
Q: Who are the members of administration and what do they do?
A: The Administration Team consists of the following members:

● Dr. Penny Eucker, Executive Director
○ Oversees the Administration Team, as well as the Leadership Team. She reports

Directly to the Board of Directors and is tasked with ensuring that STEM meets
all expectations that the Board has put forth. She is also responsible for making
sure the goals of our Strategic Plan are met. While she oversees the Leadership
and the Administration Team, she empowers all Directors to manage and lead
their departments using their expertise. Directors consult with Dr Eucker on
matters where they believe it needs to be escalated up for additional input. Other
duties that Dr Eucker has include: legal obligations for STEM; making sure STEM
is financially viable in order to attract investors to provide additional funding
streams; making sure that STEM is up-to-date on all Colorado Department of
Education (CDE) requirements; making sure that STEM remains compliant with
all state and federal regulations; serves as STEM’s brand ambassador with
industry partners, local and state influential leaders, metro district businesses and
more.

○ Each week Dr Eucker writes a newsletter topic. I encourage all students to read it
because she touches on a lot of topics that are really important.

● Dr Karen Johnson, Director of Curriculum and Accountability
○ Develops and helps implement our K-12 Curriculum; oversees the Teacher

Support Team and State Mandated Testing. She also helps with our State
Mandated education compliance, and provides our teachers with data to help
inform and improve their instruction.

● LynAnn Kovalesky, Elementary School Director
○ Leads the Elementary School Teachers & Staff, and also oversees the

Elementary Students. Assists with student behavior issues, communicates with
parents, manages student academic progress, etc.

● Maura Ridder, Middle School Director
○ Leads the Middle School Teachers & Staff and also oversees the Middle School

Students. Assists with student behavior issues, communicates with parents,
manages student academic progress, etc.

● Ryan Alsup, High School Director & Athletics Director
○ Leads the High School Teachers & Staff and also oversees High School

students. Assists with student behavior issues, communicates with parents,
manages student academic progress, etc. Also oversees the Athletic Department
from coaches, students, games, process and procedures, event management
and more.

● Amie McElroy, Dean of Students (K-8)
○ Focuses on student behavior and restorative practices.

● Parag Patel, Dean of Students (6-12)
○ Focuses on student behavior and restorative practices.

● Christina Wu, Director of Student Support
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○ Leads the Student Support Team as well as the Learning Support Specialist
Team. Makes sure STEM is following all State and Federal regulations as it
pertains to students’ 504s, IEPs, ALPs, etc. She also works with our Mental
Health Care providers to make sure we are meeting the needs of our students,
while also finding additional resources.

Our Administration Team implements the decisions of our Leadership Team on the
day-to-day level, supporting our students and staff directly with academic support needs.
Administrators who are part of this team must carry an Administrators License.

Our Leadership Team is composed of STEM’s directors and leads of our various departments
that make STEM run. These are decision-makers in their areas and meet regularly as a team
to ensure that STEM is meeting the needs of all stakeholder groups.
Leadership Team includes:
● The Administration Team
● Robert Hoornstra, Chief Operating Officer
● Star Ake, Chief Financial Officer
● Mike Pritchard, IT Director
● Sara Phelps, Enrichment Director
● Nicole Bostel, Director of Communications
● Kathy Reid, Office Manager
● Stephanie Webb, Office Manager
● Michelle Gasser, Director of Professional Development
● Dr. Carletta Stewart, Replication and Compliance Officer

Q: Who are the members of the board and what do they do?
A: The STEM Board of Directors are all volunteers from our STEM community. They consist of
parents and community members who want to lead STEM. The duties of the Board are outlined
in the Board Bylaws documents (please see the Board page linked above). The Board meets
once a month to cover Agenda Items that are developed by the Board Members and the
Executive Director for areas of discussion. The Board does not get involved in personnel issues,
such as hiring, terminations, and evaluations of individual staff members. More is outlined in the
Bylaws. If there are areas that the Executive Director requests their input/review, they provide
her with direction on next steps. Examples such as this include, if DCSD institutes a new policy,
the Board would determine if we follow that same policy or create our own. (Mask Mandate,
returning to in-person learning last year, remaining in-person when DCSD went remote, etc.)

