their 
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Great River School students performing.



students were making excellent progress. For example, SPCPA made signi!cant progress.

“Last year, 90 percent of our students passed the writing test and 87 percent passed the reading test,” said 
Tofte.  “We still have a ways to go with math—but, we have essentially doubled the amount of class time we 
spend on math in the 9th and 11th grades so that we get our scores up there, too.”

Other schools reported similar progress in the Minnesota Comprehensive Assessments (MCA – II) standardized 
testing program.

Beyond the test scores and other hard data, the success of the Star Schools Project can also be described in 
terms of how well these new schools have performed relative to the project directives.  The following are eval-
uations of how the schools performed in regard to each of the directives.  These were compiled from extensive 
interviews with each of the school directors and Project Designer Joe Nathan, school site visits, and classroom 
observations.
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Several Augsburg Fairview Academy students got together to 
celebrate their graduation.



The Star Schools have found many 
ways to cooperate—to boost both 
student achievement and operat-
ing e"ciency.  

One of the biggest successes in 
terms of cooperation was also one 
of the simplest of processes: the 
attendance of all !ve directors 
and Nathan at monthly meetings.  
Everyone agreed that these meet-
ing were extremely productive—
and that they helped reduce the 
isolation inherent in their jobs.

“The monthly meetings were the 
best thing we did,” says Liz Wynne, 
TCA principal.  “In these jobs, you 
really are on an island.  It’s not like 
working in a big district.  When 
some problem arose, you could 
turn to the heads of the other 
schools for a second opinion.”

SPCPA’s Executive Director Terry 
G. Tofte remembers taking advan-

tage of these regular meetings 
to get ideas from the other direc-
tors.  In particular, SPCPA tried to 
incorporate some of the success-
ful ideas the others had used to 
develop their family involvement 
programs and to provide remedial 
support for students that were 
struggling with certain subject 
matter.  

“I think the structural approach 
behind this—creating a group 
of charter schools who are very 
di#erent and who talk to each 
other on a monthly basis—was a 
stroke of genius,” says William G. 
Spira, lead teacher and executive 
director at AFA.  “It created what 
amounted to a very focused brain 
trust, with lots of cross fertiliza-
tion.”

The meetings also played a role in 
helping to develop a number of 
formal collaborations, including a 

summer Math Academy.  During 
the summers of 2008 and 2009, 
three of the !ve schools partici-
pated in a cooperative, !ve-hour-
a-day, !ve-week summer school 
session for any of their students 
who wanted or needed more 
work in math. 

“We saw signi!cant growth 
among our students who partici-
pated—and perhaps more impor-
tantly—they reported a very high 
level of satisfaction,” reports Tofte.   

The schools also cooperated to 
provide sta# development activi-
ties related to doing a better job 
of preparing students to succeed 
in postsecondary institutions.  

“That was a big help to us,” says 
Kimberly Kause, MNSA direc-
tor.  “We couldn’t have a#orded 
to bring in the presenters on our 
own.”

Cooperate in ways to help improve student achievement and help the Star 
Schools operate more e!ciently.
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Star School faculty members—like this group of math 
teachers—participated in collaborative faculty training and 
development programs.



The schools and their teachers 
asked for more help along these 
lines, and the Star Schools Project 
delivered.  In May 2009, about 
30 teachers from all !ve of the 
Star Schools met with experts in 
helping inner city students get 
into college. The following month, 
about 30 faculty members, again 
representing each of the Star 
Schools, participated in a daylong 
workshop led by faculty mem-
bers from Minnesota colleges 
and universities.  The presenters 

shared with them their expecta-
tions for incoming freshman in 
math, science, and writing.  Along 
with showing them course out-
lines, assignments, and tests—the 
presenters answered a multitude 
of questions about how to ad-
dress speci!c teaching challenges 
and better prepare high school 
students to do college-level work.  
Participants rated this workshop 
4.5 on a one-to-!ve scale.  

Three of the schools—GRS, MNSA, 
and TCA—joined together with 
a fourth, independent charter 
school, to begin to o#er athletic 
programs sanctioned by the Min-
nesota State High School League.  
They hired an athletic director, 
shared practice facilities, trans-
portation and other costs, and 
participated in soccer, basketball 
and ultimate Frisbee.   The plan is 
to add more sports, once they get 
the program on !rmer footing.  

They also have developed a 
cooperative e#ort allowing fac-
ulty members in the Star Schools 
to satisfy state requirements for 
re-certi!cation.  This has !lled an 
important need for the faculty.  

The successes to date seem to be 
generating additional interest in 
cooperation amongst the schools.  
Several of the schools are inter-
ested in starting a program for sci-
ence similar to the Math Academy.  
MNSA, which doesn’t o#er classes 
in physics and calculus, is looking 
at the possibility of having some 
of their students take physics 
and calculus classes—as well as 
some International Baccalaureate 
classes—at GRS.

The collaboration amongst the 
Star Schools also led to two col-
laborative e#orts that involved 
many other Minnesota charter 
schools.  The !rst of these is a 

“One of the biggest successes 
in terms of cooperation was 
also one of the simplest of 
processes: the attendance of 
all "ve directors and Nathan 
at monthly meetings.”
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Great River School students working on an art project. 



directory of charter schools in the 
Twin Cities metropolitan area.  
This directory, which was pro-
duced with the help of CSC, is sent 
to more than 40,000 area families 
and it has inspired similar e!orts 
in other parts of the country.  All 
of the Star Schools participated in 
this e!ort.

The second e!ort is a series of 
annual, statewide charter school 
writing contests.  CSC initiated 
this project in 2005, in part to 
promote and recognize quality 
work by students.  This year more 
than 1,100 students in grades 
K through 12 submitted essays. 
(see image on page 13).   Winners 
were invited to read their essays 
on the Minnesota State Capitol 
steps.  Several key legislators and 
the Minnesota Commissioner of 
Education listened to the winning 
essays and spoke to the students.  
Twin Cities Federal provides 

$1,000 to fund small cash awards 
to winning students.  Star School 
students have won several awards 
in these contests. 

Despite these successes, however, 
cooperation and collaboration is 
an area in which the Star Schools 
have underachieved.  More could 
have been done, relative to both 
the project’s stated objectives and 
to what Nathan and some of the 
school leaders believe they could 
accomplish.  

