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There is a process used in business called 
�skunk works� � small groups that quietly 
pursue new ideas out of the organizational 
mainstream. If you drive a Saturn or listen 
to an iPod, you are using a skunk works 
product. 

These skunk works groups are set up 
because it has become almost universally 
true that large existing organizations 
develop a culture that resists innovation 
and crushes creativity. In order for change 
and growth to occur, people need to hide 
out in a spot distant from the organizational 
culture where their thinking and actions are 
not judged as crazy or illegal.

But, as you might expect, even skunk works 
have their problems, and one of the most 
powerful ones is the creeping culture of the 
large existing organization. The people at 
Saturn are losing their �Saturness.�

There have been many skunk works products 

in education. In more recent history, many 
schools used to set up a classroom or store 
front with �at-risk� students and a teacher. 
Then along came the ALC legislation with 
a bureaucracy to check the culture. Not 
long thereafter a skunk works group met 
to set up schools that had less bureaucratic 
control and the landmark Minnesota Charter 
School legislation was passed. As we look 
over our shoulders we can see the bushes 
moving � creeping bureaucratic culture? 
There were programs/schools using On-
line tools to help students optimize their 
learning style and meet complex schedules 
before the On-Line legislation was passed. 
The On-Line certi�cation process has the 
look of the old culture. 

Ask somebody who has been in education 
for twenty or more years and they will tell 
you that today�s students are not like the 
ones they taught in their earlier years. Ask 
somebody who has been in education just 

�ve years, and they will give you the same 
answer. The world and our children are 
changing at a very rapid rate and we need 
to create and innovate as never before to 
keep up. We shouldn�t have to spend time 
watching the bushes for an ambush that will 
close the new space in which we need to 
operate. 

Maybe, just maybe, the old culture will 
decide to work WITH the innovators for the 
sake of the students and the needs of our 
society. If not, then maybe it�s time to just 
simply out run them.

Think about it, and we�ll see you at the 
MAAP State Conference where we will be 
discussing these topics.

� Terry Lydell

P.S. You may notice I didn�t mention NCLB. 
That�s because that would give a whole new 
meaning to the concept of skunk works.

Presidents Message: 

MAAP State Conference
Greetings!  I�m Gretchen Lieb, Director of 
Phoenix Learning Center, an alternative 
program for 16-21 year olds in Buffalo, 
MN.  I�m also the MAAP Board�s Director 
at Large responsible, with the help of a 
conference committee, for organizing the 
state conference.  Many of you who have 
attended past MAAP conferences have 
emailed me with questions and thoughts.  I 
appreciate the feedback; keep the questions 
coming!  IT TAKES ALL OF US TO 
MAKE THE CONFERENCE GREAT!  

We�ll celebrate MAAP�s 24th annual 
conference at beautiful Cragun�s Resort in 
Brainerd, February 21 � 23, 2007.  We�re 
excited to have John Strelecky, author of 
The Why CafØ, as our keynote speaker.  In 
addition, we have awesome conference 
presenters, great food and entertainment, 
and a myriad of winter activities available 
on site. 

Our conference has a long history of 
excellence; however, for a conference to 
be signi�cant, it needs the grassroots-level 
contributions of the people passionate 
about alternative education � people like 
you.  Please consider offering a conference 
breakout session about the innovative 
and amazing things that happen in your 
program/school.

Conference registration form, room 
reservation form, presenter’s proposal 
form and student logo design contest 
information are available at our website 
www.maapmn.org.  Take advantage of the 
registration price break before January 26, 
2007.  The deadline for the $30 presenter 
discount and the logo design contest is 
December 15th.  

I look forward to meeting and networking 
with you at Cragun�s in February!

