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	  Part One

	  Pre-2004: Foundation

		

	
		
			In the clump of teenagers, there’s a girl who looks like she’s being pulled apart—like she’d move herself backward if she could, but she can’t because the rest of her is bent forward, trunk twisting. Her long brown hair is being stretched, wound into the left hand of a girl facing her. Her face is fully open to the hair-puller, whose fist fiercely connects—bap! bap! bap!—just below the helpless girl’s eye. Unable to move much in any direction, the victim points her face straight down and hopes to avoid contact. Save for the locks still clenched in her assailant’s hand, the target’s full hair now flies fully over her face. The puncher coolly changes her jabs to quick uppercuts. Somehow, a third girl moves among this activity to scrawl something onto the victim’s cheek with a permanent Sharpie marker. 

			It happens so suddenly that I need a few seconds to process what I’m seeing: a coordinated assault, just a few feet away from me and my classroom. As the image sharpens, I notice that the puncher, the scrawler, and others in proximity are all my kids. Academy kids. They’re supposed to be on the other end of the building at this hour, though. What’s going on?!

			Other students, all making their way to their next classes, have noticed the scene and are now swarming to get a look. Their voices rise in excitement, jolting me out of my seconds-long delay. I let out a loud yell to cut through the adolescent cheering, and I move the few steps it takes to get between the helpless girl and her attackers. The melee breaks at once, and the assailants smoothly slip away—weaving through the crowd of hooting, laughing students and gone.

			I guide the victim into my classroom and help her clear the hair veiling her face. I know her: she’s an outgoing and popular senior, and I’d had her in my class two years ago. Her left cheek is reddening, and I can see that it’s beginning to swell. I ask her if she’s going to be okay, and I tell her she’s safe. She can’t even get a word out in response. I think to myself that her shock makes sense—before what’d just happened to her, she’d probably never even imagined being punched in the face.

			A neighboring teacher has joined me beside the stunned and swelling student. I ask her to please stay here and to call the office so I can get after finding the girls that did this. I know who it was, and they all know me well. And though I don’t have any idea if they’re heading to their next class, I know exactly where they’re supposed to be. (Incidentally, I have no idea what I will say to them when I find them, either. I just want to be the first adult they talk to after what I saw them do.) The teacher nods, and I tear out of my room down the hallway in the direction the four sprinted off in.

			Halfway down the hall, I take the available stairway down to the first floor. I practically fly down them—two, three at a time. And when I reach the bottom, what I see quickly stops my flight: the puncher, the scrawler, and a few others I spotted blocking off the fray—my kids, Academy kids—are standing, waiting. Not running, scattering, or making any sound. They’re stilled, and it’s clear they’d been waiting for me to reach them. Like I’d kept them waiting long enough. Passing time’s up, so it’s pretty well just me and them in the entire vast hallway.

			I know I have to stay calm with them, so I hold down my first reaction. I can’t, however, hold back cursing. ‘What the hell was that, you guys? What’s going on?’

			They all let their story fly at once.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			A Simple, Sincere Beginning

			'It’s the action, not the fruit of the action, that’s important. You have to do the right thing. It may not be in your power, may not be in your time, that there’ll be any fruit. But that doesn’t mean you stop doing the right thing. You may never know what results come from your action. But if you do nothing, there will be no result.'

			– Mahatma Ghandi

		

	
		
			When my principal, Dr. Robert Perdaems, poked his head into my classroom one afternoon in early 2004, he didn’t intend to change my life forever. He just wanted to chat about our school’s dropouts.

			Our school was Osseo Senior High, a three-year,1 1800-student school parked in Osseo, Minnesota, about 20 minutes northwest from the Twin Cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul, and the dropouts on his mind hadn’t dropped out—yet, anyway. Perdaems, a soft-spoken, salt-and-pepper-mustachioed education doctorate-holder we all called ‘Dr. Bob’, had been studying our graduation statistics and he couldn’t stop thinking about what he found. Namely, he’d recognized that the kids who’d dropped out or needed extra time to graduate didn’t fail all at once. Rather, they held in common that they’d ended their sophomore years below a certain minimum credit threshold. As such, Dr. Bob believed you could predict who was likely to drop out by checking their sophomore year credits. And that meant we had an opportunity to help them before it was too late.

			‘I guess I’ve learned that we’ve been trying to address dropouts all wrong,’ he said, standing as he always did when he came by to chat about school things—a few steps inside my door as I got my activities ready for the next hour. ‘I’m thinking we could do things a bit differently, but it won’t be an easy fix.’

			Interesting, sure, I thought. I was always interested with Dr. Bob’s takes on how we could do things better. At that point of the year (mid-winter, which is brutal on schools everywhere but even more so on cooped-up Minnesotans), though, and with another few classes on the way in under 30 minutes, I won’t pretend that I was excited or even intrigued by it. I had enough to worry about. 

			The main point Dr. Bob wanted to get across, though, was that in essence, every incoming sophomore class contained a group of invisible dropouts. Kids who were on the way to dropping out but didn’t know it yet. Kids school professionals didn’t recognize until it was too late. Helping them after this critical sophomore year didn’t typically do much good, basically, as the damage was done. The hole they had already started to dig would be too deep to escape.