“I’m disappointed that the schools 
didn’t "nd a way to cooperate 
more when it comes to ‘back-
o$ce’ or other sta!,” says Nathan.  
“I hoped that some of the schools 
would share personnel; perhaps 
a business manager, a counselor, 
and so on.” 

For a year, GRS and SPCPA shared 
a college counselor. But neither 

school was satis"ed with this 
person.  Ultimately both schools 
decided to hire their own sta! 
member to do this work.

“I think this has been one of the 
biggest failures of the project,” 
adds Tofte.  “I believe we could 
have set up one central o$ce to 
handle HR, business functions, 
guidance, and similar functions at 
one-half to one-third of the cost 
of us each doing it separately.” 

While this was initially proposed, 
most of the schools declined to 
participate. According to Na-
than, part of the problem was 
that schools ended up starting in 
di!erent years (and thus did not 
have the same needs at the same 
time).  Part of the problem was 
that some of the early Star School 
directors declined to cooperate in 
this area.
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The French club at Great River School prepping for a trip.



Despite these shortcomings, all 
of the schools have committed 
to continuing with their monthly 
meetings, even though the proj-
ect has o$cially ended. 
 
“It’s not about what we can’t do,” 
says Wynne.  “It’s about what we 
can do.  We just have to be cre-
ative to make collaboration work.”
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Above: Students from the Star Schools participating in an es-
say competition on the steps of the Minnesota State Capitol.

Left: Minnesota North Star Academy students built school 
pride through extracurricular activities such as their basketball 
program.

An impromptu jam session at Great River School. 



Develop programs in which students were aided and encouraged to learn 
from and contribute to the community.

This is one of the areas in which 
the new high schools performed 
exceedingly well.  Each of the Star 
Schools has already developed 
programs and partnerships within 
their communities—and there are 
many examples of how these pro-
grams are bene!ting the schools, 
the students, and the communi-
ties.

SPCPA provides a number of 
opportunities for its students to 
work directly with local arts orga-
nizations such as the Penumbra 
Theater and the Illusion Theater.  
Students have helped out in areas 
ranging from providing admin-
istrative support to helping with 
technical production.  The Ordway 
holds an annual Children’s Festival 
and SPCPA students have worked 
at the festival the past two years.   

“These organizations are typically 
resource poor,” says Tofte. “And our 

students are a big help to them.  
At the same time, the students 
bene!t tremendously from the 
experience.  For example, recently 
one of our students served as 
technical director for the Illu-
sion Theater.  As a result, he was 
accepted into one of the best 
four-year programs for technical 
production in the country.”  

TCA has one of the most exten-
sive community involvement 
programs of any of the schools.  
Community action, according to 
Wynne, is at the very core of what 
TCA is all about.

“Part of our philosophy is that we 
believe that no matter how dis-
advantaged some of our students 
might be, there is always a way 
for us to make a di#erence,” says 
Wynne.

At TCA, every student is required 

to put in a minimum of 15 hours 
of individual community ser-
vice annually.  In addition, ev-
ery six weeks, the entire school 
body—teachers and students 
alike—takes an afternoon o# to 
go into the community and work 
on projects like visiting nursing 
homes, helping out with Toys for 
Tots, or cleaning up the Missis-
sippi River.  The TCA chapter of the 
National Honor Society organized 
two blood drives and invited the 
community to participate.  

MNSA has a similarly strong focus 
on community service.  Many 
of their volunteer activities are 
directed at providing service to 
the deaf community.  One stu-
dent, for example testi!ed !ve 
di#erent times at the State Capitol 
to try to get changes in the law 
that prevents deaf teachers from 
driving vans or buses that trans-
port students.   Their students also 
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Augsburg Fairview Academy students can take job-training 
programs to prepare for healthcare careers such as a physi-
cian’s assistant.



have done volunteer work to help 
organizations in their commu-
nity at large, such as the Humane 
Society and neighborhood food 
shelves.

“We also bring people from the 
community into our classrooms,” 
says Kause.  “We’ve had repre-
sentatives from Communication 
Services for the Deaf come in and 
talk about interpreter rights, and 
how students can advocate for 
themselves.” 

MNSA students and faculty mem-
bers secured their own grant from 
the Gates Foundation to develop 
a DVD that teaches hearing busi-
ness owners and workers how 
to better serve deaf customers.  
MNSA worked with a local TGI 
Friday’s restaurant to produce the 
DVD.  The restaurant managers 
liked the DVD so much that they 
are distributing it to other restau-

rants around the country.   

Along with some traditional vol-
unteer activities, such as working 
for the Humane Society, GRS stu-
dents wrote a play about reducing 
waste—and then took their pro-
duction out into the community 
and performed at three or four dif-
ferent elementary schools.  Some 
of their community activities are 
directly linked to classroom work. 
For example, GRS o!ers a course 
on the literature of activism.  As 
part of their studies, the students 
have to de"ne a community prob-
lem, devise a solution, and then 
go to the Capital and attempt to 
lobby legislators.

AFA students are required to 
complete a minimum of 20 hours 
of volunteer time annually—and 
they’re encouraged to shoot for 
100 hours.  The school’s academic 
programs are closely linked to 

many of their volunteer activities, 
which are generally focused on 
healthcare and other community 
services.  For example, AFA stu-
dents collaborate with a neigh-
borhood eye clinic to provide 
vision screening to elementary 
and middle school students in the 
community.  They also team up 
with students from the University 
of Minnesota Dental School to 
provide information about den-
tal hygiene.  And recently, they 
launched their own program to 
provide free blood pressure tests 
and information about hyperten-
sion, heart disease, and diabetes.  
The students are able to help 
eliminate some of the distrust 
between healthcare providers and 
the communities they serve, ac-
cording to Spira. 

“These students can really relate 
to the younger students—usually 
much better than the adult ser-
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Twin Cities Academy students held a clothing drive as one of 
their many service projects.



vice providers,” said Spira.  “Pro-
grams like this help them learn 
what it feels like to be a valued 
member of a healthcare team—
and it helps them begin to net-
work with healthcare providers 
and college students.”
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Minnesota Governor Tim Pawlenty visited with two students 
from Augsburg Fairview Academy.

Augsburg Fairview Academy students volunteering at a Senior 
Citizen home. 



Leadership has been one of the 
issues with which the Star Schools 
have struggled most.  Despite 
their youthfulness (MNSA and 
GRS have been open for !ve years; 
AFA, SPCPA for four and TCA for 
three), the schools have gone 
through numerous changes in 
leadership.  Only TCA has retained 
the same leader.  Each of the other 
schools has had at least two direc-
tors, and one of the schools—
GRS—will open in September 
2009 with its fourth director.   

