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FIRST AMENDMENT “Congress shall make no law respecting an  
establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging 
the freedom of speech, or of the press or the right of people peaceably  
to assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.”

FEDERAL OFFICES

President Barack Obama
Democrat
The White House
1600 Pennsylvania Ave. N.W.
Washington, D.C., 20500
202-456-1111
Website:
www.whitehouse.gov
E-mail:
president@whitehouse.gov

U.S. Rep. Rick Nolan
2447 Rayburn House Oice 
Building
Washington DC 20515
202-225-6211
Website: www.nolan.house.
gov
Facebook: US Rep Rick Nolan
Twitter: @USRepRickNolan

Duluth Oice of  
Congressman Rick Nolan
11 East Superior Street
Suite 125
Duluth, MN  55802
Phone:  218-464-5095
Fax:  218-464-5098

Brainerd Oice of 
Congressman Rick Nolan
Brainerd City Hall 
501 Laurel Street 
Brainerd, MN 56401
218-454-4078

U.S. Sen. Amy Klobuchar
Democrat
302 Hart Senate Oice
Building
Washington, D.C. 20510
202-224-3244

Minnesota Oice:
1200 Washington Avenue

South, Suite 250
Minneapolis, MN 55415
612-727-5220
Website:
www.klobuchar.senate.gov

U.S. Sen. Al Franken
Democrat
Senate Hart Building 320
Washington DC 20510
202-224-5641
Website:
www.alfranken.com
E-Mail:
info@franken.senate.gov

STATE OFFICES

Gov. Mark Dayton
130 State Capitol
75 Rev. Dr. Martin Luther
King Jr. Blvd.
St. Paul, MN, 55155
800-657-3717
E-mail:
Mark.Dayton@state.mn.us

Rep. David Dill
571 State Oice Building
St. Paul, MN  55155
651-296-2190
800-339-0466
rep.david.dill@house.mn
Assistant: Joan Harrison

Sen. Tom Bakk
75 Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King 
Jr. Blvd. 
Capitol, Room 226 
St. Paul, MN 55155-1606 
Capitol Oice phone:
(651) 296-8881 
Email:
www.senate.mn/
senatorbakkemail

How to contact your lawmakers

Share your point of view
Make a difference by writing a letter to the editor or 

contributing to our online discussions. The Journal’s 
Opinion page is where meaningful community discus-
sions take place.

The Journal welcomes letters from readers
Letters should be limited to 500 words or less. 

Longer letters may be edited. Letters must be signed 
and include the telephone number and address of the 
letter writer. Only the author’s city address will  be 
published.

Mail letters to The Journal, 1602 Highway 71, Inter-
national Falls 56649. Letters can also be sent by e-mail 
to laurel@ifallsjournal.com.

BY WARD MERRILL

Voyage Forward co-chair,
Public Engagement Team

There was a recent com-
mentary in the Internation-
al Falls Journal entitled 
“We are all a reflection of 
our community,” which 
highlighted the Voyage For-
ward kick-off event in late 
September and the keynote 
by Jay Bartkowski

Jay’s remarks were time-
ly, well-stated and heartfelt 
by a man who cares about 
his hometown enough to 
return, run a successful 
business and raise his 
family here. Along with 
the stories of how Bemi-
dji and Hermantown were 
re-shaping and defining 
their futures, Jay’s speech 
impacted enough of the 165 
attendees that 65 showed up 
at the next meeting to find 
out what it meant to become 
a “steward” as part of the 
“Voyage Forward — Jour-
ney to Success” county-
wide initiative.

We found out, “Stewards 
are ordinary people: people 
from all walks of life who 
care deeply about their 
community. They cross 
boundaries, take an inte-
grated approach and build 
coalitions for action. They 
have 360 -degree vision, 
recognizing the interde-
pendencies between the 
economy, the environment 
and social equity. Stew-
ards operate at the center 
of tough issues, not on the 
edges. They are risk takers. 
They are passionate and 
energetic. They are people 
of vision.”