			‘I want to break this pattern,’ Dr. Bob said.

			What he was planning to do was change when and how we helped these kids. Typically we approached them like trauma patients rushed into a senior-year ‘emergency room’. Dr. Bob wanted to take a more preventive approach. He wanted to diagnose them sooner and start treatment earlier to keep at-risk sophomores from falling below the crucial credit threshold. He had a particular treatment in mind: a school-within-a-school where a select group of teachers would work intensively with dropouts-in-progress for their core subjects of social studies, science, math, and English. This model was growing in popularity in the U.S. at the time as a dropout-prevention strategy, and Dr. Bob thought it might work at Osseo too. 

			The details were not mapped out, but the basic principles were in place. The school-within-a-school would function according to the same school structures, such as bell schedules and behavior policies. But the teachers would have license to diverge from programmatic/curricular scripts and to tweak operations in whatever ways they believed would support their students most effectively. Academic demands, however, would remain at school-standard levels. This was non-negotiable. The idea was not to give credits away so kids could earn empty diplomas. The whole point was to give challenged kids more support and guidance during what we suspected was an absolutely crucial year.

			As Dr. Bob saw it, these conceptual basics were all he needed to get things rolling. He could have been more prescriptive about what the school-within-a-school would look like, but—crucially—he wasn’t. He felt it was more appropriate to hand those decisions over to the teachers who were going to be living it each day. In his mind, the teachers he was choosing were the key to making it all work.

			That’s when he popped the question.

			‘So,’ he said, and paused. ‘Do you think you’d want to join us? I think it could do a lot of good for kids who need it, and I believe you’d be a good fit.’

			Everything I was thinking at that moment told me to say no.

			What I heard in Dr. Bob’s proposal was:

			‘Do you want to teach entire classes of the challenging kids you usually only encounter one or two at a time?’ That made me think of kids like Mike, a student I had at the time who regularly blurted insults at fellow classmates, and who’d even once jumped on a baggie full of ketchup in my classroom—splattering mess over everything. Could I handle a room full of Mikes?

			‘Do you want to teach these kids without backing off on current curricular and performance standards?’ I thought of trying to get a classroom of Mikes, not a couple of him at a time, to dig into reading Shakespeare without cutting any corners or researching in the media center for a persuasive essay. My eyeballs throbbed.

			‘Do you want to have a lot more meetings, working in close collaboration with teachers from other departments?’ Hard pass.

			‘Do you want all the pressure of success or failure placed squarely on you?’ I wasn’t a rookie any more. I had become much more efficient when it came to sizing up my time, energy, and angst commitments. But this idea seemed awfully risky on all fronts. 

			In other words, Dr. Bob was politely asking if he could put me through the wringer. I thought of my family. My oldest daughter was on the cusp of kindergarten and my youngest wasn’t even walking yet. I was already feeling fried a lot of the time. The job was tough enough without all of this extra effort.

			And yet I was intrigued. I couldn’t help it.

			Like Dr. Bob, I couldn’t get past the data and what they said about the predictive power of sophomore credit deficiencies and our collective failures to address them. This was right in my wheelhouse. I had done part-time teaching at nights to help adults—some who were new to the country but many others who were high school dropouts—earn their diplomas. The experience taught me a lot about the importance of a high school education done well. I had also been doing more independent study of educational research and history to sharpen my instructional philosophies, practices, and policies, and I could see my classroom practice really taking off as a result. Permission to go off script would give me a chance to try out even more of these ideas. And teaming up with other teachers to improve a group of kids—as opposed to our shared content, like we usually did—was especially attractive. 

			Additionally, I didn’t disagree with Dr. Bob that I seemed like a good fit for his school-within-a-school’s English teacher. I had taught at least two sections of sophomore English for all of my six years at Osseo. I had been part of the cross-district writing team that aligned the curriculum to revised state standards a few years prior, giving me pretty deep awareness of our feeder schools’ sequences and rationales. And I had built a reputation for working well with our more challenging students. (Like Mike. Hell, I actually loved having Mike in my class, ketchup aside.)

			And on top of all that, the opportunity was attractive because it was different. Typical asks in our district involved serving on some committee for new elective courses to be offered or attending a workshop on using more projects in class or taking part in one of dozens of similarly superficial demonstrations of teacher-leadership. The school-within-a-school sounded like a chance to lead in a meaningful way. I mean, actually lead. In a way that could benefit kids who desperately needed it and our entire school. And Dr. Bob was offering it because of what he observed in me and my teaching. Requests like these didn’t come along very often, and so I couldn’t help but be flattered.2 

			Flattered at the offer to do really hard work? Yes. Being selected to do meaningful work based on one’s merits doesn’t happen real frequently in education. What does get offered doesn’t include decision-making responsibilities or additional pay, so it’s quite common for teachers to steer clear of them. (And really, can you blame them?) As a result, much ‘leadership’ in education falls to whoever is willing to volunteer, not teachers who are hand-picked by administrators based on their demonstrated talents. (It probably won’t surprise you to learn that conferring special duties on classroom-level staff is politically tricky for administrators. Dr. Bob took a lot of heat from other teachers in the building who hadn’t been chosen for the school-within-a-school and believed the selection process should have been voluntary.)