In some cases, it seems the school 
boards countermanded the proj-
ect’s stated objectives regarding 
hiring experienced leaders—at 
least in terms of teaching experi-
ence and school administrative 
experience—in selecting their 
school directors.  SPCPA, for 
example, hired an accomplished 
performing artist to serve as its 

!rst director and AFA hired a very 
experienced community orga-
nizer to serve as its !rst director.  
Neither of these individuals had 
signi!cant experience in teaching 
and/or education administration.  
And both were let go before the 
schools opened and replaced by 
directors with signi!cant expe-
rience in teaching and school 
administration. In both cases, the 
schools opened one year later 
than they had hoped to.  

SPCPA went from zero to sixty 
with its change in administrators.  
Tofte, the current director at SPC-
PA, came to the job with 30+ years 
of experience as a teacher and 
school administrator, including 
stints as superintendent in three 
di#erent school districts.  Simi-
larly, AFA landed an experienced 
teacher, school administrator, and 
businessman in Bill Spira.   Early in 

his career, Spira spent !fteen years 
on the faculty at Johns Hopkins 
University.  He followed that with 
a long career in business as an en-
trepreneur before returning to the 
educational arena for eight years, 
!rst as a high school teacher, then 
as a high school administrator 
before taking over the director-
ship of AFA.  

“Getting a charter school going is 
an entrepreneurial undertaking,” 
says Spira.  “In many ways it paral-
lels starting a small business.”

In some respects, the leadership 
challenges confronting directors 
of charter schools may well be the 
nature of the beast.  Even Nathan 
is quick to note that these are 
incredibly di"cult jobs.  

“Being the director of a charter 
school is very di#erent from being 
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a principal in a traditional school 
district,” he says.  “It requires an 
enormous amount of knowledge 
about facilities management, "-
nance, operations, and personnel 
management.”

As the only original administrator 
still leading her school, Wynne 
provides a good example of the 
kind of leadership Nathan had 
in mind when he designed the 
project.  Wynne spent six years 
as a teacher at the beginning of 
her career, before leaving to work 
in the business world for several 
years. She later returned to educa-
tion, working "rst as an adminis-
trator in the West St. Paul school 
district, then as principal for Twin 
Cities Academy middle school for 
six years prior to adding the role 
of principal of TCA high school 
to her duties when the school 
opened in 2006.

It’s worth noting, however, that as 
the schools have worked their way 
through their leadership issues, 
they seem to be migrating toward 
the original intent of the stated 
goals.  Along with SPCPA and AFA, 
the other schools bolstered their 
leadership.  Kause, who has just 
completed her second year as the 
director of MNSA, has a bachelor’s 
degree in elementary education, a 
master’s degree in deaf education 
and has completed the principal 
licensure program at the Universi-
ty of Minnesota.  She spent seven 
years teaching before assuming 
her current role.  

In its ongoing search for e!ective 
leadership, GRS hired Andrea Mar-
tin to serve as an interim director 
while they conducted a national 
search for a new director.  Martin 
is an experienced administrator 
and the founder of another Min-

nesota charter school.  

Additionally, the current crop of 
administrators has been working 
diligently to continue to develop 
their leadership skills and styles.

“I think the leaders of these 
schools have really grown over 
time,” says Tofte.  “They truly want 
their schools to be successful, and 
they’re working very hard to make 
that happen.  They’ve shown that 
they’re open to feedback.  We’ve 
developed a very healthy net-
working relationship among the 
leaders—and as a result, we’re 
truly building schools that serve 
the needs of our students and 
their families.”

In part because of these experi-
ences, CSC has joined with the 
MDE to create a Leadership Acad-
emy for Charter and Alternative 
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Minnesota North Star Academy  students !nishing up a poster 
for World Aids Day. 



School Directors.  A "ve-year 
grant from the U.S. Department 
of Education is allowing CSC to 
work with current and prospective 
directors.  
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Each of the Stars Schools per-
formed very well in terms of 
providing new options for the 
communities they serve.

AFA is unique in a number of 
ways.  First, it was designed to pro-
vide a very direct career path for 
high school students interested in 
healthcare careers.  Second, AFA 
targets various segments of urban 
students who have been tradition-
ally underserved, including a large 
number of people of color.

“We reach out to students from 
marginalized communities—kids 
who aren’t part of the American 
dream,” says Spira.  “In many cases, 
they’re impoverished, they come 
from broken homes.  In some 
cases, they’re even homeless.  We 
try to give them hope.”

Like the other schools, AFA 
emphasizes college prepared-

ness, but it also o#ers students 
direct links to healthcare careers 
through certi!cations o#ered in 
collaboration with Minneapolis 
Community and Technical Col-
lege.  While still in high school, 
AFA students can earn the fol-
lowing certi!cations:  First Aid/
CPR, First Responder, Registered 
Nursing Assistant, and Emergency 
Medical Technician.  

What’s more, AFA o#ers two inno-
vative options to serve a student 
population that needs $exibility.  
The !rst is somewhat more tra-
ditional and includes a regular 
school week that runs Monday 
through Thursday, but o#ers Fri-
day morning school for remedial 
help. The second option o#ers 
students even more $exibility 
through night school and online 
learning.

GRS o#ers an unusual one-two 

punch of opportunities to its 
students in that it is a Montessori 
high school—and it o#ers the 
International Baccalaureate (IB) 
program.  It is the oldest Montes-
sori high school in the nation and 
the only one in Minnesota.  In 
addition, it is one of only three 
Montessori high schools nation-
wide that has an IB program.  

As a Montessori school, GRS 
emphasizes providing “hands-on” 
learning experiences as part of 
its curriculum.  For example, GRS 
o#ers a number of o#-campus 
learning opportunities during 
what is known as “May term”.  
Organized outings—such as a 
southern Minnesota bike trip or 
a backpacking trip along Lake 
Superior’s North Shore—provide 
the framework for combining 
classroom work with real world 
experiences.  
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MNSA o!ers deaf, deaf-blind, and 
hard-of-hearing students in the 
community a unique option.  It is 
the only high school in the Twin 
Cities Metropolitan area that of-
fers deaf students the opportunity 
to have a high school of their own. 
What’s more, it is the only one 
in the state that uses a bilingual 
approach; classes are taught in 
both English and American Sign 
Language.   

