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Part One

Pre-2004: Foundation
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In the clump of teenagers, there’s a girl who looks like she’s being 
pulled apart—like she’d move herself backward if she could, but 

she can’t because the rest of her is bent forward, trunk twisting. 
Her long brown hair is being stretched, wound into the left hand 
of a girl facing her. Her face is fully open to the hair-puller, whose 
fist fiercely connects—bap! bap! bap!—just below the helpless girl’s 
eye. Unable to move much in any direction, the victim points her 
face straight down and hopes to avoid contact. Save for the locks 
still clenched in her assailant’s hand, the target’s full hair now 
flies fully over her face. The puncher coolly changes her jabs to 
quick uppercuts. Somehow, a third girl moves among this activity 
to scrawl something onto the victim’s cheek with a permanent 
Sharpie marker. 

It happens so suddenly that I need a few seconds to process 
what I’m seeing: a coordinated assault, just a few feet away from 
me and my classroom. As the image sharpens, I notice that the 
puncher, the scrawler, and others in proximity are all my kids. 
Academy kids. They’re supposed to be on the other end of the 
building at this hour, though. What’s going on?!

Other students, all making their way to their next classes, 
have noticed the scene and are now swarming to get a look. Their 
voices rise in excitement, jolting me out of my seconds-long delay. 
I let out a loud yell to cut through the adolescent cheering, and I 
move the few steps it takes to get between the helpless girl and her 
attackers. The melee breaks at once, and the assailants smoothly 
slip away—weaving through the crowd of hooting, laughing 
students and gone.

I guide the victim into my classroom and help her clear the 
hair veiling her face. I know her: she’s an outgoing and popular 
senior, and I’d had her in my class two years ago. Her left cheek 
is reddening, and I can see that it’s beginning to swell. I ask her if 
she’s going to be okay, and I tell her she’s safe. She can’t even get 
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a word out in response. I think to myself that her shock makes 
sense—before what’d just happened to her, she’d probably never 
even imagined being punched in the face.

A neighboring teacher has joined me beside the stunned and 
swelling student. I ask her to please stay here and to call the office 
so I can get after finding the girls that did this. I know who it was, 
and they all know me well. And though I don’t have any idea if 
they’re heading to their next class, I know exactly where they’re 
supposed to be. (Incidentally, I have no idea what I will say to them 
when I find them, either. I just want to be the first adult they talk 
to after what I saw them do.) The teacher nods, and I tear out of my 
room down the hallway in the direction the four sprinted off in.

Halfway down the hall, I take the available stairway down to 
the first floor. I practically fly down them—two, three at a time. 
And when I reach the bottom, what I see quickly stops my flight: 
the puncher, the scrawler, and a few others I spotted blocking off 
the fray—my kids, Academy kids—are standing, waiting. Not 
running, scattering, or making any sound. They’re stilled, and it’s 
clear they’d been waiting for me to reach them. Like I’d kept them 
waiting long enough. Passing time’s up, so it’s pretty well just me 
and them in the entire vast hallway.

I know I have to stay calm with them, so I hold down my first 
reaction. I can’t, however, hold back cursing. ‘What the hell was 
that, you guys? What’s going on?’

They all let their story fly at once.
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Chapter 1

A Simple, Sincere 
Beginning

'It’s the action, not the fruit of the action, that’s 
important. You have to do the right thing. It 

may not be in your power, may not be in your 
time, that there’ll be any fruit. But that doesn’t 
mean you stop doing the right thing. You may 

never know what results come from your action. 
But if you do nothing, there will be no result.'

– Mahatma Ghandi
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When my principal, Dr. Robert Perdaems, poked his head 
into my classroom one afternoon in early 2004, he didn’t 

intend to change my life forever. He just wanted to chat about our 
school’s dropouts.

Our school was Osseo Senior High, a three-year,1 1800-student 
school parked in Osseo, Minnesota, about 20 minutes northwest 
from the Twin Cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul, and the dropouts 
on his mind hadn’t dropped out—yet, anyway. Perdaems, a soft-
spoken, salt-and-pepper-mustachioed education doctorate-holder 
we all called ‘Dr. Bob’, had been studying our graduation statistics 
and he couldn’t stop thinking about what he found. Namely, he’d 
recognized that the kids who’d dropped out or needed extra time 
to graduate didn’t fail all at once. Rather, they held in common 
that they’d ended their sophomore years below a certain minimum 
credit threshold. As such, Dr. Bob believed you could predict who 
was likely to drop out by checking their sophomore year credits. 
And that meant we had an opportunity to help them before it was 
too late.

‘I guess I’ve learned that we’ve been trying to address dropouts 
all wrong,’ he said, standing as he always did when he came by to 
chat about school things—a few steps inside my door as I got my 
activities ready for the next hour. ‘I’m thinking we could do things 
a bit differently, but it won’t be an easy fix.’

