
Marine Area Community School 
Board of Directors Meeting: 

Teacher Workshop  
February 15, 2019- 2:00 PM 

River Grove Commons 
 

MEETING MINUTES: DRAFT 

Mission - Marine Area Community School will utilize the natural resources, history, arts, and civic stewardship of 

the community as a foundation for the study of language arts, mathematics, science, social studies, physical 

education, art, and other curriculum subjects. The place-based learning environment will be student-centered, 

designed by teachers, and reinforced and supported by the local community.  

1.0 Call to Order  

1.1 Roll Call: Lisa White, Dan Miller, Jessica Hansen, Jackie Henschen. Ex Officio Kristina Smitten and 

Kate Seitz.  Absent: Lisa Dochniak.  Board Chair White announced that Member Glen Mills has 
tendered his resignation from the board to avoid conflict of interest as the board goes forward with 
the facilities discussion.  

2.0 Approve Agenda: Motion to approve (Dettmann) seconded (Miller). Unanimously approved. 

 
3.0 Workshop regarding learning program and facility use with the River Grove staff  

3.1 Introduction  

Chair White thanked the teaching team and staff for their time and hard work. At a later date the board 
would like to have an additional discussion on the learning program (expanding on this discussion). 
Today’s presentations will be reviewed by the finance committee on Monday, and the full board at 
Tuesday’s Board meeting in preparation of the Community Meetings on Feb 23 and 26. Chair Elect Miller 
also thanked the teachers and staff.  

3.2 Learning Program Update - Teacher Share/Q and A with Board  

Chair White asked the teachers to share how things are going with the learning program, how the Board 
can support the teachers, and what the teachers want the Board to consider regarding the facilities 
discussion.  
- Member Henschen began by saying the learning program is growing and expanding, that she feels 
encouraged by the things that have been implemented. She added that the teachers need support with 
establishing community connections because of the various obstacles encountered when trying to reach out 
to resources.  
- Chair White suggested adding more info to the Google Docs list of community resources.  
- Second grade teacher Renee Anderson suggested adding point people who can help teachers find specific 
experts who fit into curriculum areas.  
- School Administrator Goodson added that our first year we were just getting started and planting seeds, 
and now we are getting the programs off the ground in developing community connections that are an 
important part of our curriculum.  



- Fourth grade teacher Jody Dick mentioned that although there have been a lot of challenges aligning the 
standards with the community connections, they have had some successes: the Stillwater mayor came to 
the class to speak, and Washington County water experts came in to talk about the water cycle, and the 
fourth graders drew maps and brochures of Marine.  
- Member Dettmann suggested updating the connections database with what is working, and what isn’t.  
- Renee Anderson suggested adding a section for what teachers are looking for.  
- Admin. Goodson spoke about the connections were are making that are successful, such as the Minnesota 
Food Association. 
- Jody Dick spoke about the Warner Nature Center (additional service learning projects). 
- Mandy Lindemann talked about STEM project-learning 
-  Janel Koenig talked about integrating technology 
- Adam Johnson talked about Widjiwagan Camp in Ely in the fall, which created a great sense of community 
in the classroom, and that the will be attending a St Croix Rivers Summit soon.  
- Jessica Hansen talked about field trips to downtown Marine and how that fit into the curriculum and 
service projects.  
- Janel Koenig talked about creating a buddy program with Red Bridge Preschool in Marine.  
- Adam Johnson mentioned that the student council is going to work on an art project about past and 
present Marine.  
- Erika Hammerschmidt talked about the continuing success of the band and orchestra program and recent 
instrument acquisitions and donations. 