“Most programs—including those 
for groups of deaf students who 
are taking classes at mainstream 
high schools—focus only on Eng-
lish, which can create problems 
related to grammar and structure 
in both English and ASL,” says 
Kause.   

Similarly, SPCPA is the only high 
school in Minneapolis or St. Paul 
o!ering a comprehensive pro-
gram for pre-professional per-

forming artists.

“Most high schools o!er a variety 
of arts programs—typically some 
theater and music programs,” says 
Tofte. “But none of them come 
close to what we o!er in terms of 
complexity and seriousness.  And 
we’re the only one that o!ers a 
dance program.”  

Perhaps more importantly, SPCPA 
routinely o!ers its students op-
portunities to work with accom-
plished professional performing 
artists, directors, and technical 
production professionals in col-
laboration with local theaters, 
dance companies, and other orga-
nizations.  

What distinguishes TCA from oth-
er schools in the community—in 
addition to its size—is what might 
be called an “old-school” approach 
to education.  Both students and 

teachers wear uniforms.  Classes 
assign homework every night.  
Once a month, they hold “Satur-
day School” for remediation and/
or detention purposes.  

“We have very challenging classes, 
focused on doing college prepa-
ratory work,” says Wynne.  “And 
we deliver a quality product in a 
smaller, safer environment.”
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touches on his display for the school’s Science Fair and Confer-
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When it comes to developing 
strong family involvement pro-
grams, success has been mixed 
among the Star Schools.  Some 
have thrived, others have faltered.  
Each of the schools holds parent/
teacher conferences and each 
uses its website to communicate 
with parents and students alike, 
but for most of the schools that is 
just the tip of the iceberg.

Leading the way are TCA, GRS, 
and MNSA.  Each has active parent 
groups that meet regularly.  And, 
they o#er parent education ses-
sions about subjects such as col-
lege entrance requirements, and 
so on.  All three have developed 
vibrant programs that go well 
beyond the traditional parent/
teacher conference model.  

“At TCA, we try to get our parents 
involved right away,” says Wynne.  
“It starts with the application pro-

cess, and grows from there.”

Parents are told upfront that they 
are expected to participate in 
their children’s success at TCA, ac-
cording to Wynne.  TCA’s parent/
teacher conferences, which are 
held on Saturdays and must be 
attended by parents and students, 
have achieved a remarkable 
participation rate that has ranged 
from 95 to 97 percent.  

TCA also incorporates a team ap-
proach in meeting with parents 
when problems arise.  

“If we call a parent in, we have 
them meet with all their child’s 
teachers so that they get to see 
the depth and breadth of that 
student’s performance—not just 
the negative issue that’s come up,” 
says Wynne.

Several of the schools have par-

ent newsletters. And they get 
their parents involved through 
a number of volunteer activities.  
These include coming in to school 
to speak about careers, helping 
with extracurricular activities, and 
more.

“Parents have helped remodel 
our school, helped with fundrais-
ers, and more,” says Martin, who 
notes that a group of parents and 
students worked together to inlay 
a symbolic “great river” made out 
of a tile mosaic in the $oor of the 
school cafeteria.  

“Our parents volunteer to help 
with everything from fundraising, 
to making costumes for our drama 
club, to helping out with our ath-
letic programs,” says Kause.

The directors of both SPCPA and 
AFA readily admit that they’ve 
fallen short when it comes to 
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Augsburg Fairview Academy students during a Family Open 
House. 



family involvement, but both are 
actively working to improve their 
performance.  

“This is an area in which we’ve 
struggled quite a bit,” says Tofte.  
“Right now, we have conferences 
twice a year, but we’re trying to 
develop some new programs 
based on the success some of the 
other Star Schools have had.  Part 
of the challenge for us is that we 
have students from more than 40 
di#erent school districts at SPCPA.”

“We haven’t done very well at all, 
in this regard,” notes Spira.  “In 
part, our struggles are related to 
the socioeconomic groups we 
serve.”

AFA is planning to reinvent their 
approach to family involvement 
programs when they make the 
move to their new location next 
year, according to Spira.

“We’re going to try to piggyback 
on services,” notes Spira.  “For 
example, we intend to o#er help 
with personal !nances, healthcare 
interventions, and so on, to get 
people into our o"ces, and then 
work with them through tradition-
al parent/teacher conferences and 
other family involvement e#orts.”

Each of the schools, in accordance 
with the requirements of the MDE, 
incorporates the MCA-II tests and 
the GRAD tests into a battery of 
assessments and other tools they 
use to track their students’ prog-
ress and achievement.  It is also 
clear that they have worked hard 
to adhere to this project directive.

Most of the schools use the “Stan-
ford 10 Achievement Test,” a series 
of reference tests that allows the 
schools to compare their students’ 
level of achievement to students 
from across the United States.  
The Star Schools also use college 
readiness tests (PSAT and PLAN) to 
help prepare students for stan-
dard college entrance exams (SAT 
and ACT).  

Several of the Star Schools take 
10th, 11th, and 12th graders to 
a local two-year college to have 
them take placement tests.  These 

tests are used to determine 
whether students are ready for 
college-level work in reading, writ-
ing, and mathematics.  “Schools 
report this is an important ‘reality 
test’ for students and faculty,” says 
Nathan.

Some of the schools also use the 
Northwest Evaluation Association 
Measures of Academic Progress 
tests, Degrees of Reading Power 
tests, and a variety of internally 
developed assessments.
“We !nd that some of the stan-
dardized tests are a bit burden-
some—and sometimes not all 
that useful,” says Spira.  “So we use 
some shorter, quicker diagnostic 
tests that give us a good picture of 
where our students stand.”

More importantly, from Spira’s 
perspective, AFA monitors a 
number of indicators—such as 
diligence and deportment—on a 
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daily basis, to keep abreast of their 
students’ progress.

“These behaviors have been 
validated as very reliable indica-
tors that our students are making 
the kind of signi"cant e!ort that 
we know will lead to success,” says 
Spira.   

SPCPA uses a juried process in 
the spring of every year to assess 
students’ strengths and de"cien-
cies in the performing arts.  For 
example, last year, they brought 
in the casting director from the 
Guthrie Theater to observe all 
their theater students and provide 
feedback.  