● Roy Martinez, Board President and Chair
● Kelly Reyna, Board Vice President and Vice Chair
● Carla Gustafson, Secretary
● Nicole Smith, Treasurer
● Rudy Lukez, Board Member
● Nate Angell, Board Member
● Ramesh Thatavarthi, Board Member
● Michelle Horne, Board Member
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Q: How do bonds work and why does the school utilize them?
A: Back in November 2020, Dr Eucker wrote the following to help explain our funding and why
going to bond was and is so important. Please keep in mind that this was written last school
year while we were hybrid:

You know that saying, “It takes a village”? Well, at STEM I believe we have one of the best
villages in the country. In this week’s message, I want to share some facts and figures about
how important enrollment is and how we can work together to grow our village.

STEM School Highlands Ranch has one source of funds through our per pupil revenue
(PPR). Yes, we receive some donations, but the combined amount would not cover one day’s
expenses which is about $55,000. This is every day, 365 days a year.

STEM’s entire annual budget is determined by one day, October 1. Yes, it is actually a small
window where we can fight for every student to be considered enrolled, even if they are out
that day.

There are some very challenging metrics to remain viable as a charter school in one of the
lowest funded schools in one of the lowest funded states. I have written extensively on this
topic in the Weekly Parent Newsletters comparing Colorado PPR to almost every other state.
In some states, our funding would be tripled.

To keep STEM highly rated in the bond market, STEM has to meet investment-grade criteria.
STEM went to Wall Street last November for a $10M bond to purchase the Elementary
School building which was on an escalating lease. Having investment grade and a five-year
extension of our charter allowed STEM to close with one of the most favorable rates and
saved the school over $35M for the length of the bonds.

Why is this information important?

Our enrollment is our lifeline. Some might not realize the work that goes into enrolling each
and every family. Attending STEM adds tremendous work to the day for each of our families.
Their guaranteed option is their neighborhood school. We have to be much better to attract
and retain our families.

Right now, STEM is several hundred students fewer on the waitlist than in years past. COVID
has greatly impacted all public schools. Parents are homeschooling or choosing schools that
are full time.

To keep the STEM budget balanced, strict guidelines, or guardrails, are respected. Less than
18% goes to facility cost which includes the bonds, custodians, supplies, snow removal,
grounds upkeep, etc., and no more than 70% can go to salaries and benefits. After required
expenditures, there is very little that is discretionary.



STEM makes projections for enrollment and if we meet the projection, our budget remains
balanced. If we do not meet our projection, the budget must be trimmed to remain balanced.

For every 25 students, STEM funds one teacher. If STEM loses 100 students and cannot fill
those slots with a waitlist, sections could be combined and the dreaded reduction in force. A
few years ago, we could not fill first grade. Counting back to see why there were so few first
graders, it would have been 2010 when they were born. Not the best time financially. STEM
had to make a hard decision to either combine these sections of first grade and cut one
teacher or find another solution. Fifth grade stepped up and said they would each take an
extra three students to retain the first grade teacher. It was a beautiful solution, but it took a
toll on the fifth grade teachers.

Typically, K-12 charters lose about 25% of the eighth grade students who desire a different or
bigger high school experience. STEM’s high school projects between 600-700 students, with
about 50 enrolling 100% in college classes off campus.

As she points out, the first bond allowed for us to purchase the Elementary School building
so that we would not be paying high lease payments each month and so that we would have
more control over the building to make the necessary upgrades that were needed
(replacement of the roof-top AC units, upgrades to the fire-control panels, etc). STEM went to
bond a second time, this school year, to get money that would fund the new CHSAA
Gymnasium, the new building addition, renovations to the Elementary and Middle School
Cafeterias, new Engineering Classrooms and more.

