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In this book, we hope to shed light on stories in 
which the K-12 system isn’t working, and stories of 
schools that are. There is much work left to do, and 
in looking at the progress that many students and 
families are experiencing in Minneapolis, hopefully 
we can inspire more of that progress.

We’re 
Minnesota 
Comeback.
TOGETHER, WE CAN DO THIS.
We convene a broad coalition of 
advocates, families, educators and 
funders working together to ensure 
that  all students—especial ly the 
30,000 Minneapolis kids who are 
underserved—attend a rigorous and 
relevant school. We invest deeply in 
fixing the most challenging conditions 
that schools face:  recruiting and 
retaining extraordinary educators, 
engaging and empowering families, 
advocating for supportive publ ic 
policy, and helping schools access 
quality facilities.

HIGH-PERFORMING SCHOOLS
We want to triple the number of 
students attending high-performing 
schools—to 10,000—by 2022.

WHO ARE WE?

OUR GOAL?

m n c o m e b a c k . o r g



&
students 

second.

Rigorous 
& Relevant 

Schools for all 
Students 

is Possible 
Together.
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Children 
are 
children 
first

&
students 

second.
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But nearly every family wants to see their children grow at their own 
pace—not only to develop their creativity, self-esteem and personality, 

but also to respect a child’s personal moment of childhood. 

Spanish and English are woven together in this essay. Veronica and Jennifer 
wanted a bilingual story to mirror the diversity of language in Minneapolis schools.

A relevant education has a place for children who don’t speak English, 
or children who don’t speak English the way their teacher does. 

NO LOW EXPECTATIONS, 
  HURTFUL ASSUMPTIONS 
    OR CONDESCENDING COMMUNICATION.

CHILDREN WHO ARE CHILDREN 
FIRST AND STUDENTS SECOND.

CHILDREN WHO 
MAKE FUNNY NOISES. 
CHILDREN WHO ARE 
RESTLESS. CHILDREN 
WHO ARE HUNGRY.

EACH CULTURE GIVES VALUE TO DIFFERENT ASPECTS OF LIFE

A RELEVANT 
EDUCATION 
LETS A CHILD 
BE A CHILD. 

DEJEN QUE 
MI HIJO SEA 
UN NIÑO.

A RELEVANT EDUCATION IS 
ONE THAT DOES NO HARM.

A RAMBUNCTIOUS AND DETAIL-ORIENTED 
5-YEAR-OLD. OR A DECISIVE AND DISORDERLY 

11-YEAR-OLD. O UNA QUINCEAÑERA  
FILOSÓFICA Y DE MAL HUMOR. OR A DEFIANT 

AND DISCURSIVE 17-YEAR-OLD.

“Children must be taught how 
to think, not what to think.”

Margaret Mead

Schools  
That  
Work.
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Academic 
rigor and 
relevance 

aren’t 
mutually 

exclusive. 
Together, 
they form 

a beautiful 
chemical 
reaction 

that helps 
learning 
flourish.

A relevant education connects  
to children’s lives, allows children 
to touch and feel, sing and 
dance, run and play, discover 
and explore the topics they are 
interested in. 

A relevant education extends minds and speaks 
life into history, art, math, science. It creates an 
environment of growth and progress for every 
student. A relevant education is one in which 
children feel valued and are contributing members 
of their class, school and community.

A relevant education cultivates a sense of curiosity, 
confidence and capacity in children, so they can 
learn and feel for themselves the richness of the 
human experience. 

We still have a lot to learn about how to prepare 
our children for the future. What we do know is 
that the diversity of cultural beliefs, experiences, 
languages and interests in our city present a sweet 
challenge that we must face with broad and open 
communication. Adults must face this situation 
with both urgency and patience: Urgency to 
change a system that isn’t working for all kids, 
and patience with the students we’re asking to 
navigate that change.

Schools That Work seeks to open this can of  
worms and get in the dirt. Un espacio interesado 
en crear a constructive conversation about the 
challenges que nuestra gente face together. We 
all have great ideas about what we need to do, 
or stop doing. Schools That Work is an expression 
of diverse ideas on transforming education, and 
how we as a city and community can take action. 

We need a better 
understanding of each 

other’s daily challenges, and 
a better appreciation for 

what it means for a school to 
meet the needs of all kids. 

With those things, together can we build a better-
informed community that is able to support, 
educate and respect all students, and prepare 
them for our shared future.

INTRODUCTION SCHOOLS THAT WORK—STORIES OF RELEVANT LEARNING
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One-quarter of K-12 kids in Minneapolis are 
English Language Learners (ELL). 

Unfortunately, only around one-third of our city’s ELL students 
graduate from high school and attend college. And like many 
student populations, their experiences and needs speak volumes 
about how schools support, challenge and prepare them 
for success in life. Here’s one perspective.

We can chart  
a path forward  

in education  
by listening  

to the voices of 
our students.

P. 8



“Teachers should acknowledge 
their students’ backgrounds.” 

Blessing Kasongoma
North News Intern
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CHALLENGING THE STATUS QUO: STUDENT VOICE PIECE

Defying  
the Labels
A Student’s Voice

I am a recent 
immigrant from  
the Democratic 
Republic of Congo.

I’m a senior in high school.  
I was in English Language 
Learner classes my first two 
years of middle school, and 
that experience has hugely 
impacted my entire education 
in Minneapolis Public Schools. 
In my experience, being a 
former ELL student can feel 
like a negative shadow that 
follows you throughout your 
school career. 

My negative ELL experiences 
began with our different 
learning environment. ELL 
students weren’t educated 
the same way our peers 
were. My ELL classmates and 
I were frequently separated 
from everyone else, and 
often taken out of classes 
to work in smaller groups. 
This method bothered me. I 
wanted a regular learning 
experience with the rest of 
my classmates, and I felt that 
staying in the classroom would 
help us adapt more quickly. It 
was embarrassing to be taken 
out of class. I remember the 
way they looked at us—like we 
were something different. Like 
we were those people.

I’ve noticed in my school 
environments that teachers  
and other students often 
seem to define ELL students’ 
intelligence by their English 
level and their accent. That  
is a problem. 

Once, in physical activity class, 
our teacher asked us to pair up. 
The girl who I was partnered 
with talked to me as if I was a 
child. The treatment made me 
feel defenseless and powerless.

“ELL helped 
me meet other 
students who 

were in the same 
boat as me, and 
allowed me to 

help them just as 
they helped me.” 