Similarly, MNSA regularly tests 
its students in ASL.  What’s more, 
they use a series of tests that 
examine the development of the 
social and emotional skills their 
students will need to make a suc-

cessful transition to a “hearing” 
world.

Because GRS is an IB school, their 
students also take a variety of IB 
tests—either for certi"cates in 
individual subjects, or for the IB 
diploma itself.  

Beyond that, through the discus-
sions with the school directors, it 
became clear that they have an 
attitude of doing whatever it takes 
to e!ectively track their students 
and determine what kind of 
support they need.  Two of the 
schools, GRS and TCA, maintain 
student portfolios that contain 
grades, test results, and other 
pertinent information about their 
students from the time they enroll 
until they graduate.    

TCA’s Wynne seemed to represent 
the attitude of all of the school 
directors, saying: “We’re always 

asking ourselves:  Are our kids 
learning the things they need to 
learn? Are we providing the right 
instruction?  Are we using the 
right materials?”
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Just as they have done in terms of 
testing and assessing their stu-
dents’ progress, the Star Schools 
have all demonstrated a substan-
tial commitment to evaluating the 
performance of their faculty and 
their programs.  

“That’s something we try to do 
twenty-four, seven,” says Wynne.  
“We bring our sta# in two weeks 
before schools starts, look at what 
we did well the year before and 
what we need to get better at—
and we make a plan.  At the end 
of the year, we meet again and 
evaluate how well we did with our 
plan.”

Wynne and others say they also 
try to pay attention to the latest 
research. 

“If the research shows our stu-
dents need four years of science, 
we give them four years of sci-

ence,” she says.  “If we want stu-
dents to succeed, we have to give 
them the support they need.”

Student and parent surveys are 
a key component of the Star 
Schools’ self-assessment. Some 
use SurveyMonkey electronic 
surveys; others do it the old fash-
ioned way.  Either way, they try to 
pay attention to what their con-
stituency is telling them.

“At GRS, every teacher surveys 
students in every class,” says Mar-
tin.  “We also meet with our par-
ent organization—Parent Voices.  
They frequently identify areas that 
they think need improvement.”

AFA uses peer review and student 
surveys to assess its performance.  
On the student side, they identify 
a strati!ed random sample of 
students who are brought in for 
hour-long assessments of every 

teacher.  From a peer review per-
spective, each teacher is observed 
by at least two other teachers dur-
ing the school year.  And, at year’s 
end, they do 360-degree survey 
assessments of the entire faculty. 

“Everybody looks at everybody 
else,” says Spira.  “We complete a 
16-page assessment that looks 
at nine di#erent dimensions of 
performance.”  

Moreover, several of the Star 
Schools have arranged for their 
10th and 11th grade students to 
visit local colleges and take their 
placement tests in reading, writ-
ing and math. This helps students, 
families and faculty understand 
where they are in relation to the 
minimum that colleges expect in 
these areas.
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This is another area in which the 
Star Schools have succeeded 
across the board.  It seems to 
begin with the schools’ mission 
statements, their leadership, and 
the entire sta# of each school—
but there was a consensus among 
the directors that a critical factor 
to success in this area is consistent 
and constant communication with 
the students.

“We are constantly emphasizing 
to our students the commitment 
and discipline it takes to be a 
professional performing artist,” 
says Tofte.  “After their visit to 
our school, the representatives 
of the North Central Association 
said they had never seen such an 
awareness of mission at a high 
school.”

At TCA, the school’s mission, and 
the high expectations they have 
for their students, can be found 
everywhere, starting with numer-
ous posters on the school walls.  

“It’s a culture we have here, a cli-
mate,” says Wynne.  “It’s modeled 
by everyone from the teachers to 

the custodians to the o"ce sta#.”

MNSA’s Kause echoes Wynne’s 
sentiments.  

“It starts with our sta#—letting 
them know our expectations are 
high, and making sure they com-
municate that to our students 
regularly,” says Kause.  “We don’t 
treat our students di#erently be-
cause they’re deaf.”

MNSA provides class syllabi, 
outlining what will be covered, 
what the students have to deliver, 
and what level of achievement is 
expected.  

Like the other Star schools, GRS 
emphasizes regular communica-
tion of expectations to the stu-
dents—and those expectations 
extend to behavior, too.

“We’re very clear about what kinds 
of behavior are acceptable and 
what kinds are not,” says Martin.  
“Each student signs a contract at 
the beginning of the school year 
that outlines what we expect of 
them as members of this com-

munity.  That includes respect and 
compassion for fellow students 
and teachers, as well as expecta-
tions around timeliness in com-
pleting homework assignments.”

Some of the schools, such as AFA 
and MNSA, link their expectations 
directly to their grading system.   

“We use an ‘A-to-C’ grading sys-
tem—combined with a pass/fail 
system,” says Spira.  “Our students 
don’t get a letter grade unless 
they are college ready.  If our 
students get a ‘C,’ that means they 
are ready to do entry-level work at 
a non-selective college—without 
remedial assistance.  Students 
who are not ready for college-lev-
el work can still graduate, if they 
achieve a passing grade.”  
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Research has shown that students 
who take college-level courses 
while still in high school develop 
some “momentum” that carries 
over and makes them more likely 
to succeed at the next level.  This 
is a concept not lost on the Star 
Schools.  From the common-
place to the unique, each of the 
Star Schools has been diligent in 
developing ways for its students 
to earn college credit while still in 
high school.  

First, each of the schools o#ers 
its students the opportunity 
to participate in Post Second-
ary Enrollment Options (PSEO).  
PSEO classes enable them to take 
college-level classes on college 
or university campuses during 
their junior and/or senior year 
of high school at a multitude of 
nearby institutions.   Each of the 
Star Schools has students who 
take PSEO classes.  But each of the 
schools also o#ers additional ways 
for students to earn college credit.  

“We’re very supportive of PSEO 
students,” says Martin.  “And, 
because we are an IB school, stu-
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dents can also earn college credit 
that way as well. Plus, we o#er 
them the option of taking classes 
online to earn college credits.”

TCA will begin o#ering its !rst four 
Advanced Placement (AP) classes 
in 2009-10 school year, in: biology, 
chemistry, history, and honors 
English.  Students who score well 
on the !nal AP exam can earn col-
lege credit. 

MNSA, which isn’t large enough to 
have it’s own AP classes, has one 
student currently doing IB testing 
through his home school district, 
and they hope to collaborate 
with GRS to o#er more students 
the opportunity to access their IB 
program.  