			Dr. Bob grinned. He could see me talking myself into it.

			There were too many positives to ignore. As I realized this, my initial wariness disappeared. Heck, I decided in that moment that I didn’t even need to know what the whole thing would look like or who the other teachers would be. As for how it would play at home, I knew my wife would be in once she heard how it matched to so much I found important. I thanked Dr. Bob for thinking of me and told him to count me in.

			

			* * *

			

			I’m not exaggerating when I say my decision to participate in this school-within-a-school, which eventually became known as the Sophomore Academy, changed my life forever.

			The Academy ran for four years, from 2004 to 2008, and that period taught me more about young people, effective instructional practice, and comprehensive school improvement than any personal or professional experience before or since. My time in the Academy propelled me to study harder about education and to dedicate myself to impacting the field at large more intensely than I had ever imagined possible in the first years of my teaching career. Teaching in the Academy made me want to be a better educator.

			To this day, I can confidently trace my deepest educational beliefs—about organizational improvement, about ‘right-side-up’ classroom instruction and policies,3 about the importance of school culture (and what that actually means)—back to lightbulbs that popped on for me when I was meeting with my Academy colleagues to figure out how to reach a kid who’d gone suddenly, disquietingly distant or how to give the entire group a jolt of motivation.

			Today, my work in education is more administrative and consultative. But I still find myself telling the educators I work with about what the Academy taught us. How our team planned and carried out actions. How the school administration challenged and supported the Academy without ever over-managing it. How the Academy teachers made tough decisions together—and how we stuck together when the students pushed back. How we relied on systems and consistency and relationships over anything faddish or canned or expensive or WiFi-enabled. How the Academy kids held one another up. And on and on. As you can probably tell, when I start talking about what the Academy taught us, it’s kind of hard to stop.

			As the experience has gotten further behind me, I often ask myself some tough questions about the entire Sophomore Academy experiment and other improvement actions going on at Osseo Senior High School back then. (You’ll see: as continuous school improvement goes, we had some pretty special things going.) 

			Was it a great professional-growth opportunity for all the Academy’s teachers, or just for me? It had a profound and transformative impact on me, but did my colleagues feel the same way? Did their time in the Academy transform their ideals and practices and collaborative capacities? Did their careers change paths? Were they full of fond memories or regrets?

			What impressions—if any—did the Academy leave on Osseo Senior High? Did anything we learned translate into building-wide improvements? Did we affect ongoing attitudes, policies, and practices across the school? If we did, were those policies and practices durable enough to withstand the last decade’s Accountability Era and its attendant emphases? (Remember, Big Data hadn’t yet reached top speed at this time.) What has the last decade looked like at Osseo? Is the school better off?

			And, naturally, I’ve wondered—a lot, you can be sure—about whether or not the Academy fulfilled its mission. Did we do for the invisible dropouts what Dr. Bob had in mind when he first came up with the idea? Beyond keeping our Academy students on track for high-school graduation, did we prepare them for the rest of high school and beyond? Ten years later, how are they doing? From being labeled ‘at-risk’ after junior high to spending a year in our Academy, did they believe school was valuable enough—and their teachers in their corner enough—to invest in their own academic success? Put another way, were the guesses we made about them and what they needed right? Did the environment we created actually prepare them for the world beyond school? 

			In short, I often wonder about how our Academy alumni look back on the experience, and whether or not they think it was worth it. These kids are all in their mid- to late-20s right now. Knowing how it would all turn out, would they advise us to do anything differently? For after all, if the kids we taught don’t consider their lives much better as a result, then it really doesn’t matter how personally and professionally fulfilling it may have been for me, my colleagues, Osseo Senior, and the field of education.

			

			* * *

			

			To answer all of these questions, I had to write this book. In it, I will revisit my Sophomore Academy years with the intent to:

			
			  	Share effective practical models through details about how the Academy initiative came together, what it looked like in practice, and what it did to continually improve itself;

					Examine ongoing educational debates and phenomena through the lenses of the Academy, Osseo Senior High’s other school-improvement actions at the time, and the district’s later attempts at transformational system change, and to consider all critically with the aid of educational research literature;

					Encourage educators to consider future actions relating to individual students’ growth, teachers’ professional-development and teaming routines in light of methods used or inspired by those we employed in the Academy, as well as other concurrent efforts by the school to create comprehensive, continuing school improvements;

					Explore questions about various impacts—on the Academy staff, on the school at large, and on the Academy’s students;

					Inspire conversations about what effective education and continuous school improvement look like and how it can be achieved, all without having to sacrifice its beautiful humanity and humor.

			

			To do all of this, I spoke at length with Academy (and Academy-adjacent) students, teachers, and administrators. The result is a blend of big-picture and in-the-weeds history, stories of what happened and how it affected us at the time, and reflections on what we learned. While educational researchers and commentators will play a part, their role in this book will be a bit different than they were in my first book, Education is Upside-Down. In that book, education research—of field-wide performance/results, of education history and philosophy, and of cognitive science—provided support for my positions. Here my task is different. Research will most often appear to set the Academy’s practices within wider, more carefully controlled views.

