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Dear Senator Reichgott and Representative Kelso, 

To jog your memory - I testified several times last year for 
the chartered schools bill. I'm the founder and director of 
a private, non-profit alternative school in Minneapolis that 
serves recovering chemically dependent youth. 

I feel compelled to write to give you an update on what our 
foundation is attempting to do - and what major road blocks 
we have begun to face. 

The good news: our school continues to do very well. Our 
student population has been involved with us long enough to 
start to understand what we're aiming for educationally. 
It's the best year we've ever had ... students are believing 
that alternative, innovative methods can actually help them 
learn on a deeper level. 

More good news: we're ready to add a housing component to 
our school. Within a few months, P.E.A.S.E. House (Peers 
Enjoying A Sober Environment) will be home for up to five of 
our students who are unable to stay with their families due 
to abuse and/or use in the home. This is a new model as 
well. .. 

Now, where the challenges are: 

- we want to start a school in St. Paul to address substance 
abuse issues with high risk youth who may not be chemically 
dependent, but who "use" on a regular basis, and who ~ in 
danger of dropping out. 
What prompted us was the closing of Jefferson Alternative 
School. If you've not heard about Jefferson, let me give you 
a brief description: it's kind of a "dumping ground" for kids 
who ~an't make it in Lhe mainstream, and who have multiple 
issues to deal with.~. 
I've got a copy of a consultant's report of a year ago in 
which she recommended a complete overhaul of the entire 
system there. Instead, small, and fairly insubstantial 
changes were made. Attendance continued at 20-25%; less than 
ten will graduate this year. 

The Holos Foundation Board voted to explore the possibility 
of starting a chartered school to support such a population; 
our approach would remain very innovative in both the 
education and health arenas ("whole mind/brain compatible" 
learning, and a wellness rather than "disease" model of 
addictions/abuse). 



I've spoken with the St. Paul Urban League (they're 
interested), the Urban Coalition (very supportive), Chicanos 
and Latinos United in Service (on board), NAACP, some key 
people in holistic health, and several adolescent residential 
treatment programs who lose the services of Jefferson (the 
director of one said he was very dissatisfied with the 
educational approach they received and is eager to speak with 
me) • 

And the road blocks? 

1.) As a chartered school, we lose the ability to hire 
teaching staff that are not licensed teachers. When you're 
working with such a specialized population with multiple 
issues, and living in homes of great dysfunction, it is very 
important to have a variety of people on staff - all teaching 
- to address those needs. 
We have non-licensed teachers at P.E.A.S.E. (all of us teach) 
and it works very well. The education is relevant (we teach 
to core competencies), innovative, and meaningful. 

2. ) As a chartered school, we lose a good cross 
representation of community involvement on our board. Right 
now, one of thirteen board members is a licensed teacher. 
It's a wonderful representation of very dedicated people from 
diverse backgrounds who are all committed to the school's 
philosophy. 

3.) The book work and legalities of being a chartered school 
go beyond what needs to be done as a contracted school. I 
saw the law, and with what we'd have to do to comply - well, 
we're talking some "heavy duty" paper pushing that for even 
myself is discouraging. 

We then thought - let's go for a contract, as we did in 
Minneapolis. More freedom to hire, we can keep our board, 
and we already know "the system". 
Although we get only 88% of the state aid, I was hoping we 
could negotiate with the school board regarding other monies 
they would be getting for the kids we'd enroll: extra aid for 
AFDC, for special ed, for capital expenditures, etc. 

Block number 4.) School districts that contract with 
private, non-sectarian schools are not eligible to receive 
anything other than the straig-ht state aid! This means that, 
even now, the Minneapolis District gets no additional funds 
for the kids we serve - funds that all other school 
districts and chartered schools would receive. All because 
we are "contracted". 

My guess is that many specialty schools like P.E.A.S.E. serve 
high risk youth. These students' needs are so much more 
complex - so much greater. Yet we probably receive less than 



half the monies available to a public school district. 

There is nothing to negotiate with St. Paul. Nothing. If we 
contract with them, we get only 88% of aid, period. Leaving 
a big financial gap. 

If we charter, we lose the ability to hire those individuals 
that would be the best for the job. And lose our board. And 
struggle with accounting systems, attendance systems, etc. 

On top of all of this, I'm also running up against 
"institutions" that, while they see the need for an 
alternative school for these kids, dare not put anything in 
writing because of the "politics". An example: I met with 
the Chemical Health Director of Ramsey County. We talked for 
an hour. He agreed that the Jefferson School was a 
"disaster", and that the substance abuse issues of these kids 
were not being addressed. I asked for a statement of 
support, not for our program, but simply to identify need. 
He said he didn't think it would be a problem. 

Two weeks later, a phone call. He cannot write anything. 
"We cannot tell the St. Paul Schools what they should be 
doing. That needs to come from them." No negotiating. No 
statement of need. No acknowledgement of a gap. 

The political fear is deafening. 

Why am I writing is to vent a little, to make sure you know 
there are those of us around who deeply care, who want the 
best for our children, and to let you know how much I honor 
and respect you both for what you're attempting to do. 

I thank you from my heart. It can't be easy! But please -
don't give up. Our kids need adults who care first about 
them. And you are doing that. 

If there's any way I can help, please let me know. (And if 
anyone is interested in repealing the statute thRI makes 
contracted non-sectarian schools ineligible for additional 
funds, let me know that, too.) 

Bless you both, 

1:2 / . 
~,,. 

Barbara Schmidt 
Founder/Director 