Q: Will STEM School Highlands Ranch lose funding to the new Sterling Ranch addition?
A: Funding for any additional school will not come out of any funding for STEM School
Highlands Ranch at all. If we are approved to open an additional campus in Sterling Ranch
(approval comes from DCSD/Colorado Board of Education), we will go to bond again to procure
the funds needed in order to build the facility. The new campus will then be funded through
per-pupil revenue of the students that are enrolled in that campus. Additionally, we will seek out
grants related to replication (we currently have two already) to assist us with any costs that
come up during this replication period.

Replication is not going to be an easy task. One of the first steps is creating the Charter
Management Organization (CMO), which will serve as the governing body/charter office for our
flagship school (STEM School Highlands Ranch) and any future schools. Examples of this are
KIPP Colorado Schools and DSST Public Schools.

You might have seen the sign next door that says KOSON Headquarters and wondering what
that is.

The name KOSON was developed by STEM staff members, students and community members
a few years ago when STEM was going through a rebranding process. Prior to being named
STEM School Highlands Ranch, our school’s name was STEM School and Academy and many



believed that the name was confusing and didn’t capture what our school had to offer. Below is
what the team came up with as they developed KOSON.

The word KOSON (pronounced (k ō ‘ s ŏ n), derives from concept of the HIGGS BOSON – an
elementary particle in the universe that has forever changed how we understand life, science
and the universe. We substituted the ‘K’ to reflect the KINETIC ENERGY of our uniquely
engaging education model. In addition, KOSON is an ancient gold coin, reflecting the brilliance
of our students and the exponential power of the earth’s most coveted element – gold. This also
aligns with the current school colors of blue and gold. Like our students, our name has no
definition. Our staff, students and parents make up who we are. We defy definition, because
that’s what innovators do.

The Board has decided to name our CMO KOSON Network of Schools. The KOSON Network of
Schools will be the governing body/Charter Office for all of our future schools. The headquarters
for the KOSON Network of Schools would be in a small area of the P-TECH building that is next
door. We are currently exploring opportunities to replicate our KOSON Instructional Model of
Problem-Based Learning within the Sterling Ranch community (DCSD) and the Denver
community (DPS). Those schools would be tentatively called STEM School Sterling Ranch and
STEM School Denver.

Q: What was the thought process behind the reduction of teacher planning periods?
A: There are a lot of factors that go into building a schedule. Below is what Dr Eucker wrote on
March 26, 2021 in her newsletter topic that can provide context:

The entire STEM community has been through so much in the past two years. Enrollment
was predictably reduced in the Fall of 2019 when some families could not return after the
tragedy. Many more returned feeling the shared experience was part of the healing process.
Even more joined STEM for the first time.

Even though enrollment dipped in the summer of 2019, STEM decided to not right-size
faculty to student ratios (right-sizing means adjusting staff needs based on enrollment
numbers). The decision was made knowing that it would not be sustainable over time, but
given the circumstances we wanted to try and keep our community together as best as we
could.

As the school year progressed and we continued to move through our recovery process,
COVID hit the global community in the Spring 2020 causing enormous stress in all sectors,
especially schools. As we ended the 2019-20 School Year, we once again made the decision
to not right-size our faculty to student ratios, even though our enrollment had decreased
slightly. As a Leadership Team, we believe that impacting our staff in such a negative way
during a Pandemic was not the right thing to do.

STEM was able to secure a one-time Payroll Protection Program grant of just under $2M that
was applied 100% to payroll for the first months of 2020-21. This infusion allowed STEM to



continue the unsustainable practices of not being right-sized for enrollment for this school
year.

Retaining top talent requires STEM to offer competitive salaries and benefits with DCSD. As
one of the lowest funded school districts in one of the lowest funded states, this is a constant
challenge.  The 2021-22 School Year will be the year that STEM will have to be right-sized
based on enrollment as this is the only way to remain sustainable.

