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On a school day last month at Blue Mounds Learning Center, the students were heading to 

Meinders Community Library. Steve Rops, Dean of Students, stood in the hallway to see them 

off, joking and talking with both students and staff, without managing to look like he was 

preventing anyone from taking off down the open hallway instead of through the open door 

leading to the waiting van. 

The school does have runners at times, making the added precaution normal for the special 

school that’s meeting students’ unique needs in responsive ways that always reinforce the 

positive. 

“And even if the kid is really having a tough day, we’ll say, ‘Hey, I’m glad you pulled it together 

the last couple hours of the day,”’ Rops said. “We don’t need to talk about what happened. 

And every day is a new day. 

 

Steve Rops, Blue Mounds Learning Center Dean of Students (above, left), stands in the hallway helping 

to direct students out the door and into a waiting van that will take them to Meinders Community 

Library. 

 

The Blue Mounds Learning Center began in Luverne around 2012 and as space ran out, moved 

to Minnesota West’s Pipestone campus a few years ago. The school occupies the west side of 

the building and has its own entrances and exits. In many respects, the space looked like a 

smaller version of a mainstream school. Lockers lined the hallway walls. Paper mache volcanoes 

dried on a table in the hallway, food smells fill the lunch room and skills of the week and other 

positive messaging and rules were posted on the walls. 



But its students are not mainstream, they are at-risk of educational failure in that traditional 

system. At Blue Mounds, they get a chance to make their way and feel successful when they’ve 

never felt that way before, said Keith Westra, Blue Mounds high school teacher. 

Blue Mounds is operated by the Southwest West Central Service Cooperative (SWWC), which 

serves 54 school districts in southwest Minnesota through five Alternative Learning Centers 

that provide special education setting IV programming for behavior, therapeutic, severe 

disability and transition from high school to community employment. 

The Minnesota Department of Education (MDE) estimates about 17 percent of Minnesota’s 

public school students are in special needs programming, which is characterized by smaller class 

sizes and the use of a hands-on/experiential approach to learning. 

“Special education is all about dealing with the disability,” said Cliff Carmody, SWWC executive 

director. “We try to work with children to learn how to use their strengths to minimize their 

disability.” 

Each of the SWWC locations were originally intended to treat one of the specialty needs, the 

Blue Mounds group the behavioral component. The problem, according to Carmody, was long 

commutes for students who had to travel more than 100 miles in some cases to get to the 

school that served their needs. 

Following a 2016 facility and programming review, SWWC began transitioning all five schools to 

serve all section IV special education needs. Student commutes have shortened. Even still, 

students at Blue Mounds come from as far as Walnut Grove, a 100-plus mile bus ride to school 

daily. 

“We’re not there 100 percent but way better than 2016,” Carmody said. 

 

 

 

Blue Mounds School Counselor Tina Kanthak (left) teaches 

social skills at the school as another teacher may teach English 

or math. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Special education funds are paid by the students’ member districts, which includes staffing, 

educational supplies and all the costs associated with programming. Referrals are made by the 

home school district, which develops the Individualized Education Program (IEP) for the student 

that outlines the student’s unique needs and the specialized goals and objectives that will help 

the student make educational progress. 

About 13 of the students at Blue Mounds were referred from Pipestone Area Schools (PAS), 

with the rest having home districts in Canby, Edgerton, Luverne, RTR and Walnut Grove. They 

arrive at Blue Mounds with “some strikes against them” and with some “tough family 

circumstances,” said Tina Kanthak, Blue Mounds school counselor, but there’s no such thing as 

a typical background or a typical Blue Mounds student. 

“I wish there was because it would make our jobs a lot easier,” Rops said. 

They all have different stories, Kanthak said, but they share a need for special attention and 

support. 

“Those are the kids that need the love the most,” Kanthak said. “There’s that saying, ‘Those 

that need the love the most ask for it in the most unloving ways.’ Well, that’s kind of our 

students.”’ 

Instruction is designed to meet individual student learning styles as well as their social and 

emotional needs. The facility space supports that programming. There are traditional 

classrooms at Blue Mounds, but a student may also be found in the sensory room, a kind of 

indoor playground where energy can be released through movement on gym equipment. If a 

student has elevated emotions, they may need to spend time in a calming room, which is a large 

empty room. The room can take the punches, both verbal and physical, but there are bars on 

the windows and the scars show in the marks on the carpeted floor and the dents and holes in 

the walls. 

