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OVERVIEW 

History 
Upper Mississippi Academy (UMA) first opened its doors in 2013 in partnership with our authorizer, Innovative 
Quality Schools (IQS, at the Boy Scout Base Camp lawn by Fort Snelling for sixth and ninth graders.  After two 
years at the location, the school signed a three year lease with St Francis de Sales Catholic Parish on July 1, 2015. 
The school opened the 2015-16 school year (the third year of UMA) in St Paul at 426 Osceola Ave S.    UMA’s 
outstanding faculty and staff are passionate about learning.  They take on the role of “teachers as designers” to 
develop authentic learning opportunities where students eventually become the designers of their own 
educations.  We provide a high quality education by infusing all subjects with our four Learning Pathways: River 
to River, Design and Engineering, Edible Schoolyard, and Essential Ingredients.  Using innovative, active teaching 
methods fosters creativity and promotes student engagement with the subject matter. UMA supports a 
collaborative, cross-curricular instructional approach.  We are committed to honoring diversity, both in school 
culture and in coursework.  The UMA learning program recognizes that the integrating of the arts, sciences, 
humanities, languages, wellness, and mathematics leads to a complete education. At UMA we know that learning 
is a distinct, personal process.  We celebrate and honor individual learning styles and abilities as we help our 
students develop 21st century problem solving skills. 
 
The 2016-17 was another banner school year for UMA as we continued to meet our following mission: 

Upper Mississippi Academy is a collaborative community engaging lifelong learners 
in active, authentic experiences. 

 
Highlights of the Year 
The year was very successful from all aspects. This year had the following significant firsts: 

● We graduated our first graduating class. The graduates made us proud with their many accomplishments 
and we look forward to learning about their future journeys. 

● We had our first elected Board. The one returning board member along with seven new members 
initiated a strategic planning process. 

One of the earliest actions of the new Board centered along the creation of a new set of four values statements 
consisting of:  
 

1. Together, we are more than the sum of our parts. 

We achieve more by working together. Our Students, Parents, Faculty, Administration and Board nurture a 
collaborative environment to remove artificial barriers between subjects, grade levels, and our school and 
community. This collaborative spirit allows us to do more with less, develops important 21st-century skills, 
and produces a welcoming environment for all. 

2. We learn best when exercising our creativity. 

We recognize that all students are inherently unique and creative. Our focus on active learning and 
design-thinking requires our students and teachers to innovate throughout the learning process. 

3. We engage our communities 

We are a presence in our dynamic community. Our students see academic content in real world context, 
network with neighbors and local business leaders, exhibit their creations, and shape their current and future 
role in a global society. 

4. We celebrate the freedom to discover. 

We view failure, not as an end itself, but as a way to nurture learning, innovative thinking, and persistence. 
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These values guide our program design, inform academic experiences and provide significant and meaningful 
opportunities for collaboration with peers, teachers, and community experts in all content areas. The Board will 
continue working on the Strategic Plan in the 2017-18 school year. 
 
 
Along with having our first elected Board and first graduating class, the 2016-17 school year had the following 
highlights:  

Experiential Learning Pathways 
During the summer of 2016, a team began the work on developing common language for the four 
pathways. The team established an overarching question and worked on scope and sequence for each 
pathway. They created a diagram that displayed the design and engineering process.  We received a 
grant to buy a greenhouse and any additional material so that we could start growing food at the 
school. Sixth graders planted tomatoes and vegetables in the Spring of 2017. The sixth graders also 
had an increased number of outings on and near the river in connection to the River to River pathway. 
We had increased integration of the pathways into classes. For example, students across the school in 
several science classes designed and made robots and launchers.  

 
High School Firsts 

The 2016-17 school year marked the first time that students from the UMA middle school continued 
matriculated to the UMA 9th grade. This influx of new students led to a dedicated high school staff. 
This strong school of seasoned teachers wedded to the UMA mission and values quickly collaborated 
on projects activities that demonstrated UMA’s hands-on approach to learning. The team took 
students to Duluth, Minnesota where they toured and had active experiences at two furniture 
companies with unique approaches to sustainability, design, and manufacturing. The teachers also 
developed a Capstone project and an internship program for  the Seniors. The students impressed us 
with the depth of their Capstone projects and their commitment and enthusiastic to their internship 
hosts. Six of the senior took Post Secondary Enrollment Options (PSEO) classes this year - four of them 
full time. The seniors and staff made us proud with the graduation they designed together at the North 
Garden Theater (a community partner of UMA).  