Blessing Kasongoma
North News Intern 

These situations—the shame, 
embarrassment, and frustration 
of them—pushed me to work 
harder toward learning English. 
My eagerness to leave the ELL 
program was because of those 
negative experiences. I wanted 
to prove that I could be in the 

mainstream class learning like 
everyone else. My English level 
improved day by day, and I 
got withdrawn from my classes 
for ELL less and less. Although 
my English level continued 
improving throughout my 
middle school years, I still 
felt that it was not enough—that 
I was not enough. 

I don’t want to insinuate that 
the entire ELL program is bad. 
It had its benefits. It gives 
students a head start before 
stepping into the complete 
anglophone world. ELL helped 
me meet other students who 
were in the same boat as me, 
and allowed me to help them 
just as they helped me. We 
uplifted and helped each other 
adjust in the new environment. 
But being a former ELL student 
makes me feel like I have a 
label on me that has permitted 
my peers and teachers to look 
down on my abilities. I didn’t 
realize that this label would 
follow me to high school. 

P. 9



“As a student in new, unsure, and 
challenging situations, you need guidance 
and encouragement from school teachers, 

counselors, and administrators.” 
Blessing Kasongoma

North News Intern

As I understood  
and learned how  
the high school 
system works, 
I decided to 
challenge myself  
by taking some  
IB classes for  
the last two years 
of high school. 

I went to a counselor to 
get more insight on how 
the program works. 

I wasn’t expecting to have 
problems getting into IB 
English, but my ability and 
intelligence were once 
again questioned. My 
counselor told me that 
I would not be a good 
fit for IB English because 
of my ELL background. He 
thought that I couldn’t handle 
it. When I pushed back, he 
verified with my former English 
teacher that I was qualified for 
the class. It was disappointing 
that he required proof of my 
abilities that wasn’t required for 
other students. 

As a student in new, unsure, and 
challenging situations, you need 
guidance and encouragement from 
school teachers, counselors, 
and administrators. I 
felt like I needed to be 
pushed, and instead 
I was discouraged and 
made to feel incapable. 

P. 10



“Having an accent, or having learned other 
languages before English doesn’t make us any 

less smart than the others.” 
Blessing Kasongoma

North News Intern

CHALLENGING THE STATUS QUO: STUDENT VOICE PIECE

One piece of advice I have 
to help improve ELL students’ 
experiences: Teachers should 
acknowledge their students’ 
backgrounds. It is important 
to learn about them, build a 
relationship, hear their stories,  
and to see them for everything 
they are and not just students  
who need to learn English. 

It takes a lot to learn a new 
language, let alone following a 
course in that language. I speak 
three languages and I managed 
to pass all my IB classes with A’s. 
Now I’m in the process of figuring 
out my next step in education. 
My plan after high school is to 
go to college. I’m interested 
in the majors journalism and 
communication and international 
business. As for my career, I 
want to be a journalist and to be 
someone who will help improve 
my home country.

I believe that education is a way 
for me to succeed and to achieve 
my goals. I also believe that my 
high school education is preparing 
and positioning me for success. 

Some examples are the IB courses 
and the PSEO program. I find 
these programs challenging, but 
I’m learning about better time 
management and self advocacy. 
Not only will these skills benefit 
me in college, but they will  
also benefit me in life and my 
future career.

So, to all my peers, 
teachers, counselors, 

and everyone else 
in education: Please 

don’t overlook us 
former or current 

ELL students. 

Blessing Kasongoma
North News Intern

Having an accent, or having 
learned other languages before 
English doesn’t make us any less 
smart than the others. We are 
capable and talented, too. 
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Our community 
needs a formula 
that lets new life 
spring from the 

fertile ground of old 
methods, nourishing 

every student it 
touches.
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The Challenge 
and Opportunity 
of a Rigorous 
and Relevant 
Curriculum

All over the state of 
Minnesota, advocates 
are working tirelessly 
to address inequities 
in education. 

Here’s what they’re learning: 
Students will be successful 
if education is genuinely 
meaningful to them, their 
communities and their future. 

This idea is supported by 
research, so why doesn’t our 
current system already operate 
with this idea at the center? To 
understand that, we have to 
take a look at how we got here. 
Our current model of education 
was created more than 100 
years ago to fit the economic 
and cultural needs of the time. 
Kids starting school were 
expected to learn the same 
skills and content, progress at 
the same speed, and graduate 
at the same time. Despite 
dramatic cultural and economic 
changes since then, our top-
down, assembly line approach 
to education still dominates.

Two major byproducts of this 
standardized model are an 
over-reliance on testing that 
doesn’t inform classroom 
instruction, and on curriculum 
that tends to exclude diverse 
learning styles. Starting in 
the late 1980s, our education 
system moved further away 
from empowering educators 
and local communities, and 
toward more top-down and 
test-driven controls.

We have to recognize 
the full depth of 

complex learning 
young people need. 

Today, too few schools deliver 
both rigor and relevance, or 
even understand their 
interdependence—instead 
focusing on standardized 
approaches to teaching and 
learning. So how do we—
parents and teachers, 
schools and systems—better 
understand student learning? 

How do we respond when we 
see that their kids aren’t getting 
the education they deserve? 
And how do we better meet the 
goals that families have for their 
children, along with our cultural 
and economic needs?

We have to recognize the full 
depth of complex learning 
young people need. And we 
have to give schools and 
educators greater flexibility 
to adopt learning methods 
that can include, engage and 
support more students—and 
their communities—in their 
successful learning. 

My mother was a teacher 
for many years. She was 
passionate about preparing her 
students for the world around 
them. I don’t think she’d be too 
impressed to learn that the 
classroom teaching approach 
she was part of in 1923 is still 
the dominant approach nearly 
a century later. K-12 education 
must prepare students for 
our century, with its global 
connections, rapid changes, 

Students will be successful if education 
is genuinely meaningful to them, their 

communities and their future. 

P. 13



knowledge explosion and complex 
challenges. As many other systems, 
from retail to healthcare, become 
more individualized, content and 
methods in schools must do the 
same. We can be learning more 
fully who each student is—their 
gifts, strengths and talents. Schools 
today should operate much more 
organically, with a flexibility that 
leans into the future. 

Students need to leave 
school prepared for 

today’s world.