Interesting, sure, I thought. I was always interested with Dr. 
Bob’s takes on how we could do things better. At that point of the 
year (mid-winter, which is brutal on schools everywhere but even 
more so on cooped-up Minnesotans), though, and with another 
few classes on the way in under 30 minutes, I won’t pretend that I 
was excited or even intrigued by it. I had enough to worry about. 

The main point Dr. Bob wanted to get across, though, was that 
in essence, every incoming sophomore class contained a group 
of invisible dropouts. Kids who were on the way to dropping out 
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but didn’t know it yet. Kids school professionals didn’t recognize 
until it was too late. Helping them after this critical sophomore 
year didn’t typically do much good, basically, as the damage was 
done. The hole they had already started to dig would be too deep 
to escape.

‘I want to break this pattern,’ Dr. Bob said.
What he was planning to do was change when and how we 

helped these kids. Typically we approached them like trauma 
patients rushed into a senior-year ‘emergency room’. Dr. Bob 
wanted to take a more preventive approach. He wanted to diagnose 
them sooner and start treatment earlier to keep at-risk sophomores 
from falling below the crucial credit threshold. He had a particular 
treatment in mind: a school-within-a-school where a select group 
of teachers would work intensively with dropouts-in-progress for 
their core subjects of social studies, science, math, and English. 
This model was growing in popularity in the U.S. at the time as a 
dropout-prevention strategy, and Dr. Bob thought it might work 
at Osseo too. 

The details were not mapped out, but the basic principles were 
in place. The school-within-a-school would function according to 
the same school structures, such as bell schedules and behavior 
policies. But the teachers would have license to diverge from 
programmatic/curricular scripts and to tweak operations in 
whatever ways they believed would support their students most 
effectively. Academic demands, however, would remain at school-
standard levels. This was non-negotiable. The idea was not to give 
credits away so kids could earn empty diplomas. The whole point 
was to give challenged kids more support and guidance during 
what we suspected was an absolutely crucial year.

As Dr. Bob saw it, these conceptual basics were all he needed 
to get things rolling. He could have been more prescriptive about 
what the school-within-a-school would look like, but—crucially—he 
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wasn’t. He felt it was more appropriate to hand those decisions over 
to the teachers who were going to be living it each day. In his mind, 
the teachers he was choosing were the key to making it all work.

That’s when he popped the question.
‘So,’ he said, and paused. ‘Do you think you’d want to join us? 

I think it could do a lot of good for kids who need it, and I believe 
you’d be a good fit.’

Everything I was thinking at that moment told me to say no.
What I heard in Dr. Bob’s proposal was:
‘Do you want to teach entire classes of the challenging kids 

you usually only encounter one or two at a time?’ That made me 
think of kids like Mike, a student I had at the time who regularly 
blurted insults at fellow classmates, and who’d even once jumped 
on a baggie full of ketchup in my classroom—splattering mess over 
everything. Could I handle a room full of Mikes?

‘Do you want to teach these kids without backing off on 
current curricular and performance standards?’ I thought of 
trying to get a classroom of Mikes, not a couple of him at a time, 
to dig into reading Shakespeare without cutting any corners or 
researching in the media center for a persuasive essay. My eyeballs 
throbbed.

‘Do you want to have a lot more meetings, working in close 
collaboration with teachers from other departments?’ Hard pass.

‘Do you want all the pressure of success or failure placed 
squarely on you?’ I wasn’t a rookie any more. I had become much 
more efficient when it came to sizing up my time, energy, and angst 
commitments. But this idea seemed awfully risky on all fronts. 

In other words, Dr. Bob was politely asking if he could put me 
through the wringer. I thought of my family. My oldest daughter 
was on the cusp of kindergarten and my youngest wasn’t even 
walking yet. I was already feeling fried a lot of the time. The job 
was tough enough without all of this extra effort.
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And yet I was intrigued. I couldn’t help it.
Like Dr. Bob, I couldn’t get past the data and what they said 

about the predictive power of sophomore credit deficiencies 
and our collective failures to address them. This was right in 
my wheelhouse. I had done part-time teaching at nights to help 
adults—some who were new to the country but many others who 
were high school dropouts—earn their diplomas. The experience 
taught me a lot about the importance of a high school education 
done well. I had also been doing more independent study of 
educational research and history to sharpen my instructional 
philosophies, practices, and policies, and I could see my classroom 
practice really taking off as a result. Permission to go off script 
would give me a chance to try out even more of these ideas. And 
teaming up with other teachers to improve a group of kids—as 
opposed to our shared content, like we usually did—was especially 
attractive. 