			This is a book about what the Academy (and other concurrent school improvements) taught all of us: the educators and young people directly involved in it and the larger school community the Academy lived within. I’m sharing this story because I believe it can teach all of us across education a great deal about effective classroom practices, meaningful teacher-leadership, essentials schools need to continuously improve, and full-school belief systems, operations, and cultures that improve kids’ preparation. And not just in theory or sweeping thought experiments, but directly from the ground of one school that decided to try some new things and worked their tails off to see it through. I know Osseo Senior High’s story isn’t the only one of its kind. There are likely hundreds of similar schools operating successfully and changing lives all over America at this moment. Simple innovations like the ones this school deployed, though, are usually not shared widely across our field—at least not in much depth or with anywhere near the frequency of much-ballyhooed (and generally evidence-weak) ‘cool practices’ everyone knows, like personalized learning, restorative practices, differentiated instruction, and so many others.

			You’re likely going to get sick of hearing me say the Academy and other improvements we built ourselves had profound, lasting effects on my education career. But it’s undeniably true. I lean on parts of the experience every single day, and I always will. My hope is that you’ll understand why their impacts have been so strong and find some practical, worthwhile lessons for your own school’s benefit.

			So, I said yes to Dr. Bob. But before jumping into everything that happened after that—including how we got kids to buy heartily into something they initially hated—we need to set the scene. Specifically, we need to take a closer look at how the early 2000s was treating Osseo Senior High School, the surrounding communities, and U.S. education policy, as each placed unique pressure on the Academy from day one.

			

			Endnotes

			
					The school served grades 10-12 at the time. It is now a grade 9-12 school.

					I mean, I’d been the school’s journalism teacher/newspaper adviser for five years, but teaching electives like journalism is hardly a distinction for most teachers. More so, electives like journalism and newspaper are like ‘hot-potato’ charges: no one in the department wants them, so they ‘hot-potato’ out of everyone’s hands into the least-senior members’. To wit, the journalism assignment was given to me as part of my first-year teaching duties.

					For more on this idea, see my 2014 book Education is Upside-Down: Reframing Reform to Focus on the Right Problems (Rowman & Littlefield Publishers).

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Negotiating the Grid

			'Swing is extreme coordination. It’s a maintaining balance, equilibrium. It’s about executing very difficult rhythms with panache and a feeling in the context of very strict time. So everything about the swing is about some guideline and some grid and the elegant way that you negotiate your way through that grid.'

			– Wynton Marsalis

		

	
		
			In the opening chapter I offered that my experience teaching in the Sophomore Academy was a transformative one—a time that ultimately had a larger impact on my overall professional arc than any period before or after it.

			With regard to my teaching practice and philosophies, it was an experience that moved me to repeatedly reconsider my educational beliefs and practices, regularly leave my practical comfort zones, and independently sharpen my educational research-literacy. Additionally, my four years in the Academy (and other improvement initiatives happening at the same time at Osseo Senior High, ones I’ll visit later in the course of this book) gave me a view of education-professional matters like teacher-leadership, collaborative solutions-design, and comprehensive school improvement that few teachers get to experience.

			And to this day, I view my Sophomore Academy experience as the engine pushing pretty well everything else in my career. Whether I’m writing about how schooling builds crucial institutional virtues through academic study, working with schools about how to best implement their own improvements, organizing conferences so more teachers can learn about evidence-informed practices, or whatever else, close to everything I know and everything I am passionate about improving in education connects back to when I was teaching tough tenth-graders in Osseo Senior High’s Sophomore Academy.

			With all that in mind, none of these effects would have been recorded if not for the convergence of contextual factors that brought the Sophomore Academy into existence in the first place. In fact, the factors are so unique and ‘perfect storm’-like—and they allowed me to eventually learn and experience so much—that I’ve often thought of myself as having been in exactly the right place at the right time. After all, if I’d been teaching a few years sooner or after that period or a few miles north/south of that location (the early 2000s at Minnesota’s Osseo Senior High School, that is), it’s very likely that I never would have had such a multiply instructive opportunity.

			Speaking more specifically and locally, the decade or so leading up to the Academy initiative were very important within the histories of Osseo Senior High, the Osseo Public School District, and the communities that fed into them:1 populations were exploding overall, new schools were being built to accommodate the swelling numbers of students, and a wider range of social realities—and hence wider range of educational needs, challenges, and complexities (replete with all manners of political entanglements)—were coming into play for district educators.

			From a higher level, our school/district/communities were at the time, just like everyone in education, subject to considerable shifts in U.S. educational policy, procedures, and accountabilities. 2001’s federal No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act ramped standardized testing—as well as ranking and visibility of schools’ performances—up to new heights, kicking off whole new ways of thinking about school improvement, teacher evaluation, professional development, and, by extension, pretty well everything else. These developments weighed especially on the minds of Minnesota teachers, who’d spent the decade prior (not to mention considerable amounts of money and angst) prepping for, launching, and implementing the Profile of Learning, an ambitious attempt at results-oriented graduation requirements.

			Taken together, the population and education-procedural shifts that converged around the time of the Sophomore Academy created a particularly fertile ground for me, my Academy teammates, our school’s leadership, and the school as a whole. And as there was so much complexity, both for us to understand and to figure out best ways of managing, we learned loads—both about our own practice and about how to maintain focus on prioritized school-improvement actions as the interlocking ‘grid’ of nascent education reforms and emerging community realities fell into place around us.