Students need to leave school 
prepared for today’s world, 
with the tools to help them be 
successful in a future they will 
help shape. Students need to be 
able to trust their own abilities 
and voice, and benefit from 
grade-appropriate instruction and 
high expectations. They should 
experience schools in which 
differences of backgrounds and 
languages are treated as assets.

Teachers, too, need to have the 
authority to teach a curriculum 
fit for their particular set of 

students. With increased flexibility 
and authority, teachers could 
determine which content is 
needed, rethink what a school 
day looks like, come up with new 
ways to individualize learning, 
and focus more on growing 
strong relationships with each 
student. With the support of their 
communities and the cultures 
within them, they can work with 
families, organizations, businesses, 
cultural organizations, community 
elders and leaders to help create 
the learning that would best 
benefit their students. 

The good news is that in many 
places these changes are under 
way. There are teachers working 
within the current system that 
are challenging the top-down 
approach, bringing in new media 
sources, literature written by 
authors from their students’ 
communities, and encouraging 
active engagement in their 
neighborhoods. 

Robotics competitions, arts 
projects, even urban gardens, 
are examples of project-based 
learning. While the task may be 
to design and build a machine, or 
nurture a plot of land, students 
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are also learning to strategically 
problem solve, work with teams, 
and present their work in public. 
They take on challenging projects 
that excite them, and as a result, 
their learning is much more 
rounded than if they had been 
sitting in a traditional classroom. 
These experiences allow students 
to show their individual strengths 
and work creatively and 
collaboratively.

The challenge for our education 
system is serious, and the need for 
reform is immediate. Minnesota 
has one of the largest achievement 
gaps in the nation. The gaps 
persist in spite of millions spent on 

well-meaning efforts to overcome 
it. Many students do not see 
themselves, their culture, or their 
experiences in the content and 
methods being used to teach 
them. That lack of connection 
manifests itself in a system that 
too often only works for some. 

But while the challenge is here, so 
is the light of change. It’s more 
than a glimmer of hope: There 
are bright lights of change lit 
by advocates both outside and 
working within the current system. 
Education should help students 
become fully realized human 
beings, with all of their unique, 
individual gifts.  

This type of change takes time, 
and it takes buy-in from all of 
us. When we invest in our youth, 
we invest in the future of our 
communities and the future of 
our world. Ensuring that our 
education system truly works for 
each student is that investment.

There are teachers working within the 
current system who are challenging 

the top-down approach.

CHALLENGING THE STATUS QUO: THE CHALLENGE AND OPPORTUNITY OF A RIGOROUS AND RELEVANT CURRICULUM
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Schools that shine 
a light on harmony 

within a diverse 
community and 

fuel a command of 
broad subjects can 
prepare kids for a 
changing world.

P. 16



Cristo Rey Jesuit 
High School
Prayers Answered
At Cristo Rey Jesuit High School—Twin Cities,  
low-income students get a top-flight education.

When a visiting priest 
told congregants at 
Alberto Vergara Sr.’s 
church that a new 
Catholic high school 
would likely open 
nearby, he couldn’t 
believe his family’s luck. 

Vergara’s oldest child was in 
seventh grade at the time, and 
he and his wife were searching 
for a good high school for her—
one that would prepare her 
for college while staying true 
to Catholic social teachings. 
When he learned that the 
new school, part of the well-
regarded national Cristo Rey 
Jesuit network of high schools, 
would keep tuition affordable 
in order to focus on enrolling 
families from a low-income 
background like his own, Vergara 
felt like his prayers had been 
answered.

“It was very exciting for us,” 
Vergara says now. “They were 
saying that the school would 
open in two years. We were 
ready to sign our daughter up 
right away.” 

Vergara’s enthusiastic reaction 
wasn’t unusual, said Jeb Myers, 
Cristo Rey Jesuit—Twin Cities 
president. The schools, first 
developed by a Chicago-based 

Jesuit priest and designed 
to cater to the needs of low-
income immigrant families, 
have been popular since their 
inception. 

Cristo Rey Jesuit High 
School—Twin Cities, 

founded in 2007, 
caters to a similar 

student population. 

The Cristo Rey Jesuit concept 
was born in 1994 at a Jesuit 
meeting in Rome, where 
members of the religious 
order decided that their group 
needed to refocus on its original 
mission of educating the 
community. “They sent a young 
Jesuit into Chicago’s Pilson 
neighborhood for a year,” Myers 
explains. “He asked families 
there what they needed. What 
he found was that families 
in that neighborhood really 
wanted an affordable Catholic 
high school that would serve 
their needs.”

The school that the Jesuits 
eventually created was an 
academically rigorous college 
preparatory academy with 
standards similar to that of 
Chicago’s most competitive 
private high schools. Despite 
their challenging life 

circumstances, Cristo Rey Jesuit 
Chicago’s graduates were soon 
accepted at some of the nation’s 
top colleges and universities. 

Cristo Rey Jesuit High School—
Twin Cities, founded in 2007, 
caters to a similar student 
population.

“The vast majority of our families 
tend to live at or below the 
poverty line,” Myers says. “We 
help them to gain access to a 
quality of education that they 
didn’t have before. Around 90 
percent of our kids are the first in 
their family to go to college, and 
more than half are the first in their 
family to graduate high school.” 
The student body is diverse: 
Roughly 85 percent of Cristo Rey 
Jesuit High School—Twin Cities 
students are Latinx and 15 percent 
African and African American. 

One more key statistic: Cristo Rey 
Jesuit High School’s graduation 
rate is 100 percent. And that 
means something. In all too 
many schools, students aren’t 
required to master each academic 
standard before progressing in 
their curriculum and on to the 
next grade—leading to a spiral 
of academic struggle. Cristo Rey 
Jesuit operates with a standards-
based program—all students 
have to master each academic 
standard before they progress in a 
course, advance to the next grade 
level and, ultimately, graduate.
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SCHOOLS THAT WORK: CRISTO REY JESUIT SCHOOL PROFILE

“We were ready to sign our 
daughter up right away.” 

Alberto Vergara Sr.
Parent of Cristo Rey Jesuit Student
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Vergara was born in Mexico, and came 
to the United States for work when he 
was a young man. “I went to school 
until 12th grade,” he says. “I wasn’t 
able to go to college.” Vergara’s wife, 
also a Mexican immigrant, didn’t 
finish high school , which wasn’ t 
unusual in their hometown. “In Mexico 
if you make it to 12th grade, you have 
to be very proud of yourself,” Vergara 
says. “When I came here, I said to my 
children, ‘I made it in a tough country 
all the way to 12th grade. Here we 
have to find a school that can help 
you make it past that.’” 

