
The Partners in Closing the Gap Project is designed to address the gap 
between schools and communities by linking teachers, students, and 
parents in creating community partnerships to promote racial healing 
and justice. The project matches teams of teachers and community 
members to focus on race, class, and place disparities in education, as 
well as engage these teams in devising and implementing creative Com-
munity Action Projects to help close the gap. 

From May 2010 to May 2012, the Human Rights Center recruited and 
matched 96 school and community partners, forming 42 teams of Partners in Closing the Gap to work at 23 
schools and 4 afterschool programs. The teams collectively reached over 2,595 students in the classrooms. Thir-
ty-one teams developed Community Action Projects that reached more than 12,000 students, teachers, and 
community members. 

“The process of what we have been doing has already made a difference for my students; their behavior has 
shown more tolerance with less bullying and verbal/physical aggression toward each other and peers.  There 
has been improved attendance and grades, as well as a love of school. I can’t even tell you how happy and 
proud I am that my students actually look forward to coming to school.”  — Middle School Teacher  

Partners Project Makes Great Headway in Two Years 

Partners in Closing the Gap  

Univers i ty of Minnesota Human Rights  Center  -  June 2012 

of student-generated questions sent 
prior to the classroom visit.  These 
questions formed the basis of the 
guests’ presentations. One student 
asked a Children’s Rights Advocate 
from India: “What motivates you to 

do all the work for the children 
in India? Would you help other 
kids in other countries too?”  
These international guest speak-
ers reached more than 500 stu-
dents this year.  

Students Welcome International Classroom Speakers 
“[Ricardo’s] visit was valuable be-
cause it taught me to love my coun-
try and love and keep going with 
school. He motivates me. One day I 
hope I can go places and teach other 
kids the same.”  
——Student at Buffalo High School 
 
Students across the metro area bene-
fitted from the Partners Project’s 
Guest Speaker program.  Many of the 
guests are here as International Ful-
bright Humphrey Fellows, mid-career 
professionals studying Human Rights 
and networking for a year at the Uni-
versity of Minnesota.  Teachers in the 
Partners Project had the opportunity 
to arrange for guests from a number 
of different countries to speak on a 
wide variety of topics. The best 
presentations were preceded by a list 



Park Center High School students 
formed a group called Invisible 
Rights to focus on child soldiers in 
Africa and other local and global 
human rights issues. With the sup-
port of Community Action funds, 
they attended the White Privilege 
Conference in 2010 and Overcom-
ing Racism Conference in 2011. 
Students put their knowledge into 
action to address local issues with 
the “No Questions Asked” food 
shelf aimed at homeless youth. The 
local news highlighted the issue, 
and credited the group for inspiring 
a local donor to organize a blanket 
drive for homeless youth.  To advo-

cate for global change, the students 
did a number of presentations and 
hosted a film screening by Invisible 
Children, an international grass-
roots movement aimed to end the 
use of child soldiers around the 
world.  They reached over 500 stu-
dents, teachers, and community 
members,  including students from a 

neighboring Brooklyn High School. 

Students participating in the Part-
ners Project classroom activities had 
the opportunity to attend the An-
nual Latina Conference, a gathering 
focusing on Latina girls in metro 
area high schools.  

Both at home and abroad, Park 
Center students strive to serve those 
in need.  
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Park Center High School Goes Global and Local  

Partners in Closing the Gap 

Invisible Children is an international organization determined to free child soldiers www.invisiblechildren.com   

Invisible Rights Group 

Respect and Diggin’ Diversity: Student Clubs Take Action 

Student groups at the Middle and High School level can have a great impact on 
their school community. Diggin’ Diversity and RESPECT are student groups at 
Zimmerman and Rogers High Schools who are open minded, compassionate, 

and dedicated to the well-being of all. The primary 
focus of the groups is diversity issues, including edu-
cational opportunities, celebrating cultural traditions, 
and providing a welcoming environment for all stu-
dents. James Turner is the advisor for both groups 
and assisted them in their Community Action Pro-
jects. 