Similarly, AFA isn’t large enough to 
hold it’s own AP classes either, but 
in addition to PSEO classes, the 
school collaborates with Minne-
apolis Community and Technical 
College.  AFA students can earn a 
certi!cate in their nursing assis-
tants program, as well as parapro-
fessional training that earns them 
college credit in other healthcare 

related courses.  

SPCPA participates in the Col-
lege in the Schools program, an 
accredited program that allows 
students to earn transferable col-
lege credits at their high school 
campus. College in the Schools 
involves college faculty training 
high school faculty on how to 
o#er a college-level class.  SPCPA 
has  been using the program since 
the 2007-2008 school year.  In 
2009-10, SPCPA will o#er students 
seven courses through this pro-
gram.  Students who take all of 
the College in the Schools courses 
could earn a full year of college 
credit by the time they graduate 
from high school.  
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Again, all of the schools have used 
some forms of emerging technol-
ogy—but the level of usage varies 
widely.  For starters each of the 
schools has a website which they 
use extensively to communicate 
with both prospective and current 
students and parents.  

At the sparse end of the spectrum 
is SPCPA, which according to 
Tofte, has a decent computer lab, 
and uses MOODLE to provide text 
materials, notes, worksheets and 
online tests to help student while 
they are away from the classroom. 

TCA also has a computer lab.  In 
addition, they use interactive 
whiteboards—the electronic ver-
sion of the old fashioned chalk-
board.  The interactive white-
boards allow teachers to display 
and present information in media 
ranging from handwriting, to pho-
tography, to videos—and more. 
At TCA, teachers make extensive 
use of digital document cameras 
to prep materials for use on the 
interactive white boards, or with 
LCD projectors.  

MNSA uses interactive white-
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boards, video cameras, and re-
lated technologies that help them 
meet their curricular approach of 
teaching in both English and ASL.  
These whiteboards enable them 
to show video clips in which the 
presenters are using ASL—or to 
replay classroom presentations 
that have been recorded—in 
much the same way hearing stu-
dents might use an audio recorder 
to record and then review an 
important lecture.  They have 
made use of pod-casts in and out 
of the classroom, their students 
are trained on both Macintosh 
and PC platforms, and they are 
given instruction in basic website 
development.   They also make 
extensive use of document read-
ers, which allow them to transfer 
almost any kind of materials into 
video for e#ective use with their 
interactive whiteboards and pro-
jectors. 

Instead of a computer lab, AFA 
has computer workstations for 
every student in every classroom.  
They also use interactive white-
boards—as does GRS—but both 
of these schools seem to have 
taken the technology angle a step 

further than the others by looking 
for ways to incorporate the social 
networking “technologies” avail-
able through the Internet. 

“We’re recognizing that Twitter, 
and Facebook, and MySpace can 
be good tools,” says Spira. “We’re 
trying to !nd ways to !t them in 
with what we’re trying to accom-
plish, rather than have them be 
only used in soft ways.”  

For example, AFA has its own 
Facebook page, and uses it to 
communicate with students about 
everything from student news to 
school events.  Currently, AFA has 
photos of its latest graduating 
class posted on Facebook—along 
with a congratulatory message.

GRS has a universal school cal-
endar online—containing every-
thing from extracurricular events 
to homework assignment due 
dates by class—so that parents 
and students can keep track of ev-
erything.  They use SurveyMonkey 
(an online tool that allows users to 
create custom surveys and view 
results in real time) and FaceBook.
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Augsburg Fairview Academy’s music studios are very popular 
with students. 



From the onset of the project, the 
Star Schools have found a number 
of ways of using co-location to 
their advantage. For starters, GRS 
and AFA were going to occupy the 
same building when they opened 
their doors.  When AFA’s start got 
put back a year, GRS opened alone 
in the building—but the follow-
ing year, AFA moved in and they 
shared the same building.  

In addition, GRS holds a student 
robotics program in facilities 
owned by a nearby business.

TCA is housed in what was once a 
local parochial school, along with 
its counterpart, Twin Cities Acad-
emy Middle School.  However, it 
does operate some programs in 
partnership with other organiza-
tions and uses their facilities. For 
example, they collaborate with 
the University of St. Thomas in 
their science programs, regu-
larly working in their laboratories.  
They have similar collaborative 
e#orts with the non-pro!t organi-
zation, Eco Education.    

MNSA started its life renting space 

from Gustavus Adolphus Lutheran 
Church.  Although they are merg-
ing with Metro Deaf School (an el-
ementary school that also follows 
the bilingual approach) and will 
soon be moving into a new, stand-
alone building, co-location was 
integral to their startup and early 
success.  Along with classroom 
space, MNSA was able to use the 
church’s gym for their basketball 
team.  The basketball team has 
been a big source of pride for the 
school.  

“We have had a great relation-
ship with the congregation,” says 
Kause.  “They have been very 
accommodating—and it was 
quite economical, which gave us 
a lot of budgeting $exibility as we 
were getting started.”

After starting in the same building 
as GRS, AFA grew too large and 
decided to move out on its own to 
a space in downtown Minneapo-
lis.  Starting next year, however, 
they will be moving into a new fa-
cility, co-locating with Messiah Lu-
theran Church.  Their new location 
is in the Phillips neighborhood of 
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Minneapolis—in the middle of a 
much larger consortium of com-
munity service organizations with 
which AFA hopes to collaborate.  
What’s more, they will be located 
between two large hospitals, and 
near a community medical clinic.  
They have already begun discus-
sions with these institutions to 
explore new opportunities for 
collaboration.

If there were to be a poster child 
for co-location among the Star 
Schools, it would be SPCPA.  For 
starters, their primary o"ces 
and classrooms are located in 
the Landmark Center, a building 
owned and operated by Ramsey 
County for public uses.  Most 
of their facilities are on the !fth 
$oor—which had been deserted 
for several years.  

SPCPA collaborates with numer-
ous private and public partners 
in downtown St. Paul.  They use 
St. Paul Central Library—which 
is located just across Rice Park—
for their only library.  They have 
dance studios in nearby Wilkins 
Auditorium and use the McKnight 
Theater for some of their J-term 
productions.  They also use labo-
ratories at the Science Museum of 
Minnesota for their chemistry and 
physics classes.  