Additionally, I didn’t disagree with Dr. Bob that I seemed like 
a good fit for his school-within-a-school’s English teacher. I had 
taught at least two sections of sophomore English for all of my 
six years at Osseo. I had been part of the cross-district writing 
team that aligned the curriculum to revised state standards a few 
years prior, giving me pretty deep awareness of our feeder schools’ 
sequences and rationales. And I had built a reputation for working 
well with our more challenging students. (Like Mike. Hell, I 
actually loved having Mike in my class, ketchup aside.)

And on top of all that, the opportunity was attractive because 
it was different. Typical asks in our district involved serving on 
some committee for new elective courses to be offered or attending 
a workshop on using more projects in class or taking part in one 
of dozens of similarly superficial demonstrations of teacher-
leadership. The school-within-a-school sounded like a chance to 
lead in a meaningful way. I mean, actually lead. In a way that could 
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benefit kids who desperately needed it and our entire school. And 
Dr. Bob was offering it because of what he observed in me and my 
teaching. Requests like these didn’t come along very often, and so 
I couldn’t help but be flattered.2 

Flattered at the offer to do really hard work? Yes. Being 
selected to do meaningful work based on one’s merits doesn’t 
happen real frequently in education. What does get offered doesn’t 
include decision-making responsibilities or additional pay, so it’s 
quite common for teachers to steer clear of them. (And really, can 
you blame them?) As a result, much ‘leadership’ in education falls 
to whoever is willing to volunteer, not teachers who are hand-
picked by administrators based on their demonstrated talents. (It 
probably won’t surprise you to learn that conferring special duties 
on classroom-level staff is politically tricky for administrators. 
Dr. Bob took a lot of heat from other teachers in the building who 
hadn’t been chosen for the school-within-a-school and believed 
the selection process should have been voluntary.)

Dr. Bob grinned. He could see me talking myself into it.
There were too many positives to ignore. As I realized this, my 

initial wariness disappeared. Heck, I decided in that moment that I 
didn’t even need to know what the whole thing would look like or 
who the other teachers would be. As for how it would play at home, 
I knew my wife would be in once she heard how it matched to so 
much I found important. I thanked Dr. Bob for thinking of me and 
told him to count me in.

* * *

I’m not exaggerating when I say my decision to participate in this 
school-within-a-school, which eventually became known as the 
Sophomore Academy, changed my life forever.

The Academy ran for four years, from 2004 to 2008, and that 
period taught me more about young people, effective instructional 
practice, and comprehensive school improvement than any personal 
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or professional experience before or since. My time in the Academy 
propelled me to study harder about education and to dedicate 
myself to impacting the field at large more intensely than I had ever 
imagined possible in the first years of my teaching career. Teaching 
in the Academy made me want to be a better educator.

To this day, I can confidently trace my deepest educational 
beliefs—about organizational improvement, about ‘right-side-
up’ classroom instruction and policies,3 about the importance of 
school culture (and what that actually means)—back to lightbulbs 
that popped on for me when I was meeting with my Academy 
colleagues to figure out how to reach a kid who’d gone suddenly, 
disquietingly distant or how to give the entire group a jolt of 
motivation.

Today, my work in education is more administrative and 
consultative. But I still find myself telling the educators I work 
with about what the Academy taught us. How our team planned 
and carried out actions. How the school administration challenged 
and supported the Academy without ever over-managing it. How 
the Academy teachers made tough decisions together—and how we 
stuck together when the students pushed back. How we relied on 
systems and consistency and relationships over anything faddish 
or canned or expensive or WiFi-enabled. How the Academy kids 
held one another up. And on and on. As you can probably tell, 
when I start talking about what the Academy taught us, it’s kind 
of hard to stop.

As the experience has gotten further behind me, I often ask myself 
some tough questions about the entire Sophomore Academy 
experiment and other improvement actions going on at Osseo 
Senior High School back then. (You’ll see: as continuous school 
improvement goes, we had some pretty special things going.) 

Was it a great professional-growth opportunity for all the 
Academy’s teachers, or just for me? It had a profound and 
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transformative impact on me, but did my colleagues feel the same 
way? Did their time in the Academy transform their ideals and 
practices and collaborative capacities? Did their careers change 
paths? Were they full of fond memories or regrets?

What impressions—if any—did the Academy leave on Osseo 
Senior High? Did anything we learned translate into building-
wide improvements? Did we affect ongoing attitudes, policies, 
and practices across the school? If we did, were those policies 
and practices durable enough to withstand the last decade’s 
Accountability Era and its attendant emphases? (Remember, Big 
Data hadn’t yet reached top speed at this time.) What has the last 
decade looked like at Osseo? Is the school better off?

And, naturally, I’ve wondered—a lot, you can be sure—about 
whether or not the Academy fulfilled its mission. Did we do for the 
invisible dropouts what Dr. Bob had in mind when he first came 
up with the idea? Beyond keeping our Academy students on track 
for high-school graduation, did we prepare them for the rest of 
high school and beyond? Ten years later, how are they doing? From 
being labeled ‘at-risk’ after junior high to spending a year in our 
Academy, did they believe school was valuable enough—and their 
teachers in their corner enough—to invest in their own academic 
success? Put another way, were the guesses we made about them 
and what they needed right? Did the environment we created 
actually prepare them for the world beyond school? 