The Rogers High School club carried out a food drive 
and addressed the issue of homelessness to the school 
staff and student body.  The Zimmerman club hosted 
a luncheon with community leaders to discuss press-
ing community issues of diversity and respect, and 
presented a list of “What Can You Do?” tips.  The 
Zimmerman school principal said, “Thank you for 

representing our school in a positive manner.” 
A team at Tanglen Elementary chose to confront racism by setting-up an Equi-
ty and Anti-racism Student Leaders group and lending library. This group of 40 
fifth and sixth graders meets biweekly to discuss topics related to racism and 
racial healing. 

(Above and right: Zimmerman club’s presentation slides at Annual Respect and Diggin’ Diversity 
Luncheon) 

What Can You Do? 

- Smile. 
- Give complements. 
- Get to know someone be-
fore passing ANY judgments. 
- Make sure your organization 
has truly embraced diversity. 
- Do NOT tolerate prejudiced 
talk or racist action. 
- Start looking at each individ-
ual as an EQUAL. 
- Set an EXAMPLE for your 
family and friends by showing 
an unbiased respect and ac-
ceptance of others. 
- Be PROUD of who you are 
and share your heritage so 
others can learn about you. 
- Racial, sexist, religious, sexu-
al orientation, and disabilities 
jokes are NOT funny. Don’t 
laugh. Interrupt and ask the 
person to stop telling the 
joke.  

R- Respect 

E- Everyone’s 

S- Similarities 

P- Personalities 

E- Ethnicities 

C- Cultures 
T- Talents 

Students at Latina Conference 



 Page 3 

The Human Rights Center knows that school and community leaders need ongoing professional development edu-
cation to strengthen their impact in the classroom and community. The Center’s Partners in Closing the Gap Pro-
ject trained 96 school or community partners.  They benefitted from the following materials and curriculum availa-
ble through the Human Rights Center and partnering organizations.    

 

  

Professional Development for School and Community Partners  

This is My Home is an online human rights education initiative for pre-K-
12 educators that includes curriculum units, video and audio resources, 
educator manuals, and interactive questionnaires. The site has reached 
educators and activists throughout Minnesota, the United States, and the 
world. Our online registration currently included over 4,500 educators 
and community members.  
www.thisismyhome.org 
 

The 5-part Close the Gap documentary series on race, class, and place 
disparities was created by the Twin Cities Public television in close part-
nership with the Itasca Project and Twin Cities Compass & Wilder Re-
search. The University of Minnesota Human Rights Center designed two 
companion guides to foster dialogue on ways to recognize and eliminate 
these race, class, and place disparities in our schools and communities.  
http://hrusa.org/closethegap/main.php 

Energy of a Nation is the online immigration resource of the Advocates 
for Human Rights, providing accurate, up-to-date information and re-
sources for educators, advocates, and community members through fact 
sheets, curricula, quizzes, action alerts, policy updates, and immigration-
related news and events.  The Advocates facilitated a workshop on Energy 
of a Nation for the Partners Project.  
www.energyofanation.org 

Jacinth Producer Vernon “Chico” Rowland has teamed with award win-
ning filmmaker Lucas Langworthy of Lens and Lantern to create stunningly 
beautiful, highly stylized videos for any occasion.  Chico facilitated a work-
shop for the Partners project and assisted high school students in creating 
student-made films about culture and identity. 

www.jacinthproductions.com  

The Road to Peace teaching guide contains ten lesson plans on conflict resolution and 
restoration of justice in the aftermath of war, emphasizing the processes that countries 
coming out of conflict undertake to seek resolution, address past human rights abuses, 
reform their societies, and heal from violence. 

http://discoverhumanrights.org/Road_to_Peace_Intro.html 

http://www.tpt.org/?a=productions&id=2#episodes
http://www.tpt.org/?a=productions&id=2#episodes
http://hrusa.org/closethegap/main.php
http://www.energyofanation.org/
http://lensandlantern.com/
http://www.jacinthproductions.com/
http://discoverhumanrights.org/Road_to_Peace_Intro.html