That first evening in-
cluded citizens from all 
parts of the county: from 
Northome, Birchdale, Ra-
nier, Littlefork, Big Falls 
and the Falls. There were 
business people, educa-
tors, parents, seniors, lo-
cal government officials, 
retirees, folks from non-
profits, employees from the 
private and public sectors 
— “people from all walks 
of life.” We brainstormed a 
list of “guiding principles 
for working together” that 
included putting commu-
nity first, principles before 
personalities, reaching out 
to all county communities, 
and checking our ego at 
the door.

The stewards formed into 
three “teams” — assets, 
buzz and public engage-
ment — with each team 
developing tasks and goals 
to begin moving the county-
wide initiative forward. 
The Asset Team focused 
on the county’s assets and 
have begun work with the 
Voyage Forward consul-
tants developing the eco-
nomic adjustment strategy. 
The Buzz Team, comprised 
in part of energetic, tech-
savvy youth have worked 
to create the “buzz” about 
Voyage Forward through 
social media, banners, post-
ers, f lyers and have en-
gaged more young people.

The Public Engagement 
Team developed the “four 
questions” and has gathered 
input from a thousand-plus 
county residents of all ages. 
The questions focused on 
what citizens like about the 
county and their respective 
communities, what they 
don’t want to lose as the 
county changes over time 
and, if they were in charge 
— what would they change.

Over two dozen stew-
ards have worked literally 
hundreds of hours on the 
Public Engagement Team 
since October. A positive 
network has been forged 
by these citizens from all 
areas of Koochiching Coun-
ty. They’ve worked by the 
“guiding principles” and 
have put community first; 
checked egos at the door; 
reached out to all areas of 
the county, kept it positive 
and had fun. Currently the 
Engagement Team is iden-
tifying emerging “themes” 
from the answers to the four 
questions. It’s a daunting 
task! In the case of question 
No. 4 — if you were charge, 
what would you change? 
— over 2,400 answers are 
being reviewed. From the 
themes that emerge from 
this question, the stewards 
will develop an in-depth 
survey which will drill 
down into the issues and 
clearly define our “destiny 

drivers.” Those destiny 
drivers will enable citizens 
of Koochiching County to 
plan our future.

This might sound like a 
fanciful idea, but the stew-
ards engaged in Voyage 
Forward believe ordinary 
citizens can make a posi-
tive difference by getting 
involved and participating. 
We are creating our own 
future by identifying what 
matters, what we as a re-
gion value, what makes us 
want to live here and build 
a community of choice.

We should all put com-
munity first and work to-
gether to make this com-
munity the best place in the 
state to raise a family.

Within the next few 
weeks, the themes identi-
fied by your input will be 
published in The Journal 
as well as on the Voyage 
Forward website. Addi-
tionally, you will be able 
to review each and every 
answer to each and every 
question. You will be able 
to visualize what people 
value, what they like about 
our community, and what 
they would change.

It’s your voice in action.
Like the banner over 

Third Street says, “it’s your 
voice, our future.” You will 
have another opportunity 
to make your voice heard 
when we complete the sur-
vey in the coming weeks.

Become engaged in creat-
ing the future of our com-
munity. To receive infor-
mation and updates on” 
Voyage Forward – Journey 
to Success” – go to: www.
voyageforward.org

GUEST COLUMN

Voyage Forward team moves forward

On the central point, 
there is bipartisan agree-
ment: Minnesota kids in 
grades K-12 take too many 
required tests.

Although state lawmak-
ers have different ideas 
about solutions _ specifi-
cally, about which exams 
should be scrapped and why 
_ their shared interest in 
streamlining testing offers 
a foundation for construc-
tive debate and reason-
able compromise. The goal 
should be to retain tests 
that are useful to educators, 
well aligned with state aca-
demic standards and most 
effective at measuring what 
students have learned.