AFFORDABLE EDUCATION01
With their low student-
teacher ratios and 
extensive support 
systems, private  
college preparatory 
schools are expensive. 

But the families that attend Cristo 
Rey Jesuit schools don’t have 
much money to spare for tuition. 

In order to make their schools 
affordable for the families 
they aim to serve, Cristo Rey 
Jesuit’s founders came up with 
an innovative plan: Students 
are required to work one full 
day a week at a paid corporate 
or nonprofit internship. A team 
of four students shares one job, 
providing the equivalent of one 
full-time entry-level employee. 
The participating employer pays 
the school $31,500 a year, with 
the salary going toward the 
students’ tuition. 

The program provides benefits 
for all involved, Myers says: The 
work experience helps expand 
students’ understanding of life in 
a professional setting; employers 
increase the diversity of their 
workplace and have access to 
a pipeline of reliable, motivated 
student employees; and the school 
builds connections with potential 
supporters. 

“The kids are at the age when they 
can have a job and they will feel 
special about starting to know the 
real working world,” says Vegara. “I 
think it gives them an advantage 
over other high school students.” 

This work-study program has 
become a cornerstone of the 
student experience. For most 
students, the internship is a window 
into a working world that they 
rarely get to see, Meyers says: 

“Many of our kids haven’t been 
inside one of the tall buildings 
downtown. Then, through this 
program, they are suddenly 
working alongside doctors, 
lawyers, business professionals.”

“These internships bridge a divide,” 
Meyers says. It’s not just students 
who have the opportunity to learn 
about people from other walks of 
life: Employers also learn about the 
world when they work alongside 
young people from different 
backgrounds: “It is a beautiful thing 
when a kid from North Minneapolis 
works alongside an adult from the 
suburbs,” Meyers says. “After a few 
weeks, everyone learns that they 
are not so different from each other.”

“The average family pays about $80 
a month or $800 a year for tuition,” 
Myers says. The school covers 
everything else, including lunch, 
breakfast and transportation. 
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“After a few weeks, everyone 
learns that they are not so 
different from each other.” 

Jeb Myers
Cristo Rey Jesuit—Twin Cities President

SCHOOLS THAT WORK:  CRISTO REY JESUIT SCHOOL PROFILE

FOCUS ON ACHIEVEMENT02
While Cristo Rey 
Jesuit’s work-study 
component sets it apart 
from other college prep 
programs, the school’s 
impressive academic 
standards make it 
equal to those at the 
state’s most competitive 
or high-achieving high 
schools. 

This commitment to excellence 
is shown in Cristo Rey Jesuit’s 
students, Myers says, proudly. In 
2018, for example, “one hundred 
percent of our graduates were 
accepted to college.” 

The world of higher education 
has taken notice. Cristo Rey 
Jesuit—Twin Cities graduates have 
been accepted at some of the 
nation’s most prestigious schools. 

“We have grads at Georgetown, 
Santa Clara, Holy Cross, Loyola 
in Chicago,” Myers says. They’ve 
also attended Minnesota’s top 
schools, including Carleton 
College, the University of 
Minnesota, the University of St. 
Thomas and the College of St. 
Benedict. 

To achieve such impressive results, 
Cristo Rey Jesuit—Twin Cities 
expects students to put significant 
effort into their studies. The 

school day is longer than average, 
starting at 8 am and finishing at 4 
pm. And students and their families 
are expected to meet regularly 
with members of the school’s 
generously staffed academic 
counseling department. 

“In a traditional school of 500 there 
might be two or three counselors,” 
Myers says. “At Cristo Rey Jesuit, 
we have two counselors that deal 
with social/emotional health. We 
have three academic deans plus 
two college counselors working 
with our students and families. It’s 
that important.” 

Other parts of the high school 
experience are also important. 
At Cristo Rey Jesuit Twin Cities, 
Myers says that students have the 
opportunity to take part in “a full 
slate” of extra-curricular activities. 

“We have multiple girls’ soccer 
teams, multiple boys’ soccer teams. 
We have four girls’ volleyball 
teams. Our robotics team went to 
state last year. We have a choir. 
We have a musical and a theater 
program.” Students are focused on 
academics, he says, but they are 
also well-rounded: “Seventy-six 
percent of our students participate 
in some extra-curricular activity.” 
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03
Myers says that Cristo 
Rey Jesuit—Twin Cities 
staff and teachers view 
the school’s diversity as  
an asset.

A student body from all over the 
world builds relevancy and interest, 
and the multicultural faculty and 
staff, made up of some 40 percent 
teachers of color, helps students 
feel at home and welcome.

Myers said staff diversity is a 
central focus of Cristo Rey Jesuit 
schools nationwide. 

“We work to build a culture where 
teachers of color feel comfortable,” 
Myers says. “Part of it is being able 
to recruit nationally.”

Though the school is rooted in 
Catholic faith traditions, not all 
students who attend are Catholic, 
or even Christian. Being a member 
of the Catholic Church has never 
been a requirement to attend, 
and in fact the population of 
non-Catholic students at Cristo 
Rey Jesuit—Twin Cities continues 
to expand along with the 
school’s reputation for academic 
excellence. 

This expansion makes Myers and 
his colleagues happy. “We are a 
private Catholic school,” Myers 
explains. “That means we want our 

Catholic students to become better 
Catholics, our evangelical students 
to become better evangelicals, our 
Muslim students to become better 
Muslims.” Families of all religious 
backgrounds should feel welcome at 
Cristo Rey Jesuit. 

“When we have this mosaic of faith 
backgrounds it helps our students 
to question and find out who they 
are,” Myers says. “At our school, we 
embrace the things we all have 
in common. We focus more on 
embracing commonalities than 
avoiding the differences.” 

Myers also believes that Cristo 
Rey Jesuit’s range of religious 
backgrounds creates a learning 
opportunity for all. The ethics and 
moral teachings of the Jesuits 
can apply to all faith traditions. 
Teachers and administrators at 
the school expect students to use 
those teachings to figure out for 
themselves where they fit into  
the world. 

Once they have spent time 
understanding where their own 
traditions fit among others’, their 
personal beliefs will only grow 
stronger. 