Andersen’s Saturday School Aims to Close Achievement Gap  
Andersen United Community 
School is tackling the Achievement 
Gap directly.  They are offering Sat-
urday Literacy School to their sixth 
graders to explore human rights and 
help improve test scores. The pro-
gram focuses on four content areas: 
math, science, social studies and 
reading. In addition, one teacher 
meets with parents one-on-one to 
talk about each student’s academic 
data and develop a plan of action to 
increase the student’s reading level. 
Two Partner teams combined efforts 
to plan and implement the new Sat-
urday school. Minneapolis Public 
Schools augmented the Community 
Action Grant by providing lunch for 

students and extra staff time.  Coordi-
nators have been fortunate to have 

volunteers come 
in, listen to stu-
dents read and 
help with the 
events. Attend-
ance has been 
good and phone 
calls from parents 
wanting to know 
more are still be-
ing received. They 
even had a parent 
from another 

school call and ask if her child could 
enroll.  As a culmination of their Sat-
urday School activities, the team took  

130 students on a field trip to the 
Hennepin County Library. 

This program at Andersen is a great 
example of projects that involve stu-
dents and parents to generate enthu-
siasm for academic success. One 
teacher reports, “The program al-
lowed students to become a united 
front in efforts to eradicate the 
achievement gap at Andersen School. 
Every student learned the importance 
of helping each other, tutoring each 
other and looking out for one anoth-
er, in and outside the school commu-
nity. Students learned that they had a 
voice, regardless of their gender, race 
or religion; all three aspects were very 
well represented within the group.” 

team is applying for the opportunity to 
display student photos of the trip at 
the Minnesota Humanities Center and 
the Hennepin County Government 
Center. 

A social worker at South High School 
used the training from the Human 
Rights Center as an inspiration for a 
curriculum unit that draws upon the 
wisdom of Native American teaching, 
the wisdom of their elders, and the 
students’ own wisdom.  

The teachings include truth, bravery, 
love, wisdom, honesty, humility and 
respect.  

Students created poster boards where 
they reflected on what each of the sev-
en teachings mean to them.  

Southside Family Charter School used 
its Community Action Funds for a 
spring history trip for 26 students to 
South Dakota to connect their class-
room learning about the Native Ameri-
can experience with history, first per-
son accounts, and context. The trip 
included stops at  Pipestone National 
Monument, Sinte Gleska Tribal Col-
lege’s Heritage Center, the Stronghold 
Unit of Badlands National Park, the 
Oglala Lakota College History Center, 
and the site of the Wounded Knee 
massacre and mass grave.  

At the Sinte Gleska Tribal College, 
students got to see a buffalo herd. The 
college maintains the herd for cultural 
and spiritual reasons and also uses the 
buffalo meat to feed their students, 
free, each day. Southside’s students 
were able to meet and learn from lead-
ers like Dwayne Stenstrom, Andrea 
Martinez, Marilyn Pourier, Charlie 
While Buffalo, Corey Yellow Boy, 
Leonard Crow Dog and Alex White 
Plume. The students shared their expe-
riences in classroom presentations and 
at professional development days for 
other Southside staff members.  The 

The project was a 6-week unit of 
“Grandfather Teachings” in the 9th 
grade history class for students in the 
All Nations Program. Students  inter-
viewed one of their elders with the 
hope that the students would strength-
en their connections to their elders 
and community. Students visited a 
Native American gallery called the “All 
My Relations Gallery "to view an exhib-
it on treaty rights and discussed which 
treaties had been respected and which 
had not.  The team used this as an 
opportunity to introduce the students 
to the Universal Declaration of Hu-
man Rights.  Following this communi-
ty outing, a mother reached out to the 
school to enlist its support. She asked 
for a meeting with the social worker 
and someone from the Division of 
Indian Works for the purpose of figur-
ing out how to help her son. The visit 
to the Gallery appears to have helped 
her to develop the trust and respect she 
needed in order to reach out and ask 
for help.  It suggests that the parent is 
beginning to view school as a resource. 
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Connecting Students to Native Communities  

Partners in Closing the Gap 



 