� Gretchen Lieb

IALA National 
Conference
 
The 37th annual national International 
Association for Learning Alternatives 
conference will be held next June 
20-22, 2007 in conjunction with the 
Pennsylvania Association for Learning 
Alternatives conference at Villanova 
University, close to Philadelphia. In 
addition to the conference, this would 
be a wonderful opportunity as a vacation 
trip for your family to visit many of 
the historic sites in the Philadelphia 
area. See www.palearningalternatives.
com/2003Conference.html.  Mark your 
calendars. Watch for more information 
to come!!
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The Minnesota Association of 
Alternative Programs publishes this 
newsletter several times a year.  If 
you would like to submit an article or 
comment on an article, contact Greg 
Herder, Communications Chair at 
gherder@voamn.org.
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Celebrating 20 years with the youth 
activism that helped us begin
Contributed by Joe Nathan
2007 is the 20th anniversary of teenagers 
helping convince Minnesota�s legislature to 
adopt the Area Learning Center and High 
School Graduation Incentives Legislation�
the laws authorizing state funds for the 
programs where many MAAP members 
teach. Just as they were in 1987, young 
people�s insights, energy and talent can be 
extremely valuable today. As we think about 
ways to reach AYP and other academic 
goals, empowering young people to help 
solve problems can be a very effective 
strategy.

Twenty years ago several youngsters from 
the Chisago Lakes area told legislators how 
an area alternative school made a huge 
difference in their lives. For example:

Sam explained that his older 
brothers drank excessively and had 
many problems in school. When he 
entered a secondary school, some 
teachers expected the same from 
him. He met their expectations and 
did not do well. Then someone told 
him about an alternative school. 
There, with a fresh start, he attended 
classes, completed assignments and 
graduated.

Susan was the oldest youngster in 
her large rural family. She was a 
cheerleader and doing well in school, 
but her parents were experiencing 
major �nancial problems. She was 
asked to do much of the parenting 
for her younger brothers and sisters. 
Looking for love herself, she became 
pregnant. She was removed from the 
cheerleading squad and became the 
subject of many cruel comments 
from some students and faculty. She 
dropped out and considered taking 
her life. Fortunately a friend told 
her about an alternative school.  She 
enrolled, found considerable caring 
and support, and graduated. 

Stories like these helped convince 

legislators to adopt the ALC and HSGI 
legislation. These examples help illustrate 
the enormous positive potential which 
many young people have.

The national website, www.whatkidscando.
org, or /A Kids� Guide to Social Action/, 
(Free Spirit Press) by Utah teacher Barbara 
Lewis, are great sources of information 
about projects young people have carried 
out. Many combine classroom work with 
some form of service. A few examples:

Some secondary students have 
tutored elementary youngsters. 
Tutoring others turns out to be a way 
to help a secondary student learn 
academic material very well. 

Others have combined writing and 
research skills with neighborhood 
cleanups or other projects to improve 
the environment. 

Some alternative school students 
with whom I worked received 
national attention for helping solve 
consumer problems that adults 
referred to them. Again, this effort 
combined classroom work with 
service.

As we look for ways to build the academic 
skills of young people, youth/ community 
service can be a valuable tool. The best 
projects help youngsters develop a better 
attitude about themselves, their community, 
and help improve skills in areas like reading, 
writing or math.

Joe Nathan directs the Center for School 
Change at the Humphrey Institute’s 
University of Minnesota’s Humphrey 
Institute. He helped start and worked for 7 
years at the St. Paul Open School, a K-12 
public option that began in 1971 and is now 
in its 36th year. 
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Amazing Diversity of Alternatives
Contributed by Wayne Jennings
Are you up-to-date on the growth of 
educational alternatives? Traditional schools 
are taking an enormous hit in enrollment 
as students �ock to various choices. For 
example, in the past �ve years Washington 
DC has lost 25% of their students to charter 
schools, 20% in Kansas City, MO; 68% in 
New Orleans (in one year).

There are many types of alternatives 
including:

Online or virtual schools: fastest growing 
segment
Charter schools: 4,000 in the US, 137 in 
MN

At risk alternatives: 150,000 students in 
MN
Home schooling: growing, now about 
2% of the students in US
Voucher programs: Milwaukee, 
Cleveland, Florida, DC
Other: open enrollment, PSEO, magnet, 
schools within schools

To �nd information on alternatives, 
search on the IALA website: www.
learningalternatives.net. You can also 
sign up for a free monthly update about 
alternatives.