			Before diving fully into the Sophomore Academy’s players, design, operations, and lessons, then, this chapter will do a brief flyover of the context the Academy took place within: what was happening around the turn of the 21st century at Osseo Senior High School and its surrounding communities, as well as what was being mandated from federal and state education circles. It’s a unique and complex context, and one that pushed on every part of the Sophomore Academy’s story.

			

			Community matters: A metro region in wild flux

			While the Osseo Public School District draws from seven communities, three—Osseo, Maple Grove, and Brooklyn Park—are critical to understand when considering how the Sophomore Academy came into being and operated as it did. One (Osseo) is a historic centerpiece of the district, while the other two are major Twin Cities suburbs that underwent dramatic transformations in very little time leading up to and during the Sophomore Academy’s operation.

			

			Osseo: ‘That small town northwest of the city’

			Despite the Osseo Public School District’s metro-area location and sizable footprint (it’s Minnesota’s fifth-largest, serving around 20,000 students), many long-time residents of the Twin Cities metro view the town of Osseo itself as ‘that small town 20 minutes northwest of the city’. Thinking of Osseo as a small town was new to me when I moved to the Twin Cities after college, though, as I’d grown up picturing something much different thanks to Osseo Senior High School’s sports programs.

			Yes, really. 

			I’d grown up an avid athlete in northern Minnesota in the 1980s and, knowing Osseo Senior High as a perennial state power in pretty well everything, my naïve and small-town-raised younger version just kind of conjured up the rest around that basic nucleus.

			For instance, I knew about Osseo’s basic, big-shouldered approach to football—my main sport—first because it was the very type of approach my own high-school team aspired to run, and second because I admired how their sound, efficient philosophy could drive them deep into the big-school playoffs each year. Also, their hockey program was of a caliber that could occasionally produce a big-time player like Trent Klatt (who graduated from high school the same year I did, was awarded a full scholarship by the University of Minnesota, and ultimately went on to play 14 years in the NHL), their girls basketball team was the best in the state (they won the state championship my senior year of high school), they sent multiple wrestlers to the state tournament each year throughout the 1980s, and so on. 

			As my smaller hometown was couple athletic classes down from Osseo in the state high school league’s organization, in fact, the place even gave me a little bit of a little-brother complex. To wit, I actually got sheepish in my collegiate sophomore year when I learned our football team had landed a recruit from Osseo Senior High to play in my position group. I’d never seen him play, but my awe of Osseo Senior’s reputation made me concerned he would summarily take my spot on the varsity depth chart.

			Strange, perhaps, but it was just my young-athlete-from-a-small-town’s frame of mind: I was a highly competitive kid and, out of my sheer, long-running respect for Osseo’s athletic program, my younger mind had formed a picture of Osseo as the kind of elite athletic environment I’d only seen in movies. When I pictured the place, I could only see lots of beautiful and athletic people, a generally competitive and fast-paced way of life, flashy sporting facilities all throughout the town, and such like.

			With these kinds of pictures in mind, it never really squared for me that Osseo could be like so many in the Twin Cities metro described it—again, as that ‘small town 20 minutes northwest of here’—when I made the Twin Cities my home in the early 1990s.

			When I took my first drive through the town, though, in the spring of 1998 (for my job interview at Osseo Senior, actually), I saw it to be much more like my blue-collar hometown in northwestern Minnesota than like the gleaming, big-city athletics factory I’d been expecting. With its typical American Main Street (Central Avenue, that is) and its typical American Main Street businesses (two bars, a bakery, a bank, and so on, with no large chains outside of a Holiday gas station/convenience store), Osseo was—and, indeed, is to this day—much more ‘small-town America’ than ‘suburban America’. Spend an hour or two on Osseo’s Central Avenue today, in fact, and you’ll likely find it a little hard to believe you’re in the heart of a U.S. metropolitan area. 

			Statistically speaking, too, the town of Osseo itself—nucleus to the large Osseo Public School District and Osseo Senior High—has remained fairly stable for decades. U.S. Census data collected over the last half-century or so, for example, show that Osseo’s total population hasn’t fluctuated far in any direction over that span. While there have been slight dips and recoveries, things have remained remarkably steady overall: where the 1970 census’s total population figure came in at 2908, for example, 2016’s estimated population (the most-recent available data) was reported as 2752.2

			And consistent with many smaller U.S. communities, the town of Osseo’s demographic profile also hasn’t shifted much over time. According to U.S. Census data leading up to and just beyond the Sophomore Academy years of 2004-2008, Osseo showed as very predominantly—over 90%—white and, with percentages below poverty level consistently in single digits, financially solid. Also, while data from the years observed rarely showed median household income levels to be sliding, their slow climb in comparison to the surrounding metro region would indicate a relative lack of dynamism in the Osseo economy over that particular time period.3

			Taken together, then, it’s actually quite true: in many ways, Osseo is indeed still, even today, ‘that small town 20 minutes outside the city’. The same certainly cannot be said, however, for Osseo’s suburban neighbors. While Osseo has maintained its small-town essence for decades, the communities that surround Osseo and that feed students into the Osseo-based school district have transformed dramatically. 