The Partners Project encourages 
teachers to engage students in dis-
cussions about the race, class, and 
place disparities in Minnesota. The 
Close the Gap documentary series 
produced by Twin Cities Public Tel-
evision (tpt), includes classroom dis-
cussion guides written by the Hu-
man Rights Center. This series was a 
primary source for teachers in the 
Partners Project. These discussions 
fit in well with the project theme of 
the achievement gap.  Students were 
able to make connections between 
social issues and student success in 

the classroom.  The Shine On! Young 
Leaders Rising newspaper of Minne-
apolis Public Schools used the 
theme for their winter 2011 publica-
tion.  Students from across the dis-
trict were invited to submit essays on 
their thoughts for the reasons be-
hind the achievement gap and to 
present solutions.  High school stu-
dents were in charge of studying the 
issue, gathering all essays, and de-
signing and laying out the newspa-
per.  All Minneapolis schools were 
offered the printed publication and 
it is freely available online.  

Disparities Create Achievement Gap in Minnesota  
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Algebra teacher Morgan Fierst at South High School starts each unit with a math question that requires students to use 
their algebra skills to investigate a problem related to health, education, and housing disparities in different parts of the 
Twin Cities.  For their Community Action Project, students learned about the differences between student loans and 
analyzed Midwestern colleges in terms of average student debt that students have upon graduation.  They created a book 
that will be available in their career center and produced Public Service Announcements (PSA) addressing other issues 
to show to the community. Morgan was invited to share her ideas with South High School faculty, because other teach-
ers overheard students sharing their enthusiasm for Morgan’s classes. One student reflected after class:   

 
“What stood out most to me is that the longer a child stays in a 
poor neighborhood, then the worse the chances are to graduate.  
This makes me think back to when I was living in Chicago and my 
mom moved us to Minnesota. I didn’t fully understand her reasons 
but I had to just go along. Now, I see what she means when she says 
she wants more for us.” 

Morgan’s students ended the year with a night of Social Justice and 
Mathematics, a chance to show their parents the PSAs that they cre-
ated and to share a community meal. 

Math with a Social Justice Twist Motivates Students 

“I really appreciate having the opportunity to see how math concepts apply to 
the real world.  I feel that I am more engaged and attentive in math class when 
I can understand the relevance to my community, to my city.  I couldn’t believe 
that such a liberal and seemingly forward-thinking city is still so segregated.” 

—South High School student on the Social Justice and Mathematics Curriculum 

 



participation and involvement, 
especially of parents of color.  

Diane Bradley-Lewis was invited as 
one of the panelists at the One 
Minneapolis Conference organized 
by the Minneapolis Civil Rights 
Commission in December 2011.  

Diane Bradley-Lewis of South High 
School built up on last year’s project 
by doing 6 student-led parent-
teacher conferences/dinners at 
community centers this year, where 
each student showed his or her 
portfolio of work to their family 
members.  While some of students’ 
artwork and posters were displayed 
throughout  the  room,  the 
communication was between the 
students and their families. The 
teachers were on hand to welcome 
families and respond to questions. 
This alternate format and location 
of parent-teacher conferences aimed 
at achieving greater parental 

Andersen United Community 
School hosted a Native Families 
Event to reach out to parents of 
native students. The event started 
with a blessing and the circle-dialog 
was facilitated by a Native American 
parent educator with the topic of 
how to support children's education.  
At the end of the event, 
administrators pledged their support 
to the families. The teachers in the 
team will work with the families and 
administration to set up Circle for 
the Child gatherings to involve 
families and elders in a meaningful 
culturally appropriate way.   

School Reaches Out to Parents and Community  
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international fellow from Jamaica, 
who shared his experience as a black 
lawyer and encouraged students to be 
proud of their identities, connect 
with their families, and value educa-
tion. The students then were coached 
by the community partner in develop-
ing a video on the theme of Family 
and Identity as from their perspective 
as non-English speakers in Minneso-
ta. 

This work is based in part on the 

Minnesota Humanities Center’s 
“Absent Narratives Project,” where 
people who are often stereotyped by 
the majority population can provide 
their own narratives, proclaim their 
unique individual character, and help 
transcend cultural stereotyping.  The 
intent was for the students to be able 
to use their voice to tell others who 
they are as unique individuals and to 
encourage teachers, students and 
others to see beyond stereotypes.  