“Steel doesn’t become steel unless 
it has been shaped and formed 
through tension,” Myers says. 

“That tension strengthens who our 
students are and what they believe.” 

OPEN TO ALL

“Cristo Rey has 
so many high 

expectations for us.”

Kadija Koroma
Cristo Rey Student

P. 20



OPEN TO ALL

SCHOOLS THAT WORK: CRISTO REY JESUIT SCHOOL PROFILE

“Our whole  
approach is to  

develop personal 
relationships with  
our students—and  

their families.”

Margi Youmans
Cristo Rey Jesuit—Twin Cities Grade 

9 Dean of Academic Achievement
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The road to  
college can have many 

twists, turns, and 
potential dead ends,  
so it’s vital to have a 

school that provides a 
map and some guidance 

for students.
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Northeast 
College Prep
High Diversity, High Expectations
At Northeast College Prep, students reach high 
academic goals. B
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“Economic circumstance or cultural 
background need not limit the possibilities 

of what children can achieve.” 
Carl Phillips

Founder and Director, NECP

Carl Phillips believes 
too many children 
suffer from the 
negative effects of 
low expectations 
some educators have 
for them. 

Kids with the cards already 
stacked against them because 
of race, language barriers, 
economic disadvantage or 
family struggles too often get 
lumped into the category of just 
getting by.

But Phillips doesn’t believe 
that any student should be 
limited to just getting by. He 
believes that children from all 
backgrounds should be offered 
the opportunity to study at 
the highest levels, to set their 
sights on meeting the most 
academically rigorous goals. 

With that belief in mind, five 
years ago Phillips set out to 
create Northeast College 
Prep (NECP), a K-7 tuition-free 
charter school that offers an 
intentionally diverse, largely 
low-income student body—
some 50 percent are of Somali 
descent, the rest Latinx, Oromo, 
West African, African American 
or from other Arabic-speaking 
countries—an opportunity to 
take on challenging work and 
succeed at the highest levels. 

“Economic circumstance or 
cultural background need not 
limit the possibilities of what 
children can achieve,” Phillips 
says.

A charter elementary and 
middle school that caters to 
a diverse student body, NECP 
challenges learners through 
the academically rigorous 
International Baccalaureate (IB) 
program, preparing graduates 
for success and leadership 
in challenging high school 
programs. 

The IB approach also gives 
teachers flexibility—allowing 
them to pick the content they 
want to teach, and align those 
lessons to state standards. This 
means lesson plans can blend 
between different subject 
areas, and go deeper to tap into 
students’ areas of curiosity.

And academics aren’t the 
only focus at NECP—it’s one 
of three pillars: academics, 
social-emotional learning and 
developing student talents. 
These pillars are integrated 
across every aspect of learning, 
making for a rare combination.

Phillips knew from the start 
that an approach like this 
would set NECP apart from 
many other schools that serve 
similar student populations. 

“It takes audacity to say, ‘We are 
creating a school that is going 
to offer something significantly 
different,’” he says. “I started 
this project with the belief that 
we don’t need more schools—
but we do need better schools. 
I truly believe that we have 
created something better.” 

That confidence in student 
capabilities is evident to 
parents. Claudia Escudero, 
mother of fifth grader Abigail, 
says that her family feels 
supported by teachers and 
administrators who encourage 
high achievement and 
academic challenge. Abigail 
attended another school from 
kindergarten to third grade, 
and Escudero felt that teachers 
there did not always encourage 
children to set their sights high. 

“At NECP, the teachers truly 
believe in their students,” 
she says. “They see that 
they are capable of doing 
big things.” And the students 
are growing as a result:  
NECP has more students 
increasing their proficiency 
in math and reading than  
the district average.
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Successful schools are 
built on a foundation 
of community support. 
So, when they were in 
the building phase for 
Northeast College Prep, 
Phillips and Assistant 
Director Erika Sass 
focused on amassing  
a strong foundation. 

“In our pre-operational year, 
Erika and I spent the first four 
months, three-fourths of our time, 
having coffee with people in the 
community—parents, people 
running after-school programs 
who knew the community well,” 
Phillips recalls. “We invested a 
lot of time in understanding the 
community we were forming into 
and the community we were going 
to serve.”

“This commitment to building 
relationships with students, families 
and the community continues to 
flourish at NECP. Every year, every 
teacher completes home visits—
building school-family relationships 
for the long haul as NECP is grows 
to serve Pre-K through eighth 
grade students.”

Phillips said he knew that the 
school he wanted to build would 
always be a manageable size—
today NECP serves 325 students, 
grades K-7. They will be adding an 
eighth grade class next year and 
also hope to add pre-K, bringing 
the school to 480 kids. A smaller 

school helps assure that students 
get the attention they deserve.

The school day is longer at NECP, 
giving teachers more time to 
focus on each individual student’s 
progress. While most district 
schools are open for six and a half 
hours each day, Phillips’ school is 
open for eight. “The longer day 
represents a significant focus on 
our students’ learning,” he says.

A smaller school helps 
assure that students 

get the attention they 
deserve.

The school’s core principles are 
based on research and experience. 

“We are grounded in a large 
number of the best practices of 
successful schools that serve low-
income populations,” Phillips says. 

“In my personal experience I had 
seen lots of kids fall through the 
cracks. I saw that didn’t have to be 
the case.” 

“From the beginning one thing that 
set us apart was that consistency 
of expectations that was set for 
our students,” he says. “We had 
clear and high expectations in 
place. Parents could see this from 
the beginning.” He and Sass made 
a point of hiring experienced, 
committed teachers who were on 
board with this approach. Their 
commitment to achievement was 
clear from the start. 

01 RECIPE FOR SUCCESS
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The school’s core 
principles are based on 

research and experience. 

“There is very strong evidence to 
show that kids who are successful 
in an IB program in high school are 
likely to be successful in college,” 
Phillips says. “We wanted to look 
at what kind of backward planning 
we could integrate in our school 
program that could put kids on a 
path toward college success and 
graduation.” 

The goal is that with early exposure 
to IB learning, students will leave 
NECP prepared to attend high 
schools that offer an opportunity to 
earn the full IB diploma. 

“If you look at several high schools 
that our kids will probably go to, 
the IB program is the strongest 
program there,” Phillips says.” It 
only made sense to get our kids 
started in that program very early.” 

For Escudero, the school’s size 
and focus on individual student 
achievement means that her 
daughter feels at home and eager 
to learn. 

