
In a time when money for
education is as plentiful as

water in a desert, 12 Hastings
educators were given a chance
to create an oasis for their stu-
dents. 

And it is only the beginning.
Hastings Public School

Foundation — a nonprofit
group funded by private dona-
tions, not tax dollars — award-

ed nine grants totaling $10,000
to teachers in the Hastings
school district Tuesday morn-
ing.

For the teachers, who did not
know they were selected before
being presented the award, it
meant a chance to create a new
opportunity for their students.
Some planned to buy guided
reading books; others will cre-
ate programs that encourage
and reward kindness. 

The grant recipients were
culled from a list of 28 appli-

cants requesting more than
$54,000.

For Michael Fridgen,
Pinecrest Elementary music
teacher, the grant is the oppor-
tunity to use technology in cre-
ating a new learning experi-
ence. 

“It’s so fantastic that (the
Foundation) recognizes that
music is so important,” he said.

The sixth-year teacher creat-
ed a curriculum to teach the
foundations of music while
appealing to students’ taste —
a battle music teachers have
dealt with for years, he said.
Now, he can teach kids the
same basic principles of music
whether they listen to Mozart
or Dolly Parton. 

After creating the program,
using iTunes by Macintosh, he
encountered another problem:
There is no way to allow up to
30 students to listen to differ-
ent selections at the same time. 

This foundation grant will
solve that problem, he said.

Fridgen will use it to buy 15
Macintosh iPods, a portable,
programmable music player.
The program will not only
teach music concepts, his new
program will teach students to
be more educated listeners
and, thus, more educated
music consumers.

“We need to create more
sophisticated listeners, who
will demand a higher quality of
music,” he said.

Private money, public
mission

The Foundation was estab-
lished in 1997 to create funds
for projects and programs out-
side the realm of tax dollars. By
November 2004, foundation
organizers expect their fund-
raising to reach $1 million. 

The group will keep a large

balance invested to continue
accruing interest. Each year, it
will give out 5 percent of the
principle in grants. This year, it
gave out $10,000 to test the
system.

This was the trial run,
according to Hastings school
board member Leslie Nielsen,
who is also a founding board
member of the HPSF. She said
this process is only the begin-
ning.

“We hope to reach $1 million
and keep going,” she said.

After this year, she expects
interest to grow.

“As you can see from the
applications, there is profound

interest in the grant,” she said.
“We expect more next time
around.”

‘Keeping cost down’
When the entourage of pre-

senters — including
Superintendent Tim Collins
and four trumpet players from
Pinecrest Elementary —
bounced around to rooms on
Tuesday, the teachers did not
know what was coming. 

The last stop of the day was
the Early Childhood Family
Education Center in Westview
Center.
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Trumpeters from Pinecrest Elementary accompanied Hastings Public School
Foundation officials as they awarded nine grants to teachers Tuesday morning
across the district. They are: (from right) Tricia Wagner, Tiffany Thurmes, Chris Tejeda,
and Jessica Murphy. Superintendent Tim Collins is in the background.

Elementary music
teacher Michael
Fridgen reacts to the
news he received a
grant.

Hastings Public School Foundation awards first educator grants

T here is not much left of
one wing at Hastings Inn,
1520 Vermillion Street,

after a fire raged through
Monday morning, closing down
Highway 61 for six hours.

Some passersby on Vermillion
Street were the first to notice the
smoke at about 4:40 a.m.
Firefighters were on the scene in
minutes, and flames were
already shooting out of the build-
ing. It took 35 Hastings firefight-
ers and two other departments to
get the blaze under control by 8
a.m.

There were no injuries.
There is still no known cause,

Hastings Assistant Fire Chief
Mike Schutt said, but it did origi-
nate in the sauna room.

“We have to look at every pos-

sible angle, it’s still under investi-
gation,” he said.

In all, Schutt estimates dam-
age at about $500,000. Hotel
owner David Lee’s son Michael
said the insurance company
reported it would be its biggest
claim to date.

The fire destroyed 12 hotel
rooms, several mechanical rooms
and the pool and recreation area.
It also heavily damaged several
rooms on the opposite end of the
pool, which is where firefighters
stopped the blaze at 8 a.m.
Although it burned for several
more hours, it did not spread to
other structures, Schutt said.

Highway 61 was closed in both
directions almost as soon as fire-
fighters were on the scene,
Schutt said.

“The unfortunate thing is all
the fire hydrants are on the east
side of Vermillion Street,” Schutt
said. 

Hastings Inn is on the west
side of Vermillion Street.

After the initial call, Hastings
Police Sgt. Mike Munson was on
the scene almost immediately,
and the fire was spreading fast.
When Schutt arrived, it had
opened up a 40-foot hole in the
roof.

Firefighters rounded up all the
residents and sent them to the
24-hour laundry next door.
Schutt said they cross-checked
the people with the hotel registry
to make sure everyone was out.

Schutt said that, although the
majority of the manpower came
from his department, help came
from all over. Fire crews came
from Cottage Grove and Miesville
to help fight the fire, and
Hastings Police Department,
Dakota County Sheriff ’s
Department and Mn/DOT all
assisted.

By Ben Ganje
Star Gazette managing editor
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þ Tilden teachers have
become a team, administrators
said.

The first year of Tilden Kindergarten
Center is almost complete.

More than 300 kindergartners have
begun their education in the building.
Now it is on to one of the three
Independent  School District 200 elemen-
tary schools — Pinecrest, John F.
Kennedy and Christa McAuliffe — for
first grade.

A year ago this spring, the ISD 200
Board of Education spared the Tilden

building as it was making budget-cutting
decisions. It opted to close and sell Cooper
Elementary School.

“Just about everyone came here from
different buildings,” Tilden Principal
Diane Smith said. “We have teachers from
four different buildings here, buildings
where only two or three were at the same
level.

“I think that they’ve done a great job of
developing into a team. There’s a cohe-
siveness among them.”

The building itself posed some initial
challenges. The rooms were designed and
built for an elementary school, not specif-
ically for all kindergarten rooms. Only
two classrooms have bathrooms in them. 

The average class size has been 25.
Next year, that will decrease to 22.

There are eight sections of all-day,

every-other-day classes, three sections of
all-day- every-day classes, one morning
section, and one afternoon section. 

With the morning and afternoon sec-
tions, the parents are responsible for the
transportation at noon. The district buses
students to school in the morning and
from school in the afternoon.

Parents opting for the all-day-every-day
classes, pay an additional fee for that
choice, Smith said. 

One area that has worked well with the
kindergarten concept has been the school-
wide learning activities held in the gym-
nasium. Each activity has been designat-
ed for a station or stop in the gymnasium.
The most recent event was the alphabet
fair in April. The gymnasium will again be
the location for the schoolwide activity.

Tilden Kindergarten Center finishes first year

By Jane Lightbourn
Star Gazette staff writer
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A fire ripped through Hastings Inn, 1520
Vermillion St., early Monday morning. The fire
damage could exceed $500,000, Hastings fire
officials said.

Fire crews battled the
blaze at Hastings Inn for six
hours. Several hot spots
reignited later in the day
and the next morning.FIRE / 2A
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