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Earlier this week, at the age of 64, Minnesota lost long time and well respected political reporter Jim 

Ragsdale from pancreatic cancer.  Jim spent many years writing for both the Star Tribune and Pioneer 

Press, while enjoying a few stints with Minnesota Public Radio.   

Some of you may be wondering why his name would be mentioned here in MACC.  Let me start with a 

little story and one that I hope will not only raise attention to this man’s courage, but to parents and 

citizens here in our state and perhaps, across America on what is crucial as well as compromising when 

we speak of the digital age in education. 

In July of this year, I was on an airplane heading to Texas with family while doing a final review of a book 

on Common Core.  I had been ‘spot reading’ Glenn Beck’s “We Will Not Conform” off and on for weeks 

at a time – between dealing with a two year old, a teen, finalizing trip arrangements, work and of 

course, let’s not forget life in general.   

While in Texas, I was grateful to have an acquaintance acquire me a ticket the day I arrived to see Beck’s 

movie that evening at a nearby theater.  Upon conversing with locals following the movie premier in 

Texas, I will tell you that the state has troubles of their own under the latest education reforms.  The 

term “rebranding” immediately comes to mind as we are seeing this firsthand here in Minnesota.  This 

alone validated for me that none of our states are far off on witnessing the graveness of issues 

surrounding American education.   

Getting back to the book, while on the plane, and literally 30 minutes before our plane landed, I came 

across the data portion relating to how our Minnesota Department of Education in particular revealed it 

is in jeopardy.  Here is the direct quote from Glenn Beck’s book found on page 110: 

“In Minnesota, a legislative auditor discovered that the state department of education’s computer 

systems ‘lacked adequate internal controls and comprehensive security plans’ and that department 

employees ‘had failed to document where private (student) data was held or the internal controls 

needed to secure it.’  The federal government having access, via these interconnected longitudinal data 

systems, to so much data about our kids is frightening.  And it’s not just academic information                           

that’s at stake.”   

Notes on page 241 of the book revealed it was Jim Ragsdale’s Star Tribune article in August of 2013 that 

shed much light on the subject of school data collection and security issues regarding the Minnesota 

Department of Education following the audit.  

What was my first thought at reading this:  You’re kidding?  A Minnesota reporter actually revealed the 

threat of children’s privacy in our Minnesota schools?  How did I miss this?  Why our state?  The 

questions kept coming.   

http://www.startribune.com/politics/statelocal/221881331.html


You see, after personally encountering data breaches in my district, along with continuous surveys 

passed out among students, and the quick transition from pencil and paper standardized tests to on-

line, this one single finding from the Minnesota Department of Ed had me wondering.  One will also note 

the dramatic increase in these tests going from one or two per school year, to 5, 6 and some up to 14 

standardized tests in one single academic school year.  And yes, it is happening in our state. 

Upon returning from my trip, I began to look more deeply into Jim Ragsdale’s article.  My concerns only 

grew as to what this means for our state.  Simply put, I am a mom that had questions and those 

questions were validated through a reporter that was truthful enough in reporting what was discovered 

in one simple audit.   

This told me how sensitive this story is, and how perhaps, as a society we have completely taken all of 

this for granted:  Trusting the system.  In this case, bluntly put, our state has been negligent in 

protecting our children’s information.  Did Jim Ragsdale see it this way too, I wonder.  I tried emailing 

Jim late in the summer upon encountering yet another school data breach, completely unaware of his 

illness at the time. 

It was also at this time I realized how underreported this is.  Why aren’t more journalists pursuing this?  

Here’s what our state should report regarding protections on children’s data:   

Minnesota is a state that data shares through what’s called a tri-state consortium.  What does that 

mean?  It means school data is inexplicitly shared between our state, Wisconsin and Michigan.  And no, 

this does not leave out the sharing of information to our Federal government because in 2010 

Minnesota adopted the State Longitudinal Education Data System (SLEDS).   

Also know that the Family Education Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) was completely revamped in 2012 

allowing 3rd parties to access most, if not any and all information from a school on parents as well as 

their children.  FERPA was enacted to protected families and children’s private information in school, 

and is now, quite literally open to anyone, freely sharing sensitive digital information and without 

parental notice or permission following the amendment.    

Add to this the increased testing, and that is a whole lot of data going global and a lot on the line just 

waiting to be jeopardized.  The stories of school data breaches are growing among states, and 

Minnesota is not alone in this.   

So if you have any passion about education or concerns about what all this means under Common Core 

and the No Child Left Behind waiver, well, this is it.  This is all you need to know.  Want to fight it?  Begin 

here with THE MOST dangerous prong under this reform by repealing data collection in our schools.  It is 

also going to require repealing, as well as downsizing, the number of standardized testing our children 

are subjected to.   

Know that these tests do NOT adequately measure learning.  These tests do NOT foster ‘innovative 

thinking.’  Should your child have an ‘off’ test day, that data will follow them from Kindergarten all the 

way to the workforce.  It is also this data which will determine your child’s lot in life as more and more 



restrictions and legislation continue to pass, should we allow it.  And your children do not have to be in 

public school to be at risk for this kind of data collection, as it also being tracked and stored from most 

private schools as well as home school families.   

I used to wonder “Why me?”  Now I wonder, “Why not!”  Why not get involved?  Why not speak out?  

Why not write about this?  Why not help others understand its impact on families and children?  Let me 

ask you this:  When facts like this speak for itself, where is the outcry?   

So what comes to mind now?  Being that this great legend is gone and no longer reporting, who will?  

Who will be not just the next reporter…who will be the next legislator, stakeholder, parent, and school 

board member, Superintendent, Principal, Teacher or Student brave enough to take a stand?  I dare you.  

You see, after encountering several data breaches in my own school district, to me, this man IS my hero, 

for he is the one that lit the torch and has passed this onto us.  We are the citizens who are not only 

responsible for creating this, but also the ones accountable to our children’s future and most 

importantly, the protector of their information.  What we do with this information is now truly up to 

each one of us.   

Thank you, Jim.  God Bless. 

http://www.startribune.com/politics/statelocal/283056061.html

