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After nearly two decades, 

Litchfield High School’s science 

curriculum will receive an 

update next school year.

T h at  i n for m at ion wa s 

shared with Litchfield School 

Board members during their 

meeting last week by Litchfield 

Middle School Principal Chel-

sea Brown.

Official adoption is July 1, 

and it includes eight-year plans 

for both middle school and high school science 

classrooms.

Amplify Science, the new middle school cur-

riculum, includes hands-on investigations and 

interactive digital tools designed to get students 

to “think, read, write and argue like real scien-

tists and engineers,” Brown wrote in a memo 

to the board.

At the high school, students will learn from 

McGraw Hill Science, a curriculum designed to 

encourage their curiosity through real-world sci-

ence examples. “Students investigate, problem-

solve, argue, and discuss scientific phenomena to 

make sense of the world from their perspective,” 

Brown wrote, adding that the curriculum is or-

ganized around the 5Es of instruction — engage, 

explore, explain, elaborate and evaluate.

Litchfield’s curriculum change comes as the 

state of Minnesota moves to Next Generation 

Science Standards science curriculum, a “huge 

adoption” that will affect what is taught at each 

grade level, according to Brown.

The Litchfield change is huge in its own right, 

because high school teachers report they are 

using a science curriculum that is 18 years old.

“It’s so exciting to be moving to a new cur-

riculum next year,” Brown said.

Moving to the new curriculum included 

a needs assessment, looking at the new state 

standards and contacting other school districts 

in the state to see what they were using. Brown 

said a visit with Edina Middle School teachers 

was especially meaningful for the Litchfield 

curriculum team.

Another element of the switch will be imple-

mentation of Project Lead the Way in Litchfield 

Middle School S.T.E.A.M. classrooms beginning 

with the 2021-2022 school year.

Through Project Lead the Way instructional 

modules in computer science, engineering and 

biomedical science, “students not only learn 

technical skills, but also learn to solve problems, 

think critically and creatively, communicate, 

and elaborate,” Brown wrote.

Darin Swenson, who will move from a high 

school social studies teaching position to 

teaching S.T.E.A.M. at the middle school, and 

Darin Pankratz, an industrial tech teacher at 

the middle school, will be trained this sum-

mer to begin teaching modules in “design and 

modeling” and “magic of electrons” beginning 

in the fall. Swenson also is creating a “video 

production/computer graphics/marketing” 

class for seventh-graders, Brown said, while 

eighth-graders will participate in a “robotics 

and coding” class.

Board member Michelle Falling congratulat-

ed Brown and the curriculum team for updating 

the curriculum.

“I think it’s really important,” said Falling, 

who works in human resources at Doosan 

Bobcat in Litchfield. “I applaud you for doing 

the work.”

Brown said that as she and others look to the 

future they see an opportunity to bring commu-

nity members into the classroom to talk about 

I
t took a little more than a year and a 

heart-stopping finish, but the Litch-

field/Dassel-Cokato boys hockey team 

gained some revenge — and a state 

tournament appearance — in the Sec-

tion 3A championship game last week.

The Dragons jumped on Hutchinson early, 

then held off a furious rally for a 4-3 win to 

claim the section title and erase memories 

of an 8-1 loss to Hutchinson in last year’s 

section final.

“As tough as it was, it’s a good learning 

BY AMY WILDE

For the Independent Review

Atwater-Cosmos-Grove City School District, 

like many around the state, faced planning 

challenges due to the coronavirus pandemic, 

and on March 22 the ACGC School Board ad-

justed its budget and future accordingly.

Business Manager Wendy Holle walked the 

board through changes recommended to adjust 

for the effects of the pandemic on enrollment 

and financing. At ACGC, the total number of 

students is almost identical to 2019-2020. The 

pandemic, while upsetting the apple cart on 

how teaching is done, brought in extra state 

and federal dollars, but properly using and 

accounting for that extra income is tricky, 

Holle said.

The 2019-2020 school year ended in the black 

financially for ACGC, leaving the district with 

healthier-than-usual reserves. Since district 

policy is to retain 20 percent of its annual 

budget in reserves so it can cover unexpected 

expense, the original 2020-21 budget called for 

“spending down” some excess reserves.

Another “plus” for ACGC has been savings 

in utility costs, due to greater efficiency of its 

recently renovated heating and electrical sys-

tems, Holle and Supt. Nels Onstad explained. 

The district has, however, experienced in-

creased expense in pandemic-related items like 

technology, supplies and transportation (offset 

by approximately $750,000 in extra state and 

federal allotments.) There are also inflation-

related increases in staff salaries and benefits.

The board adjusted general fund expenses 

upward by $515,955, which is about 4.6 percent, 

and revenue by $679,846, or 6.35 percent.

The food service budget also required ad-

justing, although the board anticipates more 

summer school and community recreation use 

this summer, and a greater role for food service 

in that model. Curtailed 2020-21 community 

education activity led to less revenue coming 

in and a lower fund balance there.

When all funds (general, food service, 

capital) are included, ACGC’s total budget in-

creased from $10.7 million in revenue to $11.4 

million, and from $11.16 million in expenses 

to $11.67 million. The figures show that con-

ducting school during a pandemic is more 

expensive, but extra CARES Act and other 

state and federal grants helped, leaving ACGC 

in the black after adjustments. Its fund balance 

is lower, but still, at about 25 percent, signifi-

cantly higher than the 20 percent minimum of 

district policy.

OTHER PANDEMIC-RELATED CHANGES

Pandemic-related sports season and stan-

dardized testing delays have condensed year-

end activity at the junior-senior high school. 

Onstad and Principal Robin Wall reported on 

the changes. They noted that the dance team 

competed well at the state level and that four 

wrestlers advanced to state individual com-

petition. Wall anticipates good participation 

in college testing and in upcoming summer 

school programs.
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DRAGONS CELEBRATE STATE BERTH
L/DC stops
Hutchinson to 
claim Section 3A 
championship

STAFF PHOTOS BY STEPHEN WIBLEMO

Senior Logan Benson holds up the Section 3A championship trophy as he and his teammates celebrate on the ice after Litchfi eld/

Dassel-Cokato knocked off Hutchinson 4-3 in the Section 3A championship game March 24 at Burich Arena in Hutchinson.

Litchfi eld/Dassel-

Cokato players 

celebrate a goal 

in front of the 

Hutchinson student 

section during 

the Section 3A 

championship game.

Dragons to 2 ➤