			In the late 1990s into present day—and especially actively in the years framing Osseo Senior’s Sophomore Academy initiative—these communities saw drastic and rapid changes in their sizes and demographics. Also­—and importantly with regard to the overall Sophomore Academy story—these communities’ transformations followed patterns that are, according to compass directions of west and east, close to being diametrically opposed. And at Osseo Senior High, the Osseo district’s geographically central high school, this meant getting caught in a demographic and political tug-of-war that presented a unique diversity of issues and concerns. 

			While the Osseo Public School District serves seven area communities in total, the district’s two largest feeder communities—Maple Grove on the district’s west side and Brooklyn Park to the east—will be briefly spotlighted here to illustrate the types of opposing forces that were pulling on Osseo Senior High and the Osseo district at large in the late 1990s and early 2000s.

			

			Maple Grove: Explosive, impactful growth to the west 

			If my mistaken preconceptions of the Osseo community’s characteristics had been formed by following newspapers’ sports sections in my youth, my perceptions about the suburb of Maple Grove were acquired a bit more first-hand—thanks, of all things, to how Maple Grove is positioned along U.S. Interstate 94, a highway my parents and I drove dozens of times in the late 1980s and early 1990s when I was in college a bit south of the Twin Cities.

			From the car window on those trips, I was able to watch Maple Grove sprout—almost as if in time-lapse photography—from a landscape of fields, a massive beige water tower that seemed rather out of place, and an off-interstate rest area (yes, a rest area) into one of the Twin Cities metro area’s most populous and commercially active suburbs. Chain restaurants, movie theaters, and retailers grew up from the one-time fields, even hopping over onto the freeway’s west side—and yes, fairly encircling the once-solitary rest area—by the early 2000s. I didn’t need to be a demographist, in other words, to first get introduced to the idea that things were absolutely booming in Maple Grove in the late 20th century.

			The explosion of commerce I was able to see from the family station-wagon was happening to accommodate Maple Grove’s meteorically rising residency and average income levels. Maple Grove’s population skyrocketed 53% in the years from 1990 to 2005 (from 38,854 to 59,465) and, in the same rough span, its median household and per-capita personal incomes jumped 83.4% and 133.7%, respectively. Contrast these increases to those of Osseo’s in the same period (median household income increase 33.3%, per-capita personal income increase 98.5%), and it should be fairly clear to see that Maple Grove evolved into a whole different kind of neighbor in that decade and a half.4

			On that note, Maple Grove’s growing populace distinguished itself as a not particularly welcoming or inclusive neighbor in these years. In the 1990s, for instance, as the Osseo School District was erecting new schools for the growing numbers of Maple Grove children (Maple Grove Junior High went up in 1990 and Maple Grove Senior High in 1996), the very predominantly white Maple Grove community5 attracted a fair amount of negative attention when citizen groups pressured the city to reject lower-income housing developments. Though Maple Grove’s all-white City Council attempted in this period to assuage rising concerns that the town was deliberately putting walls up around the town and schools to keep non-white, non-affluent people out, their actions generally sent very different messages—and thus attracted a fair amount of controversy—over the course of Maple Grove’s dramatic transformation.6

			Relatedly, while vocal sections of the new Maple Grove citizenry were getting protective about the public services and resources they clearly saw as theirs alone, some also began using their swelling influence to press on the whole of the Osseo school district and the education it made available. By the early 2000s, for example, a citizens group led by Maple Grove’s Jeri Gort (a devout Christian who claimed to be led by divine intervention) ultimately pushed the district to offer both abstinence-only and traditional sexual education content—a dual offering that, according to a 2001 story in The American Prospect, landed the district ‘a page in sex-ed history’.7 Reflecting on how the Gort-spurred group of parents came to push the policy into effect, the Osseo district’s then-curriculum-and-instruction specialist B. J. Anderson said, ‘What I quickly learned in this particular case was that when we work with... people who live with absolute belief systems, they cannot compromise.’8

			I was able to get some unique views of these situations even before I was a full-time employee of the Osseo district, courtesy of a year-long practicum I was assigned while a teacher-in-training at the University of Minnesota—at, of all places, the then-one-year-old Maple Grove Senior High School over the course of 1997-98. (Recall how I said I’d been in the exact right places at the right times?) Better yet, my program paired me with a cooperating teacher who was a seasoned Osseo-district veteran. He had seen every piece and every phase of Maple Grove Senior’s establishment. While I may have been too early in my career at that point to fully appreciate how all his perspectives intersected, as well as how the intersections came to bear on instructional and administrative decisions within the school, I can well remember how items he shared helped many future confusing and/or frustrating realities check out—if not, of course, make much better sense.

			In the year I worked alongside him, he helped me understand more ‘insider’ details about district shifts and politics—and how they manifested in in-school policies and structures—than I could ever have assembled on my own. He always took time to draw clear lines for me between school operations/students’ expectations and what had emerged in recent years as community demands, as well as to fill me in on how these demands weren’t anywhere near uniform across the larger Osseo district, and why that could, in his view, present some real issues for the district in the years ahead.