Buffalo High School Family and Identity Project  
The team of an ELL teacher and a 
community partner who is a media 
production artist and educator 
worked with 10 ELL students from 
Mexico, Colombia, Indonesia and 
the Ukraine. Three non-ELL students 
also participated and served as men-
tors. The team attended the work-
shop on immigration and used curric-
ulum to engage students in discus-
sions on human rights and immigra-
tion. The team also worked with an 

children and women, adoption, 
bullying, human rights, child custody, 
divorce, activism, and other topics. 
The teacher integrated a number of 
human rights and conflict resolution 
curricula throughout the year into 
English, Science, Writing, and Math. 
Once a week, they start the day with a 
prompt and focus on a human rights 
issue. For example, “what would you 
do if you heard someone make a racist 
or sexist comment?” 

Robbinsdale Middle  School 
6th grade students studied 
the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights and focused 
on the Right to Education. 

Teacher Kathy Siepp found creative 
ways to blend classroom learning with 
real-life discussions. She invited 
speakers to the classroom, including a 
man who was a child soldier in Africa.  
Her students found his presentation 
captivating. The students conducted 
research on homelessness, the rights of 

One activity included writing to the 
President. The students focused on 
immigration law, racial profiling, and 
the right to education. They also wrote 
about what it means to be the President 
and how they liked the White House. 

The students did not only improve their  
Measure of Academic Progress (MAP) 
scores, but also learned to resolve 
conflicts, express themselves through 
writing and role-plays, and envision a 
positive and violence-free future. 

Students improve MAP Scores by Learning about Human Rights 
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Safe Place for Oromo Students 
The Safe Place tutoring program of 
Trinity Lutheran Church organized two 
events for Oromo students and their 
families. The first one was a meeting 
between the Oromo community and 
Minneapolis School District where the 
district representatives learned about the 
history of Oromos in Minneapolis and 
the challenges that many Oromo fami-

lies face in relation to the school system. The second event was 
an opportunity for students to highlight their learning in re-
gard to racial disparities and the right to education. Students 
presented a video on food disparities, a poem about the Oro-
mo struggle, a skit on the importance of education, and a spo-
ken word performance in Amharic. Students also created edu-
cational exhibits of the four major groups of East Africans in 
the Twin Cities as a way to promote understanding of their 
diversity and encourage friendship and trust among them. 

OROMIA SHALL BE FREE!       
By Hamdi Abdujalil  

 
My homeland Oromia 

Sunsets of gold 
Summers everlasting  
And days ever ending  

Falls away to the hands of greedy 
Melts at the hands mindless dictators  

Wake up and pick up the freedom posters  
They throw me from my homeland  

Called that free? 
They told me what do and how to do 

Called that free? 
Freedom is a place in their soul 

Where they travel when they’re whole 
In order for you to receive  
Gotta stand up and believe  

We said over and over 
We are not sleep! 

All we want is freedom 
Stop killing Oromo people 

Where no Oromo child is left behind 
Let me tell you about my faith  

I don’t want to be angry, no I don’t want to hate 
Then how come every time I say Allahuakubar, you say 

don’t preach 
The Oromo nation is dying  
Fear has covered the nation  

Terror moved through the lands 
Ah! My country the sweet land of liberty  

Land where my fathers died 
Land of pilgrims pride 

From every mountainside  
They see so much suffering  

Some people don’t help 
Well I guess no body concerned and yeah no body cares 

But when it’s about the oil  
Every body wants their share 

Forward we go together, and united we stand 
Indicating a long time freedom 

Is our Red, green, and red and yes 
Oromo people will over remain 

Give up? Never happen 
It will never ever happen 

Prayers or wish it must start from inside  
With tons of determination 

Change is not so easy, it takes lots of time 
So go and get change, a change Oromo we need 

Is freedom they believe  
Freedom for you and for me 
It’s what the future will be  

Oromia shall be free! 