3.3 Marine Elem Tour Debrief  

Chair White asked if those who were able to tour the Marine Elementary building wanted to share.  
- Member Henschen said she wondered how the current school would all fit, and representatives at the tour 
mentioned “portables.” Chair White said someone from the city’s building committee would be at the Board 
meeting on Tuesday.  
- Chair Elect Miller asked the teacher group what might be some advantages or impediments to both 
campus locations, and how does the learning program fit into each space. 
-  Kindergarten teacher Libby Bingham mentioned the large gym at the Marine building, and also the 
outdoor PE spaces we have at the Wilder campus.  
- Special education teacher Heidi Dettmann talked about the advantages of the variety of spaces at the 
Wilder campus, and how it enables the teachers to pull groups aside for different types of instruction, 
versus having one or two resource rooms in traditional buildings. The multiple spaces and settings at 
Wilder help facilitate  “push in and pull out” sessions, depending on the students’ needs.  
- Special education teacher Molly Kaliher added that River Grove is close to 30% special education 
population, that the school will need to make sure it offers equitable learning spaces, and that we’ll be 
evaluated by the Minnesota Department of Education next year so we need to make sure we are in 
compliance. She added that she is concerned about the amount of space in the Marine building not being 
equitable. Chair White asked whether a 30% special education population means 30% of the space needs to 
be special ed, and Ms. Kaliher said essentially yes. Ms. Kaliher added that the diversity in needs of our kids 
require diverse settings, such as adaptive phy ed and orientation mobility, and putting these kids in the 
hallway for instruction is not equitable, and there would have to be a large expansion at the Marine building 
to accommodate those kids.  
- Special education teacher Robin Walcheski added that Wilder’s “outside hallways” are beneficial to her 
students, providing reduced-stress, comfortable, safe settings for important conversations -- the kids share 
more, reduce their stress, and become more ready to learn. They also provide natural segues and 
transitions, helping the kids move from task to task. The kids feel less conspicuous.  



- Renee Anderson added that the variety of spaces allows her to differentiate instruction better than one 
large room and reduce noise. Adam Johnson agreed about how having separate quiet spaces helps some 
kids.  
- Member Hansen noted the aesthetic value of Wilder and how it impacts the kids positively, and that the 
spaces are a draw for new families. Moving around outside is good exercise, and helps kids get ready to 
learn. Ms. Dettmann added that the campus is beneficial to mental health.  

3.4 Marine Elem Facility Facts  

Chair White shared a presentation on the Marine Elementary building, starting with answering the 
question, Why now? She mentioned that the City of Marine is about to finalize the purchase of the old 
Marine Elementary building. Since the inception of the school, the board thought that that was where the 
school would be, and occasionally checked in with the city, Because of the upcoming finalization of the sale, 
the City would like to know River Grove’s intentions so that the City can plan. She mentioned that River 
Grove currently has a 5-year lease with Wilder, and we would need to address that issue if we moved to 
Marine. Chair White reviewed the charter school application intention, the mission, and vision of the school. 
She noted that the initial letter of intent in December 2015 stated that the community desires to keep a 
school within Marine on St. Croix. She noted the level of community financial support for the school, 
approximately $150,000 over two appeals. Chair White shared a map of Marine, showing the location of the 
former Marine Elementary building, William O’Brien State Park, the Stonehouse Museum, Town Hall and 
downtown, a trout pond and mill stream which is of great historical significance, the St Croix River and 
millsite, cemetery, playground, skating rink, school forest with gaga pit and outdoor classroom. She shared 
a building plan of the Marine building with office suite, 7 classrooms, media center/computer lab, special 
education room and cubicles, gym/cafeteria, and portable. She said that if the school were to move, the city 
would provide the spaces needed such as equitable learning spaces for special education, such as bringing 
in more portables.  
- Molly Kaliher asked if it was known how expansion would be done; Kristina Smitten said that the city’s 
building committee would be at the board meeting on Tuesday and could answer specific questions.  
- The Marine Elementary property is on about 8 acres including playground, school forest, skating rink. The 
size of the building is about 13,000 square feet. A bus parking lot would be provided. The school would 
potentially lease the building and property from the city with a proposed 25-year lease. The city would not 
sell the property. The city would be responsible for capital improvements and maintenance, including snow 
removal and lawn mowing. The school would be responsible for utilities -- gas, electric, garbage. The city 
would be responsible for expansion costs, but has not yet bonded for any expansion costs.  
- Licensed School Nurse Megan Lapos noted that the original bond covered only initial purchase price, and 
taxpayers have not been asked yet about paying for any expansion. Chair White responded that she didn’t 
know whether they have discussed expansion funding at city meetings. The city would commit to providing 
for all students who are enrolled.  
- Kristina Smitten explained that the current capacity is 175 students, and is not a fire code number but is 
based on programming capacity in classrooms (25 per classroom), and does not include other spaces like 
special ed. The classrooms can accommodate about 1 student per 20 square feet.  
- The Board reached out to the Washington County Sheriff for a safety assessment of the Marine building; 
the report is not yet complete. Stillwater Area Schools was making safety upgrades to the building right up 
to the close of the school, and the cameras are still in place. 