Students from Saint Paul Conservatory for Performing Artists 
rehearse for a performance.
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Saint Paul Conservatory for Performing Artists is housed in 
the Landmark Center in downtown St. Paul, a publicly owned 
building that students refer to as “The Castle.” 



If the bottom line of the Star 
School Project is to develop suc-
cessful, small urban high schools 
that cooperate to do an even bet-
ter job of helping students, then 
the project has been unquestion-
ably successful.  

As discussed earlier in this report,
there is inherently little trend data
about student growth because of
the relative youth of the schools.
But with an average of more than
90 percent of Star Students gradu-
ating, and more than 90 percent
of Star School graduates planning
to attend and admitted to some
form of higher education, two of
the original outcome goals are be-
ing achieved.

(It is too early to know how many
of these students will need to take
remedial courses, but this would
be an important thing to check.
The Star Schools Project sought
not only to help more students
graduate and enter some form
of higher education, but also to
more fully prepare them for that
task.)

There also is abundant anecdotal 
evidence of the success of the Star 
Schools Project, starting with the 
passion and excitement that runs 
rampant in these schools.

“I think that these schools are 
genuinely breaking new ground,” 
says Spira.  “As a result, we’re not 
in anybody’s comfort zone.  It’s 
hard work.  It takes a lot of sweat 
equity—and "re in the belly to 
succeed.  

“But I’m really con"dent that we 
are succeeding.  You can watch 
these students grow day by day.  
They are being transformed into 
really competent, urban adults 
who can handle themselves in 
ways that no other high school 
kids I know can.”

Each of the directors shares Spira’s 
passion and conviction.  As do 
the teachers.  You can hear it in 
their voices and see it in their eyes 
when they talk about the work 
they are doing.  

“This is far and away the most 

satisfying position I’ve ever held,” 
says Tofte, who, if you remember, 
has worked in the schools for 
more than 30 years.  “You can eas-
ily see the impact of your work.  It 
doesn’t get washed away in the 
numbers like it would in larger 
schools.  

“You can see the di!erence when 
you hire a great English teacher.  
The kids just eat it up.”

The kids just eat it up!  The passion 
and excitement shows amongst 
the students, as well.   It was there 
in the eyes and the voice of a 
young boy at GRS who explained 
his school’s participation in FIRST 
Robotics, a national program that 
uses robotics contests to promote 
and celebrate students’ interest in 
science and technology.  

And it was there in the big smile 
and hello from the students in the 
hallway at AFA.   

You can see it in the wonder-
ful artwork that decorates the 
halls and the classrooms at TCA. 
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Students from Augsburg Fairview Academy’s healthcare train-
ing program. Students from Augsburg Fairview Academy’s 



And you can see it in the central 
courtyard outside GRS, which was 
landscaped by students as part of 
the work they did in their ecology 
classes and features a bike rack 
built by GRS students.

“Our students love being here,” 
says Martin.  “It’s almost as if 
they think of this as their second 
home.”

That passion and that excitement 
are turning into achievement.  
As small and as young as they 
are, the Star Schools are already 
beginning to make their mark on 
their communities and the world.  
Here are just a few examples:

Two members of AFA’s "rst • 
graduating class were award-
ed scholarships to four-year 
colleges.  
Four GRS students out of a • 
class of twenty were named 
National Merit Scholarship 
“commended students” and 
two SPCPA students were 
named semi-"nalists.
MNSA’s Academic Bowl Team • 
recently placed second in the 
Midwest Region and sixth 
nationally in the Academic 
Bowl—despite facing a multi-
tude of schools with anywhere 
from 200 to 500 more stu-
dents.
Four graduates of SPCPA have • 
been accepted into perform-
ing arts programs at New York 
University—and four at the 
Julliard School.  
TCA’s student body, as a • 
whole, scored above the na-
tional average in all subjects as 
measured by their 2007 PLAN 
tests.

These and other successes don’t 
mitigate the fact that there are a 

number of challenges to be ad-
dressed going forward.  First, the 
Star Schools must "nd a way to 
continue to make progress—es-
pecially in terms of their coopera-
tive e!orts—now that they are on 
their own.  Being part of a formal 
“project” clearly helped them in 
their push for success.

“I think Joe has done a brilliant 
job with these schools,” says Tofte.  
“He really hammered away at the 
project goals and objectives.”

The Star Schools Project o$cially 
came to an end on June 30th, 
2009.  The directors have agreed 
to continue their monthly meet-
ings as a group, however, and 
have already set a September 
meeting date, which suggests 
they will follow through.  

Some very simple changes could 
open the door to even more suc-
cess:

For example, the schools have • 
entirely independent—and 
di!erent—daily schedules and 
school calendars.  If they all 
had the same (or more similar) 
class hours and school calen-
dars, it would automatically 
open the door to easier coop-
eration and collaboration—
ranging from shared classes, 
to shared transportation, to 
easier participation in collab-
orative sports teams and other 
extracurricular activities.
They have made no progress • 
in using a “shared services” 
approach to meeting their 
operational and facilities 
management needs—as well 
as needs for services such as 
academic advisement.  Clearly 
there is an opportunity to save 
money here.  

While the diversity of the schools 
has been one of the strengths 
of this project, it has also been a 
liability.  The vast di!erences be-
tween the schools and the popu-
lations they serve create inherent 
obstacles to cooperation.  For 
example, how does a performing 
arts school cooperate across the 
board with a school for the deaf 
and hard-of-hearing? 

The Star Schools Project has 
clearly demonstrated that there is 
merit to this model for developing 
successful urban high schools.  It 
could be used to start other small 
clusters of schools that coop-
erate—and it might well be an 
approach that could be adopted 
by existing schools.  However, the 
outcomes also suggest that the 
model could be even more suc-
cessful if it were used with groups 
of small schools that have similar 
missions and seek to serve simi-
lar populations of students.  This 
would eliminate some of the bar-
riers to cooperation that arose in 
the Star Schools Project.   
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Augsburg Fairview Academy
Augsburg Fairview Academy (AFA) is a college and career readiness 
high school with particular emphasis on careers in healthcare and other 
human services.  AFA, which opened its doors to students in the 2005-
06 academic year, is currently located in downtown Minneapolis at 730 
Hennepin Avenue.  The school originally shared space with the Great 
River School in St. Paul before moving to Minneapolis.   For the 2009 
school year, AFA will be moving to a new space in the Phillips neighbor-
hood of Minneapolis, which it will share with Messiah Lutheran Church

Augsburg Fairview Academy invites young adults from diverse commu-
nities to prepare for college, career, and life through an intense program 
of rigorous study and real-world connections to healthcare, education, 
and other human services.  