			

			Brooklyn Park: ‘The new face of suburbia’ emerging in the east

			While the Osseo school district was negotiating the grid being placed upon it by its growing western end’s privilege, religious fundamentalism, and protectionism in the late 1990s-early 2000s, completely different factors were pressing in from the district’s east side. In particular, the large Osseo-district feeder city of Brooklyn Park was both growing in size (from 56,450 in 1990 to 67,551 in 2000—and it’s near 80,000 at the time of this writing9) and demographic complexity. Where 1990 U.S. Census figures showed Brooklyn Park as once having a very Osseo- and Maple Grove-like demographic profile (i.e. just 10% of its citizens were non-white), the city showed 30% of its population as non-white in the census just ten years later.10

			For Brooklyn Park, this steadily escalating trend continued over the Sophomore Academy years of 2004-2008 and into the present day. Today, Brooklyn Park is a ‘majority-minority’ suburb of 78,000 with significant communities of Africans (from Kenya, Somalia, Liberia, and other countries), African Americans, Hmong, Vietnamese, and Latinos. This shift over time was captured well by Brooklyn Park resident Joy Marsh Stephens in a 2016 story for CityLab, an online news outlet that covers issues facing the world’s metro areas and neighborhoods: ‘It’s a very different city than it was when I moved there in 1998. We were the only family of color on our block, with the exception of one other family. […] Now, a solid half of the families on the block are people of color, who represent a lot of different racial and ethnic groups.[...] I often tell people it’s the best block in the city.’11

			Not everything about Brooklyn Park’s diversification in this period was positive, however. The same CityLab story, for instance, pointed out how the city’s period of explosive growth and demographic change also saw concurrent rises in poverty and declines in median home values in the period described by Stephens. In fact, Brooklyn Park’s deteriorating conditions and growing inequities were enough in the early 2000s to get the attention of fair-housing advocates like the University of Minnesota’s Myron Orfield. Orfield and other advocates saw Brooklyn Park as a textbook case of what can result from the Twin Cities metro area’s tendency toward deliberate economic and racial segregation. (And in light of Maple Grove citizens’ aforementioned efforts to block affordable housing units in their burgeoning burg, he certainly seemed to be onto something. By 2014, Orfield even went so far as to help Brooklyn Park and two other racially diverse Twin Cities suburbs file a discrimination complaint with the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development.)12

			With the escalating rates of poverty, the city of Brooklyn Park also saw rates of violent crime rising in ways that justified housing advocates’ concerns—and that put the rest of the community, especially those that had been there for decades—on full watch. By 2007, in fact (just in the middle of the Sophomore Academy years, that is), community members were coming together to better understand both where the crime was coming from and what they could possibly do to slow crime rates that had rocketed well past Hennepin County averages.13 The first decade of the 2000s was so tough in Brooklyn Park, in fact, that the city actively sought to rebuild its image within the metro. In the 2010s, it embarked on an aggressive ‘rebranding’ campaign to let outsiders know that Brooklyn Park was indeed a good place to visit and do business.14 

			In all, the Brooklyn Park side of the Osseo school district at this time began presenting challenges and needs that the community—and most definitely its schools—hadn’t been all that used to managing. The tougher economic circumstances, new languages being spoken, and wider range of cultural and religious backgrounds, and so on, that were coming in from the eastern end were creating more issues in a short period of time than the city could effectively accommodate. In effect, the suburb of Brooklyn Park was growing into a bona fide urban center, in stark contrast to Maple Grove’s growing white affluence and Osseo’s small-town stability.

			And yet again, my interest in sports ties me in personally here—both to Brooklyn Park’s new realities and to grasping how unique Brooklyn Park’s transformation was in regard to the surrounding metro. More specifically, I was hired away from Osseo Senior’s football staff in 2000 to coach for four years at Park Center Senior High (the Osseo district’s easternmost high school, which draws primarily from the city of Brooklyn Park).15 Long-time staff at Park Center could tell me a lot about how the players’ lives and our barriers to success had changed over recent years: we suddenly had many more players with transportation issues, conflicts due to younger siblings’ childcare, abrupt withdrawals from the team due to parents’ relocation, and so on. Also, I could tell on sight alone that we were the only school of our kind whenever we faced our Northwest Suburban Conference opponents, which included major Twin Cities suburbs like Anoka, Blaine, and Coon Rapids. Where the teams we faced had only occasional players of color on their teams and in their stands, our sideline and bleachers were veritable rainbows of backgrounds and creeds.

			

			School matters: New accountabilities, old habits

			Not surprisingly, these expanding populations and new diversities of community needs also sent shockwaves through the Osseo Public School District. Fairly unused to the profound needs now coming at them (or at least to the frequency with which they were suddenly being presented), the district—and especially on its east, ‘newly urban’ end—was a more than a little caught off-guard. Staffed largely with long-veteran teachers, many who’d taught for multiple decades in the Osseo district and who’d been unaccustomed to the new populations’ new needs and expectations,16 Osseo’s schools were suddenly scrambling a bit to provide effective learning environments.

			And while this scramble to learn quickly and adapt to new needs was particularly pronounced on the district’s east side in the late 1990s-early 2000s, all of Osseo Public Schools was actively working to regulate itself within the wide range of new realities. 