 
Interdisciplinary, Collaborative Events and Exhibitions 

Teachers increased the amount of collaboration and interdisciplinary opportunities for the students. 
As part of the culmination of their Voices project, sixth graders shared their marvelous public service 
announcements, music videos, and “what we have in common math graphs” at a potluck dinner event. 
Seventh graders wowed their families through the sharing of the Boxes they created that displayed 
multiple forms of communication of a topic of personal interest. Eighth graders discussed and 
displayed visuals and written pieces that showed their responses to the “What is Real” 
interdisciplinary project. Ninth graders had two culminating exhibitions - an Identity event that 
showed how personal identity connects with community and a Gatsby themed culmination where 
students designed “light” and “dark” spaces that related to the 1920’s.  

 
Creative Arts 

Our students had many opportunities to showcase their art talents. Culinary students showed their 
cooking and serving skills at two seventh grade family dinners and at the ninth grade Green Light 
Dinner. Students from a high school Entrepreneurial Music class designed an event where students 
performed at a talent show and students sung and played musical pieces from their music classes. 
Seventh grade and eighth grade families came two evenings to hear musical works by their students 
including many original pieces. The extracurricular Funk Band performed a lunch concert at the 
neighboring Shamrocks restaurant (another community partner of the school). UMA students also 
welcomed audiences to premiers of two plays - a musical developed by two staff with the input of 
students and a drama written and directed by one of UMA’s eighth graders. Staff and students also 
sold their art pieces as part of the St Paul Arts Crawl.  
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Increased Mental Health and Guidance Counseling 
We increased our providing of in-school therapeutic services through our partnership with Headway. 
Our receipt of a grant led to hiring of a part time academic guidance counselor. Her work helped 
students obtain acceptances and scholarships to colleges. She also began guiding our ninth graders as 
they started thinking of their future educational and career interests. 
 

Graduation 
All 13 of our seniors participated in graduation this year. Of these, 12 of them began their high 
school career at UMA. A couple of them left and returned. We are proud of their acceptances to a 
variety of colleges across the country including: 

Grinnell Hamline Kenyon University of Iowa  
St. Kate’s St. Olaf Lawrence Normandale Comm. Coll. 
University of Minnesota St. Paul Coll. Clark Univ. of Puget Sound 
Lake Forest Warren Wilson Northland Coll. Mpls. Comm. Technical Coll. 
Univ. of Minnesota Morris St. Thomas Minnesota Life Coll. St. Scholastica  
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ENROLLMENT AND FINANCIALS 

Enrollment 
UMA’s enrollment dropped for the school year as expected given the very large size of the eighth grade class and 
the expectation of a low retention rate from eighth to ninth grade given the many changes for what was UMA’s 
initial sixth grade class. We anticipate high retention and significant student body growth over the next several 
years. The following chart shows how enrollment has changed over UMA’s first four years. 

 
Financial Results 
The 2015-16 school year ended with UMA having our first positive fund balance after having overcome the 
financial hole that occurred in the school’s first year. We are thankful to the parents, staff, and community 
supporters who stayed with us. The 2016-17 build on the positive results of the previous year as we nearly 
doubled our fund balance despite having an enrollment decline. We also completed paying off a promissory note 
that the school signed off on at the end of year one. The financial success was due to more careful management of 
our transportation budget and a continued tight management of salary changes. The improved financial position 
led to the way overdue salary increases for teachers for the 2017-18 school year. We believe that UMA is well 
positioned for continued significant fund balance growth. The following charts summarize the financial changes 
over the first four years of the school.  

  

  



7 

 
 

SURVEYS 

 
Parent and Student Surveys 
In the spring of 2017, we conducted surveys with the parents and the students. We were very pleased that the 
reason parents and students selected UMA was due to our educational mission to engage the students in active 
learning and collaboration.  Parents and students have a strong sense of belonging and safety. The following pie 
charts summarize some of the survey results. 
 

Parent Survey Results Student Survey Results 
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Parent Survey Results Student Survey Results 
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Reach Survey 
We also gave the students the Reach Survey in the Fall of 2016. This survey has no benchmarks to compare the 
analyze the results of the survey. Overall, we were pleased the results that connect directly to our mission and 
values. The following show results of questions that we want to track that relate to who we want to be. 
 

  

  

 
The Reach Survey indicated other areas that we would like to improve upon including how our teachers inspire the 
students through developing common connections.  
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GOVERNANCE AND STRATEGIC PLANNING 

 
 
Governance 
Charter Schools hold their first Board elections during the third year of the school. The 2016-17 school year, the 
fourth year of UMA, thus brought in our first ever elected Board of Directors. The Board for 2016-17 consisted of: 
 
Chris Mortenson (teacher) President 
Chris Svensrud  (parent) Vice-President 
Joe Klancher (parent) Treasurer 
Lesley Ernst (teacher) Secretary 
Dan Trockman (community member) 
Krista Hong (parent) 
Adam Schneider (parent) 
Janet Ludden (community member) 
 
The board established Finance, Annual Fund, Facilities, Gala, and Strategic Planning committees. The Advancement 
and Facilities committees had non-Board member coming from the parent, teacher, and other community 
supporters. 
 