3.5 Wilder Facility Facts  

Chair Elect Miller began his presentation (see Wilder Forest: Facility Facts, Long-Term Plan presentation) 
by considering why we are having the facilities discussion now: that we recently learned a split campus is 



not possible in the near future. He spoke with Marine community representatives at the Marine building 
tour about keeping options open for the future in the event that River Grove stays at the Wilder property 
for now.  
- We do have challenges and unique circumstances  at the Wilder campus: facility maintenance, it’s a big 
space, cleaning, does Wilder want to sell?, long-term ownership, space and capacity, our Conditional Use 
Permit with May Township, noise. 
- Chair Elect Miller presented a list of the recent property up-keep that Wilder has done. The campus 
“village” is 71 acres. The forest is 900 acres. Wilder did an appraisal on the village in 2016 for about $2 
million. Wilder is interested in selling the part of the property that does not have buildings on it to a 
conservancy group or Washington County,, but a conservancy group would not want the buildings. 
Therefore Wilder is very interested in selling the village to the school. Actual ages on the buildings is 15-20 
years. The 71 acres of the village could be made smaller. It includes lake access. A representative from 
Wilder will be at the Community Meetings to answer questions. 
- Wilder does want to sell the property, and they are hoping to sell to River Grove because the likely use of 
this property is either a school or a camp. Zoning issues prevent them from selling to others. A member of 
the May Township board said May Township is interested in River Grove staying at Wilder, and may be 
open to changing zoning as opposed to operating under an annual Conditional Use Permit (CUP) with an 
occupancy cap if possible. May Township wants the 900 acres to remain in conservancy. Chair Elect Miller 
has not yet spoken with the May Township Chair. Ex officio Smitten clarified that the current zoning is 
conservancy, and River Grove has an annual CUP on top of that.  
- Miller stated that for the long-term plan of the school, we need to look to the future to potential ownership 
opportunities and beyond our current 5-year lease. He introduced the ideas of an “Affiliated Building 
Company” (ABC), sponsors, and short-term partners. A charter school cannot own its own property until 
after 6 years in operation. The ABC would be a separate nonprofit asset created to benefit of River Grove 
which would manage the property. River Grove would use lease aid from the state ($1460 per student) to 
pay the ABC, so we would essentially be renting from ourselves. He said they brought in a construction 
management company representative (also a dad at River Grove) to look at possible renovations for 
making the all classroom spaces ideal for the learning program and 2 sections per grade.  
- Two scenarios (refer to handout “River Grove: Preliminary Project Budget 02.01.2019”): $1.1 or $2.9 
million bond issuance for renovations; $2 million for purchase price. The numbers for these scenarios came 
with help from JB Vang, a property management company with a lot of experience helping charter schools 
purchase and renovate property. Many references available. Mr. Miller spoke with Kou Vang (owner) 
several times, who would be willing to come speak with the full board. The proposal was briefly reviewed 
by River Grove’s accountants, who have experience with ABC partners. Mr. Miller explained that enrollment 
projections are used to estimate the bond amount, estimated to be 300 students by year 5 (two sections per 
grade K-6). Projections could be more conservative than that for other scenarios. Total of option 1 
(acquisition and renovation): $6.3 million for 20-year bond; option 2: $4.2 million for option 2. Options 
based on enrollment projections and $75 square feet for renovation for 39,000 square feet (option 1). Line 
50 on handout should be titled “net rent minus interest on equity” -- what we would be paying our of our 
lease aid -- $276,025 for year 1 up to $363,625 for year 5 utilizing max lease aid from the state. 75% would 
be funded by a bank, 25% from a sponsor who creates a short-term ABC, which could be Wilder or other 
nonprofit, which acts like what our own ABC could be after 6 years. After 6 years the Wilder ABC would 
transfer to River Grove ABC. Bond issuance would also cover maintenance costs. Can’t directly use lease aid 
for maintenance. Debt service and interest would be paid out of lease aid, not general funds.  
- Member Dettmann asked about confidence in enrollment projections. Chair Elect Miller said he would feel 
more comfortable dialing back enrollment projection of 300 by 2024-25, and numbers presented are 
general scenarios. The construction management company estimated classroom renovation costs at about 
$100,000 each. Chair Elect Miller clarified that the River Grove-associated ABC would take ownership of the 