“Abigail loves it at College Prep,” 
she says. “She loves being there. 
She doesn’t complain. She likes 
when they work in small groups. 
She likes the way she’s learning. 
She loves the challenge. And she’s 
not afraid to ask questions.”

“NECP has more students increasing 
their proficiency in math and reading 

than the district average.” 
Claudia Escudero
Parent of NECP Student

SCHOOLS THAT WORK: NORTHEAST COLLEGE PREP SCHOOL PROFILE

RECIPE FOR SUCCESS
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Thirteen 
different 

native 
languages 
are spoken  

at NECP.

A walk through the halls 
at Northeast College 
Prep sometimes feels 
like a walk through the 
United Nations. 

The school is abuzz with activity, 
intent and excitement, and the air 
is filled with the sound of many 
different languages. 

This blend of cultures is 
intentional, Phillips says, 
proudly: “Thirteen different 
native languages are spoken 
in our school.” The school’s 
founders believe that supported 
diversity creates a stronger 
learning experience for 
students and staff. 

“We are one of the more diverse 
schools in the state,” Phillips says. 

“That has been intentional from 
the beginning. We wanted to have 
a diverse school. A lot of schools 
are predominately a single 
ethnicity, which I think is a great 
and important option for some 
families. We decided to create 
a place where kids would grow 
up together in a very culturally 
diverse environment.”  He believes 
that his graduates will go on to 
greater things, and their time 
at NECP will prepare them for 

“When our middle school kids are 
thinking about high school, we 
can talk to them about where 
they want to go, where do they 
have an IB program. They can 
see that they belong in the most 
rigorous programs.” 

To boost student achievement, it 
is also important to have a staff 
that reflects the diversity of the 
student body. “We have focused 
on hiring really high-quality staff 
members,” Phillips says. “We 
want to have a diverse staff, too. 
Over 40 percent of our staff are 
people of color. Many of our 
staff members represent the 
communities we serve.” 

That reality feels significant to 
Escudero. “In most other schools, 
the teachers are more white,” she 
says. “At College Prep, there are a 
lot more minority teachers: They 
are Somali, Spanish-speaking.” 

It helps Abigail to have teachers 
who look more like her and her 
classmates, Escudero adds. And 
that comfort adds up to greater 
academic achievement: “When 
the teachers look like them,” she 
says, “I believe the kids can feel 
more comfortable, more eager to 
do their best work.” 

that. “These are kids who will be 
one day leading our city, state, 
country—all the better that they 
learn to get along together from a 
young age.” 

Escudero likes the fact that her 
daughter has friends from all over 
the world. “Kids being exposed to 
different cultures and languages 
is very important,” she says. “This 
way, they can learn more about 
the world. They realize it is not 
just themselves. They can see and 
learn from other cultures.” 

It’s also important that kids of 
color are prepared to take part in 
academic programs that will lead 
them to greater college success, 
Phillips says. 

“The [most rigorous] programs 
in many Minnesota schools are 
disproportionately represented by 
white and Asian kids,” Phillips says. 

“That phenomenon did inform us to 
a degree. Our school is populated 
by students of color. What if we 
could get a large number of 
students of color studying in this 
program from the beginning?” 

Starting students on the IB track 
when they are young will help kids 
feel that the top programs are not 
beyond their reach, he explains. 

02 THE IMPORTANCE OF DIVERSITY

P. 26



SCHOOLS THAT WORK:  NORTHEAST COLLEGE PREP SCHOOL PROFILE

“There are multiple 
ways to manifest 

success.”

Whitney McKinley
NECP Teacher
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Strong 
relationships 

between students, 
parents and 

teachers help 
create the perfect 

conditions for 
learning.

P. 28



Dulce de la Rosa  
isn’t invisible. But too 
often, the immigrant 
mother of two feels 
that way. 

When she interacts with teachers, 
school administrators or other 
important people in her family’s 
life, she says, “It’s like they don’t 
want to hear what I have to say. 
My children and I don’t feel 
like we’re welcome. It’s like they 
don’t value our opinion.” 

That shut-out feeling meant that 
de la Rosa wasn’t expecting 
much when she enrolled her 
oldest son at Richard Green 
Central Park Elementary, a 
Minneapolis Public Schools K-5 
elementary in the Powderhorn 
Park neighborhood. It didn’t 
take long for de la Rosa to see  
a difference at Green Central.

Teachers, administrators and 
staff at the 350-student, full-
service community school made 
de la Rosa and her oldest son, 
a bright, inquisitive boy with 
special needs, feel welcome 
from the start. The welcome 
feeling began when de la Rosa 
and her son entered the school 

and realized that staff were 
speaking to students in their 
native languages. To de la Rosa, 
who speaks Spanish with her 
children at home, this embrace 
of the student body’s diversity 
(about 60 percent of students 
are Latinx, 15 percent African 
American, 15 percent East African 
and 10 percent other ethnicities), 
felt like a breath of fresh air. 

Though they are fluent in English, 
de la Rosa and her family loved 
hearing Spanish in the air—and 
seeing staff members who 
looked like them. When her 
youngest son was ready to start 
kindergarten, she enrolled him 
at Green Central, too. 

“The kids have the opportunity 
to see the principal and staff 
members in the hallway every 
morning,” de la Rosa says. “They 
are there greeting the kids when 
they come in. That means a lot.”

It’s a small gesture, perhaps, but, 
de la Rosa says, that for families 
like hers, it is significant. “Maybe 
there is a student who is coming 
from an environment where it is 
not so welcoming, but when he 
or she hears, ‘Welcome. Good 
morning. Come on in,’ you can 
see that child’s face just light up.” 

Matthew Arnold, Green Central 
principal, says his school is 
intentionally structured to lift up 
the community and emphasize 
its strengths, through parent 
involvement, teacher and 
administrator availability, and 
unique services offered on 
site for families. The school’s 
developmental dual language 
program and largely bilingual 
staff are also a plus.

“As a full-service community 
school,” Arnold explains, “we 
have a medical clinic on site. 
We provide dental, medical 
and mental health services to 
support children and families 
right here at the school. The 
Minneapolis Park Board is also 
on site. We are getting a new 
playground installed. There is 
a gym. We have a partnership 
with Guadalupe Alternative 
Programs. And we have a 
robust after-school program 
and a summer school.” 

All of these options give the 
building the feel of a community 
hub, Arnold says: “We are  
a school during the day and  
a community center in the 
evening.”