Jessica Emery (ELL teacher), Vicky 
Knickerbocker (college sociology in-
structor), and Amelia Brown 
(photographer/community activist) 
chose to integrate human rights and 
racial justice through both classroom 
instruction and a school-wide arts 
project.  The team at Henry Sibley High School created an 
online class curriculum on the topic of Art and Human Rights. 
As part of this unit, students saw the powerful documentary on 
the use of arts to express fundamental human rights by prison-
ers at Nazi concentration camps, entitled “As seen through 
These Eyes.” Students had been learning, reading, writing, and 
discussing about various aspects of this topic for over 5 weeks. 
They connected the bigger human rights issues they were study-
ing with the smaller, sometimes less obvious issues they dealt 
with in their daily lives and in their school community. They 
reflected on their personal reactions to the art in class and  
through an online platform.  Most of the students wrote about 
various ways they see racism at their school. The culminating 
project with the photographer used what the students had 

learned in the unit to create a class 
photo project that reflected their expe-
riences as immigrant students in Min-
nesota. The photo project will become 
a permanent installation at the school, 
with the goal of impacting the entire 
school community.  

Photos Bridge Cultures  



Students Study and Embrace Children’s Right to Education 
St. Louis Park Junior High has a teacher that serves 
both as educator and advocate.  Following on her team’s 
success last year, Kathryn Storlien, continued to work 
on Children’s Rights and the Right to Education 
throughout this year. The team invited a number of lo-
cal and international community speakers, including an 
international student from Malaysia. The team took the 
students on a number of community outings to gather 
experience with institutions and systems, helping to pro-
mote and encourage awareness and access. The last field 
trip of the year was to visit the Human Rights Commis-
sioner from the Minnesota State Department of Human 
Rights. The team involved 25 students directly and 
shared an audio-visual presentation looping in the 
school foyer that was viewed by about 1,000 students 
and community members. As a result of human rights 
education and community involvement,  students have 
had fewer discipline problems and are excited about 
their learning. A mother called the teacher to say “I 
don’t know what you have done to my son, but he loves 
school.  He talks about it on Sundays how excited he is 

for Monday.  I don’t have to get him out of bed in 
the morning, he gets up and is ready for school. 
Thank you, he has never loved school!” 
Students studied the Right to Education, and with 
access to new iPads, they created videos addressing 
this issue and their personal education stories.  

University of Minnesota Human Rights Center, 229 19th Ave. S. Minneapolis, MN 55455   

Tel: 612-626-0041   

www.thisismyhome.org 

“It is my personal belief that a school like ours, with an extremely high achievement gap, very low overall test scores, and 
kids living in poverty and violence, that they need to know and understand what their rights are in order to move out of 
this cycle. They have some very basic needs that are NOT being met.” 

— Metro Area Teacher in the Partners Project  

The team partnered with the Civic 
Voices International Democracy 
Memory Bank Project  to develop a 
course for 25 students to meet with 
community elders and activists and 
document their stories for future 
generations. The project coordinated 
by the American Federation of 
Teachers (AFT), aims to ‘harness the 
stories of the past to inspire the citi-
zens of the future.’  
 
The students began the course by 
learning about democratic themes, 
which became the focus of their inter-
view. Students developed an appro-
priate interview arc for their subject, 

following democratic themes and 
stories of civic engagement. Students 
contacted their subjects and invited 
them to the interviewing event at 
Neighborhood House in St Paul.  
Student teams ate an informal lunch 
with their subjects and then conduct-
ed the interviews. Following the inter-
view, students processed the tran-
scription and constructed the web-
site:  

Once these transcripts were com-
plete, the students shared their expe-
riences at the school’s bi-annual Cele-
bration of Learning. During the open 

house segment of the program, stu-
dents welcomed guests to their exhib-
it and shared their stories and the 
video of their subjects. About 100 
community members attended the 
event.   
The students were very impressed by 
the people they interviewed in terms 
of their resilience and ability to make 
change against all odds. The student 
who interviewed the West St. Paul 
Latino Community Activist Gilbert 
de la O said: “I always knew his 
name, but now I know how La Clini-
ca came to exist, and that he also, like 
me, had made some mistakes in his 
life.”  

Rivers Edge Academy Interviews Neighborhood Leaders 

reacivicvoices2012.wordpress.com.  

http://reacivicvoices2012.wordpress.com