Strategic Planning 
The UMA Board began the strategic planning process with the reevaluation of the school’s values. The Highlight 
section earlier described the values that the Board approved in the first half of the year. The Board also developed 
a framework to ensure that the mission and values are well understood by staff, students, families and community 
supporters. 
In addition the Board approved an expectation for outcomes that would ensure that mission and values are 
integrated into the classes. Key expectations for the 2017-18 school year are: 

Collaboration  
● Every grade level team would have at least one cross curricular showcase in the year. 
● Faculty are expected to intentionally connect to at least one pathway per class each semester. 

Creativity 
● There is a faculty led staff development relating to Design process and/or using creativity in 

classroom per semester. 
● Each teacher displays results of creative work at least once per year. 

Discovery 
● Common language and stories related to role of failure in discovery is developed and documented. 
● Faculty are expected to intentionally have opportunity to take risk in at least one class. 

Community  
● Middle school have a minimum of five community contact events. High school has at least six. 
● Staff should be planning future showcase events that involve community in setting. 
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STUDENTS DEMOGRAPHICS, ATTENDANCE AND ATTRITION 

 
Demographics 
UMA serves students across the Twin Cities. Students from over fifteen districts across the metropolitan area. The 
following tables shows the distribution of students across the multiple districts and approximates the distribution 
of the majority of students that live in either St Paul or Minneapolis.  
 

 

 
 
The following charts give other demographic information: 

 
Special Education - 27.2% Free/Reduced Lunch - 14.4% 
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Attendance 
 

 
 
 
 
Retention of Students 
We continued to have strong retention of students in the middle school, but there were some losses due to changes 
in bus routes and older siblings at other schools in Minneapolis. 
 
We anticipated that the retention rate from eighth grade to ninth grade would not be high due to the many 
transitions that occurred to the the first UMA sixth grade class. The class as a whole stayed with the school during 
the site and Executive Director changes going from sixth to seventh to eighth grade, but we knew that a huge 
majority of those families had signed up as pioneers for the middle school experience. We expect the retention rate 
to increase dramatically from 8th to 9th in the future with the many positive changes planned in the high school. 
The 9th graders that continued from 8th grade have become huge advocates for the high school experience. The 
following table summarizes the retention rates with a comparison to preliminary numbers going into the 2017-18 
school year: 
 

Grade 2015-16 to 2016-17 2016-17 to 2017-18 
(preliminary) 

6th to 7th 78% 95% 

7th to 8th 84% 87% 

8th to 9th  19% 47% 

 
Given the wide distribution of students across the Twin Cities metropolitan area, transportation issues in regard to 
bus routes and parent work schedule changes have an impact on student retention numbers. 
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MCA TEST RESULTS 

 
Many families that enroll their students at UMA are NOT advocates of standardized testing. As a school we are 
required to give MCAs. We do let families know that the testing can help prepare students for future college testing 
such as the SATs and ACTs. In prior years, UMA also gave the NWEA MAP tests twice a year. We chose to no longer 
continue these tests due to their intense use of class time and technology. We chose to use Curriculum Based 
Measurements (CBMs) instead which are shorter and less anxiety creating.  
 

Reading Results 
UMA MCA reading scores continued outperforming scores in the State, St Paul and Minneapolis. The high 
scores correlated with the the Curriculum Based Measurements  where 76% of students scored above 50% 
nationally normed on at least one of the three CBMs taken during the year. 
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Math Results 
UMA MCA scores did NOT meet our expectations. We continue to evaluate changes we should make that 
lead to similar outcomes at the reading scores. We continue to believe that the scores underestimate the 
students understanding due to student test anxiety and students not caring (8th graders especially were 
seen running through the test to be done). We did notice that the students had significantly higher 
performance of the Math CBMs. Over 60% of the students scored above  50% nationally normed on at least 
one of the CBMs taken during the year. We will look at how we use Title I funds, project work, and possibly 
anxiety reducing methods to support MCA Math growth in future years. 
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STAFFING AND INNOVATIVE PRACTICES 

2016-17Staff 
The staff had some turnover from the 2015-16 school year. We believe the changes led to a group of teachers and 
support paraprofessionals more aligned with our school mission. The staff consisted of the following people: 
Administration 

Executive Director Harry Adler 

Dean of Students/Director of Special Ed Amy Elverum 

Advancement Director Abbe Payton 

Technology Support Laurie Toll (half-time) 

Office Kate Needleman 

Office Stephanie Oyen  

Teachers 

Science 6/8 Bryon Adams 

Social Studies 7, Electives Carolyn Alouach 

Pathways, Culinary, Electives Dina Berray 

Language Arts е Elizabeth Brown 

Social Studies 6 Language Arts 6 Mark Dallmann 

Social Studies 8/9/12 Jamie Fitzgerald 

Music Casey Frensz 

High School Lang Arts, Pathways, Electives Denise Goldman 

Pre-Algebra, Programming, Pathways Bill Hauer 

Science 7 Virginia Herzog (half-time) 