As we right-size our staff, it also means that secondary teacher schedules may be impacted
as the schedules become more efficient. Currently, secondary teachers teach six classes with
one teacher-designated planning period (90 minutes) and one department-designated
planning period (90 minutes) during the instructional teaching portion of the day (7:55
a.m.-2:55 p.m.). Teachers have multiple preps (multiple versions of the similar subject areas)
and are teaching virtual and in-person students simultaneously. There are no direct
Problem-Based Learning instructional supports in the classroom for teachers, which means
that they are planning and implementing on their own.

The initial proposed adjustment for next year is for the one department-designated planning
period to be moved to after school during the hours of 2:55-3:45 p.m., freeing up that
previous plan period for instructional time for students (another class). Also, the number of
preps for teachers would be reduced and teaching students virtually and in-person
simultaneously would be ended. Teachers will be given direct classroom and instructional
support with Problem-Based Learning instruction through the changes in our Teacher
Support Model (to be shared soon), and our Professional Development program will have a
focus on PBL and Standards Based Learning development for our teachers.

There is never an ideal situation when we are faced with tough decisions that impact our
entire community. Prior to Spring Break, a Secondary Staff Meeting was scheduled for the
end of this week, where this first-draft of the proposal was presented. It opens the floor for
discussion and new ideas. A teacher-lead taskforce, lead by Mike Shallenberger, is working
with Liz Dougan, Head of School, to find ways to improve the initial proposal. We hope to
have updates to share with our staff this coming week as the task force continues its work.

Since we are a K-12 school, I want to also share in full transparency that throughout this
time, grades K-5 have not changed in planning time. It has always been a woefully
inadequate 200 minutes and although fewer students, they must plan for all subject areas.

Big takeaways from this are that the Leadership/Administration team always looks to have
multiple stakeholders in the room when they are making decisions. There are a lot of guardrails
that put constraints on how the schedule is made. The biggest factors are funding
(pre-determined by enrollment) and instructional minutes (pre-determined by CDE).

Q: What is the administration doing to combat teacher turnover this year?



A: The biggest initiative, which Dr Eucker outlined in her message above, was providing that
in-class PBL support that teachers have not ever had. This is why the Teacher Support team
was created, which was designed as a first-of-its kind that we know of. The team (comprised of
three full-time and one part-time) helps with the following:

● Instructional pedagogy
● PBL development and implementation
● Standards Based Learning development and implementation
● Unit planning
● Feedback/observations
● Coverage for teachers to observe others
● Quick breaks
● Co- teaching/Model teaching
● Instructional Technology support
● Curriculum implementation
● Differentiation
● Resource procurement

The Administration Team’s role is to support and reinforce the work that the Teacher Support
Team is doing. When they are in classrooms doing informal observations, they can reach out to
the Teacher Support Team if they notice that a teacher is in need of additional support.

Other ways that the Administration Team is helping to combat teacher turnover is by working on
Staff Culture through increased communications, clear and kind instructions of expectations,
opportunities for collaboration and fun and more.

Q: How involved is the Executive director in the hiring/firing process?
A: Dr Eucker has a very limited role when it comes to the hiring and letting go of an employee.
She does that by design so that she empowers the Directors and department leaders to lead
their specific areas. She has provided consultation in a few cases when the director or
department lead needs additional guidance on best practices or next steps. It is important to
keep in mind that as the Executive Director, she can overrule a director’s decision based on the
situation. This has happened in very few instances. Part of her role as Executive Director is
making sure that the decisions that are made are in the best interest of the whole organization.

Q: What is a “task force” and what are the current “task forces” being implemented by the
school?
A: When STEM puts together a “Task Force,” we like to always make sure that it includes
teachers, non-teaching staff, students, parents and community members. Examples in the past
have included the group of teachers and staff that worked on the development of the two
Academic Plans last school year (Hybrid and Virtual Learning). Another example is the group of
teachers and staff who worked on the development of this year’s schedule. There is another
task force that is currently working on picking up the work of finding more time in teaching
schedules and seeing if there is another way to build off of what we have.



Proposed questions for future:
What is the Strategic Plan and why do we have to have one?