In short, I often wonder about how our Academy alumni look 
back on the experience, and whether or not they think it was worth 
it. These kids are all in their mid- to late-20s right now. Knowing 
how it would all turn out, would they advise us to do anything 
differently? For after all, if the kids we taught don’t consider their 
lives much better as a result, then it really doesn’t matter how 
personally and professionally fulfilling it may have been for me, my 
colleagues, Osseo Senior, and the field of education.

What the Academy Taught Us Pages (US).indd   16 11/07/2019   16:06



A Simple, Sincere Beginning

17

* * *

To answer all of these questions, I had to write this book. In it, I 
will revisit my Sophomore Academy years with the intent to:

• Share effective practical models through details about 
how the Academy initiative came together, what it looked 
like in practice, and what it did to continually improve 
itself;

• Examine ongoing educational debates and phenomena 
through the lenses of the Academy, Osseo Senior High’s 
other school-improvement actions at the time, and the 
district’s later attempts at transformational system change, 
and to consider all critically with the aid of educational 
research literature;

• Encourage educators to consider future actions relating 
to individual students’ growth, teachers’ professional-
development and teaming routines in light of methods 
used or inspired by those we employed in the Academy, 
as well as other concurrent efforts by the school to create 
comprehensive, continuing school improvements;

• Explore questions about various impacts—on the Academy 
staff, on the school at large, and on the Academy’s 
students;

• Inspire conversations about what effective education and 
continuous school improvement look like and how it can 
be achieved, all without having to sacrifice its beautiful 
humanity and humor.

To do all of this, I spoke at length with Academy (and Academy-
adjacent) students, teachers, and administrators. The result is 
a blend of big-picture and in-the-weeds history, stories of what 
happened and how it affected us at the time, and reflections on 
what we learned. While educational researchers and commentators 
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will play a part, their role in this book will be a bit different than 
they were in my first book, Education is Upside-Down. In that 
book, education research—of field-wide performance/results, of 
education history and philosophy, and of cognitive science—
provided support for my positions. Here my task is different. 
Research will most often appear to set the Academy’s practices 
within wider, more carefully controlled views.

This is a book about what the Academy (and other concurrent 
school improvements) taught all of us: the educators and young 
people directly involved in it and the larger school community 
the Academy lived within. I’m sharing this story because I believe 
it can teach all of us across education a great deal about effective 
classroom practices, meaningful teacher-leadership, essentials 
schools need to continuously improve, and full-school belief 
systems, operations, and cultures that improve kids’ preparation. 
And not just in theory or sweeping thought experiments, but 
directly from the ground of one school that decided to try some 
new things and worked their tails off to see it through. I know 
Osseo Senior High’s story isn’t the only one of its kind. There 
are likely hundreds of similar schools operating successfully 
and changing lives all over America at this moment. Simple 
innovations like the ones this school deployed, though, are 
usually not shared widely across our field—at least not in much 
depth or with anywhere near the frequency of much-ballyhooed 
(and generally evidence-weak) ‘cool practices’ everyone knows, 
like personalized learning, restorative practices, differentiated 
instruction, and so many others.

You’re likely going to get sick of hearing me say the Academy 
and other improvements we built ourselves had profound, lasting 
effects on my education career. But it’s undeniably true. I lean on 
parts of the experience every single day, and I always will. My hope 
is that you’ll understand why their impacts have been so strong 
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and find some practical, worthwhile lessons for your own school’s 
benefit.

So, I said yes to Dr. Bob. But before jumping into everything 
that happened after that—including how we got kids to buy 
heartily into something they initially hated—we need to set the 
scene. Specifically, we need to take a closer look at how the early 
2000s was treating Osseo Senior High School, the surrounding 
communities, and U.S. education policy, as each placed unique 
pressure on the Academy from day one.

Endnotes

1. The school served grades 10-12 at the time. It is now a grade 9-12 
school.

2. I mean, I’d been the school’s journalism teacher/newspaper adviser 
for five years, but teaching electives like journalism is hardly a 
distinction for most teachers. More so, electives like journalism and 
newspaper are like ‘hot-potato’ charges: no one in the department 
wants them, so they ‘hot-potato’ out of everyone’s hands into the 
least-senior members’. To wit, the journalism assignment was given 
to me as part of my first-year teaching duties.

3. For more on this idea, see my 2014 book Education is Upside-Down: 
Reframing Reform to Focus on the Right Problems (Rowman & 
Littlefield Publishers).

What the Academy Taught Us Pages (US).indd   19 11/07/2019   16:06