buildings at year 6, that River Grove pays the ABC through lease aid, that the ABC covers maintenance costs 
and things such as new furnace. The ABC would be our landlord. Chair White clarified that the ABC would 
be a separate nonprofit; a few of the board members would be in common to the ABC and River Grove 
(maybe 2 members in common). The ABC would probably not have any direct employees other than a 
part-time administrator.  
- Chair Elect Miller congratulated Admin Goodson and our accountant group TAG on the outstanding 
financial management of the school, that we have already have a strong fund balance which is not common 
in the charter school field. 
- Chair Elect Miller said his biggest concern is loss of enrollment if the school moved. He noted the parent 
survey results that indicated about 58% of parents think the school should not move to Marine, and parents 
ranked the question “how likely are you to continue enrollment at River Grove?” at 2.86 out of 5. In the 
survey, 63 students are associated with a ranking of 1, 26 with a ranking of 2, and 37 with a ranking of 3, 
indicating a risk of enrollment loss. At $10,000 per student, that is a significant loss for programming, 
staffing, busing, etc.  
- Chair Elect Miller then discussed the estimated yearly maintenance costs. We currently pay about 
$27,000. Wilder pays about $158,000 for all 900 acres. Estimated projected maintenance cost using an ABC 
about $100,000.  
-  Other considerations include that we are in the last year of our CSP funding, and how are we going to fund 
furnishings and supplies for a move? Also bus obligations, staffing levels, and our 30% special education 
population are areas of concern. Bus obligations of $220,000 for 4 buses -- how do we make that payment if 
a drop in enrollment? Drop in enrollment would not only effect on transportation reimbursement from the 
state, but logistics/impacts of running routes with fewer students.  
- Special education is a big area of strength for us. Chair Elect Miller noted that behavior problems in the 
afternoon are lower after students have been out in the forest for 30 minutes. Students who need 1:1 
staffing in the classroom don’t need it when the classwork is outside. The students use the trails for breaks 
or sit on the decks to calm down. He also noted other benefits to the Wilder campus location to special ed 
such as orientation mobility. 
- Kate Seitz had questions about the renovation process/timeline. Dan Miller said there would be a 
schedule, not done all at once, perhaps done over the summer breaks. 
- Dan Miller will invite Kou Vang to a future board meeting to further explain the financial options. Chair 
White suggesting the upcoming board workshop. Kate Seitz suggesting having a side-by-side comparison of 
options. 

3.6 Survey Data  

Chair White introduced the parent survey (refer to Parent and Guardian Survey Regarding Facility Needs 
handouts). The teachers and staff have not yet been surveyed; Chair White will make a survey available to 
teachers and staff. Ele Anderson briefly explained how the information is presented, and added that the 
Survey Committee wanted to understand the answers by grade level where possible, so that analysis is yet 
to come. There was a discussion on whether to offer the survey to incoming families for next year; Chair 
Elect responded by saying he would like to have the information but would hate to unsettle them. Member 
Hansen said she has been involved with 90% of the tours, and all are concerned about the location of the 
school. Chair White asked what the board thinks about surveying pre-enrolling families; Ele Anderson 
estimated that ⅓ have older siblings and so already are aware of the conversation. It was decided not to 
survey pre-enrolling families. 

3.7 Open Discussion  

Chair White invited more discussion.  