			In a very practical way, for instance, the district had to figure out how it was going to become more uniform in terms of curriculum and programming to account for in-district transfers. The district now featured three large high schools (Osseo Senior, Maple Grove Senior, and Park Center Senior) and four large junior high schools (Osseo Junior, Maple Grove Junior, Brooklyn Junior, and North View Junior), all with decidedly differing characters, environments, and academic opportunities—a reality that would likely accelerate transfer rates as students moved toward individual best fits. 

			This meant that the secondary schools had to work together in ways they hadn’t before to ensure that students moving from school to school didn’t fall irreparably off their academic tracks, a definite challenge in light of the aforementioned staff-longevities. And as the district’s schools had run fairly autonomously for decades (with each school being able to operate largely according to chosen instructional identity, priorities, and preferences), bringing things into tighter district-wide alignments would involve great amounts of compromise and conciliation.

			Over the top of this local concern, the state of Minnesota had gone to great pains in the 1990s to construct and articulate new statewide requirements for graduation. For all Minnesota students entering the 9th grade in the 1996-97 school year and afterward, basic standards tests would be administered in areas of math and reading (and, for students entering 10th grade in 1997-98 and onward, written composition), and basic proficiency marks were to be achieved in order to earn graduation. A second tier of graduation requirements, called the Profile of Learning, required students to expand their knowledge and skills beyond the mandatory basic standards, demonstrating them through appropriate performance tasks determined at district levels.17

			To bring these cross-district differences closer together and align the whole to the requirements of the state, the Osseo district typically brought teams of teacher leaders together to assist with design and, later, district-wide messaging. And in yet another illustration of my ‘I learned a lot because I happened to be in the right place at the right time’ theme, I was tabbed by Osseo Senior to sit on one of these cross-district teams when I was in just my second year at the school. More specifically, I was asked to be part of the secondary English Language Arts group tasked with constructing the secondary curriculum—first to align with the new state graduation requirements, and then to create clearer paths of requirements for greater in-district uniformity. 

			It wasn’t writing a curriculum, per se, as we had to stay within the instructional resources (e.g. textbooks, novels, instructional aids, and so on) available across the district. Very definitely, however, the team ultimately made some choices that pretty well tore down some teachers’ long-preferred instructional choices in the name of standardization. In creating standard World Literature, American Literature, and British Literature categories respectively across grades 10, 11, and 12, for example, some Shakespeare-loving teachers saw that they’d have to switch the courses they taught if they wanted to continue teaching the bard. 

			In all, I count my few days of debate and compromise with that team of teachers—and certainly the subsequent communication to ELA teachers across the district—among the most instructive experiences of my early career. Through that process, I got very intimate looks at just how entrenched many teachers’ practices and content preferences were, how protective those teachers can be about those practices and content preferences, the histories of how such entrenchment and protection got there to begin with, and how it all was playing against the growing pressures from the community.

			Then, pretty well just as we’d gotten our things together as a district with regard to Minnesota’s Profile of Learning, the federal government’s No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation came along in 2001 to change everything yet again.

			NCLB required annual measurements of student achievement via standardized tests and subsequently tied unprecedented consequences to these metrics. For an endpoint, NCLB specified that schools set their proficiency targets to 100% by the 2013-14 academic year. NCLB guidelines also outlined how student results could get schools officially and publicly labeled as failures, and they prescribed an escalating series of improvement actions for schools with chronically low results. At the highest end of this escalator—that is, for schools receiving federal Title I funds, five consecutive years of missing Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) targets—a school could be dismantled and restructured: all staff let go and required to reapply for their positions, for instance, or the school converted into a charter school.

			In short, NCLB was a reform that wasn’t going to care very much about parental pressures from the Osseo district’s west side or the ballooning numbers of immigrant populations from its east, nor about the performance tasks the state of Minnesota had worked to make graduation requirements and all the work teachers did to integrate them across their schools and districts. NCLB wanted proficiencies on tests, and it wanted to see them going up over time. That was all. And if it didn’t get them, NCLB could make schools and educators pay in resources, autonomy, and even their jobs.18

			As it did very frequently across American education in the first decade of the 2000s, NCLB’s new measurements and potential consequences kicked off a whole different kind of professional-development model in the Osseo district’s schools. Teachers were organized into teams or Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) that met to review student data and to set SMART goals (for Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Relevant, and Time-bound) toward achievement targets, then expected to continually push each other on how to reach those goals. Though it took a few years of NCLB-type measurements and actions to get rolling, the Osseo district adopted such PLC expectations—with teachers expected to attend both department-level and cross-district committees—across the district by 2004.

			

			* * *

			

			Taken all together, the Osseo Public School District in the late 1990s/early 2000s was an exciting—and, no doubt, frustrating—place to be. Its communities were at once becoming more diverse and more demanding, and U.S. education reform attempts were setting much tighter rules. In building schools and learning experiences that best prepared students for the world, the educators working within this emerging grid were greatly tested—both to create effective solutions and to keep their chosen improvements ‘within the lines’.

			In the next three chapters I’ll explore further how one such improvement, the Sophomore Academy, was imagined and built up at Osseo Senior High in an attempt to improve the school’s graduation statistics.
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