Richard Green 
Central Park 
Elementary
Visible Community
At Richard Green Central Park Elementary, 
students and families are front and center. B
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It didn’t take long for  
de la Rosa to see a difference  

at Green Central.

P. 29



COME ON IN01
Arnold believes that in 
order for a community 
to thrive, residents like 
de la Rosa should know 
that their contributions 
are important and their 
voices are heard. 

“At Green Central we place an 
emphasis on student voice, family 
voice and teacher voice,” he says. 
He doesn’t need to cling to power, 
either. “As a leader, I feel it is 
important that I share leadership 
with students, families and 
teachers. We are much stronger 
that way.” 

In his five years at the school, 
one program that Arnold has 
developed to cultivate parent 
involvement is the monthly 

“Pastries With the Principal” event, 
an informal opportunity for 
parents and school leadership 
to sit down together—with sweet 
treats—and discuss achievements, 
upcoming events and concerns. 

It’s not just a gathering for show, 
Arnold insists. When concerns are 
raised at the meeting, he does his 
best to react quickly. He wants 
parents to know that their issues 
will be taken seriously and not just 
put off for another day. 

“Here I feel like my voice counts,” 
de la Rosa says. “I feel that they 
value my opinion. Students 
and parents are treated with 
respect. You can see the 
respect throughout the school 
environment.” 

Demonstrating responsiveness 
and respect for all members of the 
Green Central community is key to 
building commitment to a school 
that strives to be much more 
than a place where parents drop 
off their children each morning 
and keep their heads down. 
Because parents like de la Rosa 
see that staff is truly committed 
to addressing their concerns, she 
always looks forward to their 
monthly “Pastries” gathering.

“When families saw that my team 
was responding to their concerns, 
the trust grew,” Arnold says. 

“Now the event is more about 
community building and less 
about putting out fires because so 
many of families’ concerns have 
already been addressed.”

“Any concerns that I am able 
to respond to right away I try 
to address right then,” Arnold 
says. “It is part of our open-
door policy, a way to build 
trust and accountability.” If the 
concern can’t be taken care of 
at the meeting, Arnold welcomes 
parents to visit him in his office 
any time. He also emphasizes the 
importance of face-to-face parent-
teacher conferences. 

“At the beginning of the year, 
we schedule every family for 
a conference,” Arnold says. “If 
something happens and they 
aren’t able to come, we do phone 
follow-up conversations or home 
visits. We meet families where 
they are at.” 

De la Rosa knows first hand that 
Arnold’s open-door policy isn’t 
just lip service. When she had 
concerns about her oldest son’s 
special-education needs, teachers 
and other school leaders were 
responsive, making sure he got 
the support needed to keep him 
at grade level. This attentiveness 
works both ways: de la Rosa’s 
younger son tests ahead of his 
grade level, and she feels like staff 
answers her questions and reacts 
quickly to make sure he is being 
challenged. 

Dulce de
la Rosa no es 

invisible.

Dulce de
la Rosa no es 

invisible.
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POWERFUL POTENTIAL

“The [academic] growth that we are 
hitting at our school is one of the 

highest in the city of Minneapolis.” 
Matthew Arnold

Green Central Principal

SCHOOLS THAT WORK: RICHARD GREEN CENTRAL PARK ELEMENTARY

02
Matthew Arnold is an 
optimist by nature. 

Where some people might see 
deficits—Green Central is a school 
where 56 percent of children are 
English Language Learners, 96 
percent are eligible for free and 
reduced lunch, and where past 
performances on standardized 
tests fell far below the state 
average—he sees success, 
community and potential. 

Five years ago, when Arnold came 
on board as principal, only around 
10 percent of Green Central 
students were testing at grade 
level in math and reading. In the 
years since, those scores have 
significantly improved, though the 
students’ financial circumstances 
have not. 

“In 2018, we are now at 32 percent 
proficient in math and 27 percent 
proficient in reading,” Arnold 
says. There is still opportunity 
for improvement, he admits, but 

“the growth that we are hitting at 

our school is one of the highest in 
the city of Minneapolis.” It’s true: 
Last year, 28 percent of students 
increased their standardized test 
scores—compared to 15 percent 
across the district. In fact, 63 
percent of Green Central students 
hit their growth targets last year, 
more than any other school in the 
city.

This remarkable turnaround is a 
result of a reinvigorated staff—80 
percent of whom have been hired 
since Arnold came on board. And 
they stick around: Over 90 percent 
of staff have been retained each 
of the past five years. Arnold 
personally screens each new hire 
for their belief in the school’s student 
population, and to the community. 

“The teachers here are energetic, 
hard-working, and dedicated,” 
Arnold says. “Our staff believes 
in our students’ ability to perform 
at high levels. They also believe 
in themselves as a group who 
can influence and lead student 
outcomes.”
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A hallmark of the 
student-parent 
experience at  
Green Central is  
the extensive yearly 
conference schedule. 

Throughout the year, teachers 
host five conferences—two of 
which are classroom conferences 
for parents and children to meet 
with the teacher as a group. “The 
teacher shares progress that 
students are making and also 
shares activities that families 
can do at home to support that 
progress,” Arnold says. 

Individual parent-teacher 
conferences are also scheduled 
three times a year, where teachers 
give in-depth information about 
how each student is progressing 
on their work.  

The goal of this careful 
conferencing is to help keep 
students on track toward meeting 
their academic goals. Staff 
believes that parent involvement 
is key to progress, Arnold explains: 

“Starting at the very beginning of 
the school year we assess each 
of our kids, and figure out where 
they are at. We set a rigorous goal 
for them to reach by the end of 
the year. The conferences are an 
opportunity to frequently check 
in about where they are in their 
progression to that goal.” 

And if families have further 
questions outside of scheduled 
conference times, Arnold makes 
sure to remind them of his open-
door policy. Parent questions 
are always welcome, Arnold 
says: “Families know that even 
in between those meetings, they 
can call teachers anytime for 
an update on their children’s 
progress.” 

All this concentrated, 
expansive attention is 
important for building 
and nurturing kids who 

have the potential to do 
great things in life. 

All this concentrated, expansive 
attention is important for building 
and nurturing Green Central 
students, Arnold says, a group of 
kids that have the potential to do 
great things in life. 