Why this huge change in the last 15 years? 

More than ever, parents respond to the 
notion that one size doesn�t �t everyone. 
And educators want autonomy from 
bureaucracies to make decisions about 
program changes, staf�ng con�gurations 
and budget allocations.

Education is in the throes of big changes. 
For example, within the charter category 
there is enormous diversity of programs, 
such as: traditional, democratic, Waldorf, 
Sudbury, Montessori, online, project-based, 
thematic, travel, experiential, etc. 

Stay tuned. Stay up-to-date!

Adult Diploma Programs - Did you know...
Contributed by Vicki Ostrom, Past President of Literacy Minnesota
Language passed by the 2003 MN 
Legislative eliminated the Adult High 
School Graduation Aid (AGA) program.  
Due to AGA elimination, all students 21 
and over who are being served by ALC�s or 
at an Adult Basic Education (ABE) site are 
considered ABE students for funding, data 
collection and reporting purposes.

Because these students now fall under 
the umbrella of ABE, the following three 
conditions must be met.

1)	STUDENT ELIGIBILTY  
	 The program must serve only those 

students who have a 6.0 or above 
reading score on a TABE, or a 235 or 
above on a CASAS, or an equivalent 
score on a standardized test approved 
for use by the Minnesota Department 
of Education Adult Basic Education 
of�ce.  If a prospective student scores 
below this criterion, they are eligible to 
be enrolled in other, lower-leveled ABE 
funded programs, but not in the credit 
based adult diploma program.

2)	COMPETENCE EQUIVALENCY 
DETERMINATION  

	 In order for a program to award a 
diploma, each adult diploma student 
must achieve the full complement of 
credits (or competency set) required 
of regular high school graduates in the 
sponsoring school district and must 
pass the same set of state graduation 
exams that are in effect for MN high 
school seniors at the time of expected 

graduation for the adult student. (For 
example, if the adult diploma student 
is enrolled and expected to complete 
his or her diploma in 2007, that student 
MUST pass the high school graduation 
exam that is required of the 2007 MN 
graduation high school seniors.)

3)	ACCOMMODATIONS  
	 Adult diploma program providers must 

offer reasonable accommodations for 
access, instructional delivery, and testing 
for enrollees in adult diploma programs 
who qualify for such accommodations 
under Section 504 of the Rehabilitation 
Act of 1973 or under the Americans with 
Disabilities Act.

If you have questions about adult diploma 
programming, please contact the Adult 
Basic Education provider in your district. 
Stateside ABE contact info can be found at: 
http://www.themlc.org/hotline.html or toll 
free number is:  1-800-222-1990 

Editorial Comment:  Program waivers for 
Basic Skills Testing are also available for 
any student born before 1982.  You may 
want to take advantage of this opportunity 
for special situations.  For example a 
student who only needs a credit or two and 
testing is not available for a long period 
of time.  Contact Karen Wolters at the 
Mankato Diploma Completion Center for 
more information.

A Very Large 
Thank You
 
Julie Johnson Willborg has served as the 
editor of the MAAP Newsletter for eight 
years 1992 � 1998 and again from 2004 

-2006. As of this publication she will be 
stepping down as editor. 

Pulling together articles and organizing 
them into a neat package is a time 
consuming job. Julie has not only been 
editing the Newsletter, but has also made 
time over the years to serve as MAAP 
Board Treasurer, Northwest Regional 
Director which also requires meetings 
and work on the MAAP Board, and every 
year lends signi�cant help to make the 
Annual Conference a success.  If a task 
appears, Julie can always be called on 
to help. She has always found a way get 
things done, along with running a family 
and holding down a full time job.

It is this kind of can-do spirit, and 
willingness to step forward, that makes 
an all volunteer association like MAAP 
work to �nd the space so teachers can 
help students succeed.

Thank you, Julie for all your time and 
work.