The Augsburg Fairview Academy supports, motivates, and challenges 
high school students to achieve not only academic success but the 
habits of mind and body that will give them happiness, satisfaction, and 
wellness for the rest of their lives.

 
140 students, grades 9-12• 
77% Black, 14% American Indian, 4% Asian, 3% Hispanic, 2% white• 
55% Free and Reduced Price Lunch, 13% Limited English Pro"cient, • 
11% Special Education
78% AYP Attendance Rate• 

William M. Spira

Telephone: 612-333-1614
Email:  info@afa.tc
Website:  http://www.afa.tc/
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Great River School
Great River School (GRS) is a Montessori Junior-Senior High School 
located at 1326 Energy Park Drive in St. Paul, Minnesota.  GRS opened its 
doors to students for the 2004-05 academic year.  

Great River School, an urban Montessori learning environment, prepares 
students for their unique roles as responsible and engaged citizens of 
the world.

Founded on leadership, service, and peace formation and shaped by 
the study of humanity and the environment, Great River School aims to 
meet the developmental needs and characteristics of adolescents.  Great 
River School fosters independence, critical thinking, respect, and respon-
sibility to self, to others, and to the earth.  

 
231 students, grades 7-12• 
85% white, 8% Black, 4% Asian, 3% Hispanic, 0% American Indian• 
16% Special Education, 14% Free and Reduced Price Lunch, 0% Lim-• 
ited English Pro"cient
95% AYP Attendance Rate (from 2007-2008 school year)• 

Christina Beck

Telephone: 651-305-2780
Email: info@greatriverschool.org
Website: http://www.greatriverschool.org/
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Minnesota North Star Academy
Minnesota North Star Academy (MNSA) is a charter high school serv-
ing primarily deaf, deaf-blind, and hard-of-hearing students.  Located 
at 1669 Arcade Street in St. Paul, MNSA opened its doors to students 
in 2004-05.  MNSA is merging with Minnesota Deaf School and will be 
moving to a new building in the Energy Park area of St. Paul, close to 
GRS.

The mission of the Minnesota North Star Academy is to prepare students 
who communicate using American Sign Language (ASL) and English, 
primarily those who are deaf, deaf-blind, and hard-of-hearing, to be-
come successful and valued citizens of the world community.  

Minnesota North Star Academy, a charter high school, provides a bilin-
gual and interdisciplinary curriculum using American Sign Language 
(ASL) and English for students who are primarily deaf, deaf-blind, and 
hard-of-hearing.  

32 students, grades 9 – 12• 
88% white, 6% Asian, 3% Black, 3% Hispanic• 
34% Free and Reduced Price Lunch, 100% Special Education, 0% • 
Limited English Pro"cient

Kimberly Kause

Telephone  651-771-2000
TTY:  651-771-2112
Email:  info@mnnorthstaracademy.org
Website:  http://www.mnnorthstaracademy.org/
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Saint Paul Conservatory for Performing Artists
Saint Paul Conservatory for Performing Artists (SPCPA) is a high school 
for young performing artists located in the Landmark Center in down-
town St. Paul.  SPCPA opened its doors to students in the 2005-06 aca-
demic year.  

The Saint Paul Conservatory for Performing Artists provides a world-class 
professionally guided academic and artistic environment to train aspir-
ing pre-professional performing artists in the areas of instrumental and 
vocal music, theater, and dance.  

401 students, grades 9-12• 
75% White, 15% Black, 6% Hispanic, 3% Asian, 0% American Indian• 
5% Special Education 2% Free and Reduced Price Lunch, 0% Limited • 
English Pro"cient
AYP Attendance Rate: 91%• 

Terry G. Tofte

Telephone: 651-290-2225
Email:  info@spcpa.org
Website:  http://www.spcpa.org/



Twin Cities Academy High School
Twin Cities Academy (TCA) is a college preparatory high school that 
emphasizes academic rigor and requires school uniforms for teachers 
and students.  TCA—which is an expansion of the Twin Cities Academy 
Middle School—is located at 426 Osceola Avenue South in St. Paul.  The 
school opened its doors to students during the 2006-07 academic year.  
The school will be moving to an existing school building at 835 East Fifth 
Street, St. Paul, during the summer of 2009.

Twin Cities Academy High School is committed to enhancing the capac-
ity of young adults in developing one’s ability to lead in an every-chang-
ing world through:

To empower young adults to become tomorrow’s leaders, thereby mak-
ing a di#erence in the world in which they live.

102 students, grades 9-12• 
57% white, 17% Black, 13% Hispanic, 11% Asian, 3% American Indian• 
21% Free and Reduced Price Lunch, 10% Special Education, 2% Lim-• 
ited English Pro!cient
AYP Attendance Rate 95%• 

Liz Wynne

Telephone:  651-284-3528
Email: LizWynne@comcast.net
Website: http://www.tcahs.k12.mn.us/
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Chuck Benda is a freelance writer, editor, and communications consultant from Hastings, Minnesota.  His 
work—which ranges from non-"ction magazine articles, to business and grant proposals, to print and radio ad-
vertising copy—has received several awards and honors.  These include: First Place in the Blue Pencil Competi-
tion of the National Association of Government Communicators for a history of the Metropolitan Waste Control 
Commission; two Silver Medals from the Council for the Support and Advancement of Education for Magazine 
Publishing Improvement; and entry into the Congressional Record of an article on the social, political, and eco-
nomic issues associated with organ transplantation.
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Ti!any Green is an Atlanta-based Consultant, Entrepreneur & Change Agent with expertise in the design 
of innovative learning environments, marketing, chartered schools, economic/community, policy and 
organizational development, as well as community engagement. Ti!any attended Vanderbilt University and 
holds a B.S. in Economics and a M.ED in Education and Technology.

Passion for design and her advocacy in the school choice movement lead Ms. Green into the architecture 
industry as she sought to work with those who were designing the best schools in the world. Expertise in 
community engagement and community development complements her broad understanding of educational 
literature,  particularly related to innovations in education and how architecture can be better utilized to 
create 21st century learning environments and communities. These innovative learning environments result in 
academic achievers who are critical thinkers with the life skills that make them ready for the global workplace, 
as well as transform local economies. For additional information, go to www.ti!anygreen.com.
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