Art, Pathways Michelle Jurewicz 

High School Pathways, Electives Chris Mortenson (half-time) 

Art Brian Nagel (half-time) 

Spanish Erik Nordwall 

Math 6, Pathways, Music Adam Schneider 

High School Science/Math, Electives David Stahnke 

Algebra, HS Math, Electives LeAnn Washenberger  

Special Education (SpEd) and Social Work 

Social Worker Heidi Jaeger 

SpEd – 7 Sara Bartholomew 

SpEd – 6 Lesley Ernst 

SpEd – High School Ella Kearney 

SpEd – 8 (one Lang Arts class) Tom Sitzman/Peter Seltzer 

SpEd – High School Genna Thompson 

Guidance Counselor Jane Greenberger (part time) 

Paraprofessionals  

Yara Anderson (half-year) 

 Tommy Bennett 

 Gus Curry 

 David Ehrhardt 

 Evan Flack 

                                                                      Evan Griggs 

                                                                      Gerardo Hernandez 

                                                                      Mohanad Jawadi 

                                                                      Jan Korbel 

  Kathy Mollner 

                                                                      Brian Nagel (half-time) 

Susan Peters 

Joe Rozanski 
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The overall retention of licensed teaching staff from 2015-16 to 2016-17 was 65%. The retention from licensed 
teachers from 2016-17 to 2017-18 was 82% as we continue to hire teachers more closely matching our mission 
and values.  
  
Innovative Practices and Implementation 
We have received accolades on our innovative teaching approach.   We refer to our staff as “teachers as designers” 
due to their willingness and passion to independently develop curriculum that connects their students to real 
world applications.   Our learning pathways which include “River to River”, “Design and Engineering”, “Essential 
Ingredients”, and “Edible Schoolyard” provide shared threads for teachers to collaborate and develop 21st Century 
problem solving and presentation skills.  

 
We do not let the school building define where education occurs.   As a small school, we take pride in our 
nimbleness and flexibility that allows us to bring our students to a wide range of explorations outside of school. 
Our students have frequent experiences where they engage with nature as well as Twin Cities business and 
community assets.   As students progress through our school, they become the “designers” as they take greater 
ownership of their learning and collaboration with students and community members.  
 
Teachers and Administration 
Teachers were observed by fellow staff through the Q-comp observation process and hired consultants on the 
ENVoY classroom management. Teachers were given feedback on the effectiveness of their lessons and classroom 
management. Q-comp feedback also focused on implementation of reading literacy teaching strategies.   Teachers 
were also given feedback by Administration over the course of the year. 

 
Feedback on administration was collected on surveys from teachers, parents, and students as part of the surveys 
given in the Spring of 2017. This feedback was used along with other objective data for the UMA Board of Directors’ 
review of the Executive Director at the June Board Meeting. 

 
District 
UMAs curriculum emphasizes collaborative hands-on authentic learning opportunities.   We also employ the use of 
our experiential learning pathways (Design and Engineering, Edible Schoolyard, Essential Ingredients, and River to 
River) as a means to provide natural integration across all subjects.   Staff received several trainings through the 
year in use of the ENVoY classroom management approach. 

 
The school on average had two Student Release Days per month so that teachers could share, collaborate, and plan 
high quality instruction that culminates in signature interdisciplinary events.   Teachers also shared strategies on 
how to best use our multiple computer carts and google applications by the students for research, analysis of data, 
and writing.  

 
We also used parent and student survey data as well the scorecard we received from our authorizer to assess our 
processes and progress. 
 
Equitable Access to Excellent Teachers 
As a small charter, our entire district is one building; therefore, all staff are working with all of the students.  All of 
UMA’s teachers are licensed in their content area that they teach.   
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FUNDRAISING 

 
UMA established an Advancement Committee at the start of the school year. This committee with the support of a 
enthusiastic group of volunteers had a very successful annual fund campaign. In addition, members of the 
campaign along with other volunteers designed, created and implemented the most successful UMA Gala ever.  

Our dedicated Advancement Committee is pleased to share the outcomes of our Annual Fund Campaign. Everyone at 

UMA joins the Committee in thanking donors who together contributed $35,839 toward sustaining our 

wonderful school. 

77 total gifts 

59 gifts from UMA guardian households 
33 gifts under $100 
4 gifts for $3,000 or more 

Thank you to our dedicated Annual Fund volunteers Leslie Ernst, Dolly Fair-Holton, Chris Mortenson, Carron Perry, Deb 
Paulsrud, Chris Svensrud, Shannon Svensrud, and Dan Trockman! 

 

 


