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September 19, 2022

Board of Directors
Judy Kishel, Chair
Amherst H. Wilder Foundation 
451 Lexington Parkway North
Saint Paul, Minnesota 55104

Dear Wilder Foundation Board Members:

We are writing to you today on behalf of the River Grove: Marine Area Community School Board 
of Directors to express our deep concern about the proposed sale of the Wilder Forest property 
in May Township, which includes our campus, to an outside entity that intends to establish an 
overnight Camp in our current location. 

Since our inception as a school in 2017, River Grove has always considered the Wilder 
Foundation to be a partner and an advocate. We are a tuition-free, public charter school that 
serves 225 students, nearly one-third of whom receive special education services. Our 
teachers, parents, and students feel a deep connection with the forest surrounding our school 
buildings and we have developed our curriculum and programming to make full use of this 
unique setting. Our students ski and snowshoe as integral units in physical education. They 
measure trees to learn geometry, study insects and plants, and read countless books under the 
towering pines. 

River Grove’s focus on outdoor, environmental education helps children to succeed who might 
otherwise struggle in a traditional school setting. There is ample research demonstrating the 
benefits of outdoor education and time spent in nature for academic learning, as well as 
physical and mental health. The non-traditional recess space at our campus also provides 
students with an opportunity for unstructured play time, which helps them to be creative, 
develop problem solving skills, and synthesize knowledge from their classroom lessons. 

On July 1, 2022, River Grove entered into a new five-year contract with the Minnesota Guild, 
our charter school authorizer, which will continue through June 30, 2027. Upon issuing this 
contract, Minnesota Guild’s Executive Director Jim Zacchini congratulated River Grove on our 
exemplary progress over the past five years and noted that our school “has remained true to its 
mission and focus of developing academically successful students ready to succeed in life.” 
Staff at the Minnesota Guild consider River Grove to be a “rising star” and an example of 
success for other beginning charter schools in our state.



As we’ve grown and evolved as a school, we’ve worked closely with Wilder to develop our long-
range vision. Knowing that Wilder hoped to eventually sell the property, our intention has always 
been to: 1) form an affiliated building company, which our administration has already begun 
working towards, to purchase our campus once we’ve been in operation for 6 years (July 2023 
for River Grove, per Minnesota State Statute), or 2) identify a friendly buyer who can purchase 
the land and work with us to continue operating in our current location through a long-term 
lease. 

Toward this end, Wilder staff have attended public meetings with River Grove families and May 
Township officials. They have helped us to negotiate updates to our Conditional Use Permit 
(CUP) and reassured worried parents that the Foundation would not sell the land out from 
underneath our school.

The River Grove School Community has invested thousands of volunteer hours, and over 
$300,000 in public taxpayer funds toward maintenance, upkeep, and improvement of the school 
campus and its buildings, to the direct benefit of the Wilder Foundation and its property value. 
Staff and parent volunteers have mowed the lawn, cleared overgrown trails, removed invasive 
buckthorn, built playgrounds and a naturescape, and remodeled classroom spaces. We have 
also spent significant time and over six figures in financial resources toward updating our CUP 
in order to remain on the Wilder Property. This has included paying to conduct a road 
improvement study, hiring legal counsel, and meeting with independent contractors to discuss 
septic replacement and future construction needs. This investment has happened on top of the 
$1,500,000 in taxpayer-funded lease aid we have paid to Wilder Foundation during the past five 
years. 

You can imagine our surprise, and extreme disappointment, when we received notice that your 
organization intends to sell the Wilder Forest to an outside buyer instead. We feel blind-sided by 
this announcement, which seems capricious and not in keeping with Wilder’s vision of a “vibrant 
community where all individuals, families and neighborhoods can prosper, with opportunities to 
work, to be engaged in their communities, to live in decent housing, to attend good schools and 
to receive support during times of need.”

If the proposed sale of Wilder Forest goes forward, it will be devastating to our school and the 
larger community, especially in the wake of a two-year COVID pandemic. Schools around the 
nation, including ours, have been hit hard with COVID-related financial expenses, staffing 
shortages, public debates about school closures and masking requirements, and the physical 
and mental toll wrought upon our teachers, children, and families. In spite of this all, River Grove 
began the 2022-23 school year with a waiting list of 75 prospective students.

At minimum, we ask that the Wilder Foundation reserve the portion of the Wilder Forest where 
our school campus is located until we are able to form an affiliated building company to 
purchase the land and buildings next year.



Alternatively, it is our understanding that Manitou Fund has expressed interest in purchasing the 
Wilder Foundation property. Given how supportive Manitou has been of River Grove and our 
programming, we feel this could result in a strong ongoing partnership that would provide long-
term security and support for our school and the neighboring Big River Farms, both which are 
important pillars of the local community. 

This is a matter of great urgency and we look forward to continued conversation with your 
organization in the very near future so that we can reassure our parents, teachers and children 
that River Grove is here to stay. 

Sincerely, 

River Grove: Marine Area Community School Board of Directors

Jessica Hansen, Chair
Lisa Dochniak, Vice Chair
Katie Bruns, Treasurer
Angie Hong, Secretary
Annie Beck

CC: 
Drew Goodson, River Grove Executive School Director
Shirley Volk, River Grove Director of Student Services
John Adams, May Township Board Chair