“Our vision is creating tomorrow’s 
community leaders. We know 
the academic parts of school 
are important for our students to 
be successful, but there are also 
social, emotional and leadership 
skills that our students need to be 
successful in their future. At Green 
Central there is a true focus on 
developing the whole child.”

CONFERENCES THAT COUNT03
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“The only way of finding out 
how [curriculum] is relevant 
is listening to student voice—
through surveys, talking with 
them, relationship building.”

Clare Foley
Green Central Teacher

P. 33
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A call to 
action.

Many Minneapol is famil ies have seen their chi ldren 
pushed out of classrooms. They’re denied the benef its 

of academic instruction and consistent relationship 
development with classmates and teachers . 

I F  YOUR CHI L D I S B E I NG—
OR HA S B E E N— DE NI E D A N 
E DUCATI ON,  KNOW THAT 

YOU HAVE R I GHTS . 

Here’s one story of perseverance—let 
it empower you to take action and 

make your voice heard!
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A call to 
action.

I T ’ S B E E N SA I D THAT H I STORY HA S  
A WAY OF R E P E ATI NG I TS E L F. 

The year was 1986: “Good evening Mr. and Mrs. 
Saffold, I am reaching out today because I believe 
your son Keary needs to be evaluated for Special 
Education services.” Fast forward 23 years: “Good 
evening Mr. and Mrs. Saffold, I am reaching out today 
because I believe your son Kamren needs to be 
evaluated for Special Education services.”

Thankfully, my parents refused; my wife and I 
followed their example. I am grateful for the strong-
willed advocacy of my parents and their unwavering 
belief in me. Here I am today, with a master’s degree 
in education, proposing a call to action to parents 
and community: Change the current educational 
landscape for our children.

When writing about educational excellence and failures,  
I will use terms like, “we, us, our.” This is to emphasize the 

need for all of us to take action and be the change.

MORE LIKELY TO 
BE IDENTIFIED 
FOR HAVING 

DISABILITIES? MORE LIKELY TO 
BE IDENTIFIED 

AS HAVING 
EMOTIONAL  

AND BEHAVIORAL 
DISORDERS?

BLACK  
STUDENTS 

2X
MORE LIKELY3

BLACK 
STUDENTS 

ACCOUNT FOR 
ROUGHLY 35% 
OF THE LOCAL 

STUDENT 
POPULATION. . . 

yet they’re subject to  
74% of disciplinary actions 

and account for 67% of those 
receiving Special Education 

services in Minneapolis 
Public Schools.4

1Compared to their peers. Child Trends, 2017. 
2Child Trends, 2017. 
3www.MDE.state.mn.us 
4insights.mpls.k12.mn.us

BLACK  
STUDENTS 

40%
MORE LIKELY1

AMERICAN INDIAN  
STUDENTS 

70%
MORE LIKELY2

Some disturbing 
realities that should 

motivate us to 
change:



OUR SCHOOL S A R E F I L L E D WI TH CODE D L A NGUAGE :
Special Education = misidentify

Seclude or remove from the classroom = segregate and restrain

Suspend = racial profiling and group disadvantage

Expel = disrupt educational access and trajectory

Law enforcement = over-policing

Arrest and incarcerate students = legalized slavery

THES E STATI STI CS DON’ T COME 
A S A SUR P R I S E TO MA NY OF US . 

We live this reality everyday; the reality of 
systemic oppression via our education system. 
We see the pattern as clear as day.

THE GOAL OF THE SCHOOL-
TO-PRISON PIPELINE IS 
ACHIEVED VERY EASILY, 
STARTING WITH THE MIS-
IDENTIFICATION AND 
LABELING OF CHILDREN OF 
COLOR AND THOSE LIVING 
IN PERPETUAL POVERTY.

It doesn’t have to be this way and 
isn’t this way in all schools. There are 
some schools getting it right. Thankfully, 
many teachers and parents are already 
in the trenches together. 

We need more parents to be bold, 
courageous and adamant about 
our children; what they are capable  
of and who they are destined to  
become. There are schools investing 
in relationships, creating connections 
and advancing the brilliance of 
all students. We need to advance 
a narrative that speaks truth; a 
narrative that says our children are 
eager to learn, intelligent, gifted 
and talented, moral, benevolent and 
excellent! 

We need 
more parents 

to be bold, 
courageous 

and adamant 
about our 
children.

We need to advocate for educational 
systems that prepare our students 
to live out their own dreams, visions 
and step into their purpose. At the 
very least, we need to ensure the 
system does not detain or disrupt 
their dreams and visions.
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Here’s how I 
think we can  
get there:
We must address the impl icit 
bias that informs false thinking 
that our children are incapable 
of  intellectual  greatness.

H OW:  G e t  i n fo r m e d o n  th e  
im p a ct of  im p l ic i t  b ia s  on  
discipl inary actions and the 
Emotional Behavioral Disorder  
(EBD) label—one of the only 
Special Education labels that have 
an evaluation process rooted in 
subjectivity.

We must communicate and be 
honest with ourselves around 
the root causes of Minnesota’s  
horrific achievement gap, and 
have the courage to close it.

HOW: Invest and enroll in schools 
grounded in a commitment 
to students and families, high 
expectations, using data to shape 
decisions, and an overall tenacity 
to growing student outcomes. All 
schools should be responsible 
for making this information— 
including progress made and 
barriers faced—readily available 
for families, including on their 
websites.

WHE N PA R E NTS ,  TE ACHE RS ,  SCHOOL 
L E A DE RS ,  STUDE NTS AND COMMUNITIES 
WORK TOGETHER, CHANGE IS INEVITABLE . 

We must be wil l ing to ask the right  
questions of school leaders and 
teachers alike.

HOW: Here‘s a sample of questions 
KWST Behavioral Development Group 
gives to parent and community 
advocates:

  What are the instructional 
reading and math levels in my 
child’s classroom?

  Is my child accessing grade-
appropriate assignments, strong 
instruction, deep engagement 
and high expectations?

  What are the current test scores; 
and related demographics? 
What is the current plan to raise 
test scores?

  What role do parents play in 
the operation and success of 
the school, and what ways can 
parents be involved?

  How successful has your school 
been in keeping black children 
out of Special Education and 
being overly represented with 
suspensions and expulsions?

  What are the current 
demographics of students who 
have been given an Educational 
Diagnosis of Emotional or 
Behavioral Disorder?

  What are your suspension  
and expulsion rates?

?
?

?

?

?

?

?
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