- Drew Goodson recapped the survey data, that a majority of parents don’t want the school to move. Only 
9% want more information, and 13% of families want to move. He later added that the Wilder forest offers 
something truly special. 
- Member Henschen stressed the importance of consistency with children, and considering many of the 
kids recently went through major changes, it feels like an injustice to ask that of them again. We have a 
smorgasbord of opportunities for kids to thrive at the Wilder campus versus a traditional setting, and she 
hopes we can set our roots here and allow the school to grow. She added that the staff talked about the 
identity being at the Wilder Forest setting.  
- Heidi Dettmann talked about the effect on kids of moving around, and the mental and physical health 
benefits of the Wilder environment.  
- Erika Hammerschmidt talked about the difficulty of changing a course.  
- Mandy Lindemann said that kids identify with their school surroundings, and moving may have long-term 
effects on the kids.  
- Jody Dick added that last year the students were largely from either Marine or Withrow, but this year 
there are many new students from Stillwater and south. They are here for River Grove per se.  
- Jessica Hansen talked about all of the professional development the teachers have done for the school and 
considering the parent survey thought that it may be a risk to disrupt the school at this point. 
- Robin Walcheski added that part of the challenge of charter schools is creating a “draw,” and that the 
Wilder forest has a built in “draw.” She added later to recognize that enrollment is integral to the finances. 
- Member Dettmann added that there is a lot of information to go over, and recommended that the board 
take a look at the both financial analyses, and agreed about enrollment needs.  
- Kate Seitz summarized that it sounds like the board wants a survey from the teachers and staff, and that it 
is needed before the Community Meetings. Chair White Agreed. Member Hansen asked what questions 
would be on the survey. Chair White asked to hear more than “do you want to stay or move,” adding where 
would you be most successful in your program delivery and what are pros and cons of both locations. Ele 
Anderson asked that the survey also go to the support staff. Chair White agreed that that was always the 
intention and suggested teaching staff pull together a survey. 
- Chair Elect Miller mentioned his concern for the families and enrollment and asked about speeding up the 
timeline of the site decision. Chair White said that discussion is on the agenda for the upcoming Board 
meeting. 
- Kristina Smitten added that she would like to see a side-by-side comparison of the financial implications, 
adding that the Wilder site is loved by all but does staying here mean significant financial vulnerability. 
Chair Elect Miller said he would invite Kou Vang into further the discussion to get clarity on the financial 
options for Wilder. Kristina Smitten expressed concern about remaining financially viable given that CSP 
funds are soon to be gone, and many charters fail due to financial mismanagement. 
- Heidi Dettmann reiterated that taking risks with enrollment is not being financially responsible. 
- Dan Miller emphasized that the Wilder options presented are just examples; there are other possible 
scenarios such as straight mortgages, holding off on an ABC and continuing to rent, or other financial plans. 
The options presented just illustrate that Wilder could be financially viable. We should wait another year to 
get a better idea of the enrollment direction. 
- Kristina Smitten asked if the finance committee will be reviewing options presented. Dan Miller said that 
our accounting group already has the JB Vang draft. Jon Dettmann said that there would need to be more 
complete financial proposals to review first.  
- Kate Owen wanted to note the problems she’s seeing and hasn’t seen many positives in the process. 
- Lisa DeMars asked if we moved, when would that happen. Lisa White said we would first need to make 
the location decision, then we would look at when. Lisa DeMars also wondered whether the Marine 
Elementary building can fit everyone. Chair White said that the city thinks that they would need 6 months 
to get the current building ready whether using portables or something else, and that any temporary 



facilities would be donated. 
- Ron Gubrud asked about the cost of breaking our current lease with Wilder. Chair White responded that 
that would be a further conversation. Drew Goodson said the lease obligation would be about $600,000.  
- Kristina Smitten mentioned a facilities committee discussed in October or November. Dan Miller said he 
has concentrated on the split campus and the Wilder feasibility discussions. Kristina Smitten said she 
doesn’t know that there has been any expansion discussions with the Marine building committee as far as 
costs and plans, and she doesn’t think there has been any analysis as far as how does the Marine building 
accommodate us. Drew Goodson added that we need an idea of projected enrollment at both facilities 
before looking at space needs. It is possible we may not need to expand if we move to the Marine building. 
- Heidi Dettmann asked about any penalty for breaking the lease. Chair White said we are obligated 
through 2023 unless we can negotiate something with Wilder, but we would not put the school in financial 
jeopardy but would consider all of the financial implications before making a decision. Both Chair White 
and Chair Elect Miller have talked to Wilder, who have indicated they want us to stay. The lease obligation 
cost would be part of any side-by-side comparison. 
- Chair White encouraged everyone to attend the upcoming meetings. 

4.0 Adjournment: Motion to approve (Dettmann) seconded (Miller). Unanimously approved.  