Gov. Mark Dayton has 
made test reduction a key 
component of his education 
platform. His administra-
tion recommends slashing 

the number of state and 
federally mandated tests by 
one-third. That would elim-
inate seven of 21 exams that 
students take between third 
and 12th grades. Dayton’s 
plan would do away with 
the math Minnesota Com-
prehensive Assessments 
(MCAs) in third and fourth 
grade, reading MCAs in 
sixth and seventh grade, 
and the Explore, Plan and 
Compass college readiness 
tests in high school.

However,  a  worki ng 
group convened by the 
state education commis-
sioner recommended a 
more modest change. The 
group agrees that college 
readiness tests should be 
eliminated, but it recom-
mends keeping reading 
and math MCAs in grades 
three through eight. Some 

members of the group say 
the Dayton plan goes too 
far. They argue that annual 
testing is essential for both 
measuring student growth 
as well as the performance 
of schools and teachers. 
Because some of the tests 
are federally mandated, 
they say dropping them 
would require a change 
in federal law or a waiver 
from the U.S. Department 
of Education.

Yet securing federal ap-
proval shouldn’t be a ma-
jor hurdle. U.S. Education 
Secretary Arne Duncan 
supports cutting back on 
testing. And Dayton ad-
ministration officials say 
that students will be tested 
enough so that year-to-year 
progress can still be mea-
sured.

“Test creep’’ has oc-

curred over the past two 
decades as educational 
trends and policies have 
changed. The federal No 
Child Left Behind law of the 
early 2000s called for more 
testing, as did state higher 
standards and account-
ability movements. It’s no 
wonder that many parents 
and students pushed back. 
Legislators and the gover-
nor heard those complaints 
and are rightly responding.

Tests do play an impor-
tant role in determining 
if students are learning. 
Though they differ on spe-
cifics, the plans offered by 
Dayton and the working 
group would reduce the 
testing burden and move 
K-12 assessments in the 
right direction.

Star Tribune, 

March 12

WHAT OTHERS SAY

There’s too much testing in Minnesota’s K-12 schools

Having data on economic 
indicators can be a useful 
tool to assist local leaders 
in determining obstacles 
and creating strategies to 
overcome those challenges.

But interpreting this in-
formation must be done 
carefully and we’re glad 
we’ve got local folks who are 
doing just that.

Interpreting economic 
data requires knowledge 
not just everyone has. Inad-
equate training of those who 
observe economic data can 
lead to mistaken plans for 
change or wildly inaccurate 
predictions.

Economic statistics can-
not be accepted at face value. 
They must be evaluated to 
determine where they fall 
short, and where they do a 
good job of interpretation.

Care must also be taken 
to keep preconceived con-
clusions from driving our 
interpretation of data and 
our strategies for economic 
improvement.

Economic indicators are 
increasingly complicated 
to compute and understand. 
However, they appear to be 
more important than ever 
in today’s challenging eco-
nomic environment.

To discuss these indica-
tors, we need an under-
standing of why they’re 
important, how to interpret 

them, and their reliability 
in predicting future eco-
nomic performance.

There are thousands of 
economic indicators avail-
able to expert economists, 
yet even they often fail and 
predicting economic trends 
like recessions. In the Big 
Data era, we can easily get 
lost in the noise of numbers. 
We have to sort through the 
noise to find reliable signals 
that can show us the way.

Knowing the distinction 
between signal and noise 
can help leaders to ask clari-
fying questions about the 
data and how it was ob-
tained.

Minnesota Department of 
Employment and Economic 
Development’s website of-
fers a data center that can 
help leaders understand 
data on employment, un-
employment, wages and oc-
cupations; offers reviews of 
labor market conditions and 
key economic indicators; 
and perhaps most impor-
tantly, offers a way to con-
nect to analysts and experts 
who can explain how to use 
and interpret the data the 
state provides.

Understanding the the 
data is an important first 
step in having valuable 
and productive discussions 
about the best strategy to 
put in place.

OUR VIEW

For what 
it’s worth