“They don’t communicate what’s bothering them real well and so at the peak of their 

frustration, it [the calming room] helps them to process,” Rops said. 

The sensory room at Blue Mounds Learning Center on the Pipestone campus of Minnesota West 

(above) enables students to release energy in positive ways. 



The teaching staff includes a speech and language development teacher and a behavior analyst 

who helps determine why the students are behaving the way they are so they can figure out 

what supports the student needs. By way of example, Rops offered a scenario where a 

student’s parents are divorced, “and the kid is having a bad Monday every other Monday. We’ll 

look for patterns that explain that behavior. He was with mom this weekend, or dad, or 

whoever it was, and they let him play video games the whole weekend, and they [the student] 

come in tired, and crabby on Monday. We get the behaviors, because [the student] could do 

whatever he wanted all weekend. We have structure here, and when that student is upset it 

may not be because of the assignment, but the environment they came out of from the 

weekend.” 

They’re able to chisel out these causes of behavior with a low student-to-teacher ratio that 

allows teachers to build connections with students. 

“We get better results just because we have almost just as much staff as students,” Kanthak 

said. “Some kids need more parasupport and teacher support than others.” 

Kanthak, as the school counselor, teaches social skills just as any other teacher may teach 

English or math or science. The research-based curricula, she said, boils down to “manners, 

respecting others, being kind, and being able to get along with classmates, family members, 

coworkers. They maybe haven’t had that formal training.” 

Respect, responsibility and safety are the overall core teaching skills. 

“If they do what they’re supposed to do, following, directions, that’s being responsible,” Rops 

said. “If they’re talking to people in the right way, they’re being respectful. If they’re not horsing 

around, it’s safe.” 

Students receive points whenever they practice the skills or achieve goals or objectives. The 

points are logged daily or, for high school students, kept in a “checkbook.” Students use the 

points as currency to “buy” things, such as technology time, food rewards or clothing. 

“The more points they earn, in theory, the better their behavior so they’re being reinforced for 

those good behaviors,” Rops said. 

Not only are the positive behaviors reinforced, but the learning experience is designed to 

mimic the real world, while also teaching math and some basic life skills. 

“I know it seems like you might be bribing but you’re actually not,” Kanthak said. “You’re 

teaching that ‘when you work, you get something.’” 

Once students arrive at Blue Mounds, Rops said the school’s goal is to eventually transition the 

students back to their home district, where they may be integrated into the mainstream 

classroom. Carmody said SWWC does not have statistics on how many students actually 

achieve this goal. Rops said five students at Blue Mounds are currently making that transition. 



“They’ve earned the chance,” Rops said. “They’ve done the training, they’ve learned the social 

skills, they’ve earned the points, they’ve done the due diligence to become better students, 

more socially acceptable within the community.” 

The transition is gradual and is an adjustment for the returning student and the mainstream 

teachers who are not trained for special needs, such as behavioral issues that might manifest in 

a student telling a teacher off. 

“I think sometimes teachers take that personally,” Rops said. “They don’t know that the 

[student’s] mom is home smoking meth, and bah, bah, bah,” he said, rolling his hand to mean all 

the other challenges such a scenario presents. 

The students who left their mainstream classroom with behavior issues often return with a 

stigma attached, some of which, Rops allowed, they’ve earned. Still, he said, “it’s hard for 

regular schools to let go of; they remember the kid that left.” 

Rops said it takes a special person to work in the challenging Blue Mounds environment. He’s 

no rookie, having spent 12 years in special education at PAS. Yet he gets emotional and must 

collect himself before he speaks about the perception people have about the Blue Mounds 

students. 

“I think people think all the bad kids come here,” he said, barely able to get the final words out. 

He pauses again. “A lot of it is situational. These are not the bad kids. They need some extra 

support to be successful.” 

Kanthak was an elementary school teacher at PAS in 2005-06 before moving to the SWWC. 

She said she’s never felt more effective. 

“It’s harder in a lot of ways,” Kanthak said, “but I’ve always been wanting to make a difference 

and [here] I feel like I do.” 


