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Here we are—at the end of the 
beginning. For all of us at Baxter 
Academy, it’s been a year of firsts: 
In May 2013, we signed one of the 
first five charter-school contracts in 
the state of Maine. We then set out 
to open a STEM-focused regional 
high school with an unprecedented 
one-fifth of the week devoted to 
projects driven by the students. 
One-hundred-thirty freshmen and 
sophomores from 38 towns 
enrolled. And since then, we’ve had 
first days and first projects. We’ve 
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met new friends and worked with 
new teachers. We’ve built a school. 

Now, as we approach our first last 
day, it’s important to look back on 
all we‘ve accomplished together. 
Building Baxter is itself the first—
and will be the longest-running—of 
all our hands-on projects. 

Ninety days into the year, after a 
rigorous review, the Maine Charter 
School Commission pronounced 
education at Baxter Academy “as 
good as it gets.” 

That truth was already apparent to 
the teachers who’d been given 
freedom by Head of School Michele 
LaForge to design and lead the 
school, to the students who had a 
say in how they’d learn, to the 
parents who marveled that their 
students looked forward to Mondays 
because school was such a 
wonderful place to be. 

What has made Baxter Academy 
such a wonderful place to be? 
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Inquiry leads the learning at 
Baxter, and students aren’t the only 
ones learning. We all are—Executive 
Director Carl Stasio and Chief 
Operations Officer Adam Burk, all 
the members of the board, and the 
Head of School. But the teachers 
are best positioned to assess the 
success of this first year. Theirs is 
the view from the classroom: 

Science:  David Rawson teaches 
physics for freshmen and chemistry 
for sophomores. Even with a non-
traditional approach of having the 
hard sciences come so early in high 
school, he says “many students 
have become engaged (or, perhaps, 
re-engaged) in their own learning. 
They are eager to do things, and to 
find out, and to ask. They have 
gained confidence and are willing to 
take a chance.” His colleague on the 
other side of the lab-room divider, 
physics and technology teacher 
Peter Moxhay, concurs: “The 
students grew in terms of being 
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able to work independently and 
make their own decisions regarding 
their project work. And I started to 
see this carry over from project 
work to class.” 

Technology: Electives were rich with 
tech options (CAD, JAVA, Python), 
and teachers worked to build skills 
through core classes as well. Math 
teacher Pam Rawson says one of 
her favorite experiences this year 
was asking all her tenth graders to 
create a program to add together 
two vectors. For students who’d had 
no experience in programming, she 
gave a lesson in Scratch, the 
interactive language developed at 
MIT. After some students pushed 
back, Pam pushed back harder and 
finally got the result she was after. 
She says: “One of the girls (who’d 
been against programming) 
exclaimed, ‘I did it!” and was so 
proud of herself for solving this 
problem that she had no idea she 
could do.” 
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Engineering. Robotics engineer 
Jonathan Amory teaches 
engineering to every ninth grader 
and serves as advisor on large-scale 
engineering projects: the wind blade 
and robotics competition (see the 
story on Page 3), the CNC router 
outfitting team, and the underwater 
robot partnership with Freeport 
High seniors. “To see what our 
students have achieved during their 
Flex Friday projects is remarkable,” 
Jonathan says. “I think we’ve made 
tremendous strides in educating 
some of Maine’s students, and that 
is wonderful to see.”            
(continued on page 4) 

A School Built 
by Teachers 
Experienced educators came 
to Baxter Academy from  
other great schools in Maine, 
as well as Pennsylvania, New 
York, and California. Ten 
candidates prevailed from 
among 300 applicants. 

 

“I have had several parents cry tears 
of joy because their son or daughter 
is finally making progress. I have 
been waiting my whole life for a 
chance to work on creating a better 
place for students.” 

— Mo Nunez 
Special Education Director 
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Innovative and Ethical: 
Flex Friday proves its power 
A group comprised mostly of freshmen designed 
the top wind turbine in an annual statewide competition 

Engineering teacher Jonathan Amory introduced every 
Baxter ninth grader to the engineering design cycle: 
Identify and define the problem. Research the problem. 
Develop possible solutions.  Select best solution(s). 
Build prototype(s). Test and evaluate prototype(s). 
Communicate results. Iterate design. 

One Flex Friday group’s challenge was designing a wind 
turbine for a statewide competition at the University of 
Maine at Orono. But there were so many things the five 
freshmen and one sophomore didn’t know: How does a 
wind blade even work? How does an airfoil generate lift? 
How does a motor generate electricity? 

Though the students were eager to build, Jonathan 
insisted they begin by creating a mathematical model. 
That required a very elaborate spreadsheet. Freshman 
Nick Landry researched the motor specs and charted 
required torque at various loads. Freshman Ethan 
Frederick was in charge of the turbine calculations. 
Freshman Demetre Fontaine researched airfoils with 
different characteristics, looking for ones with high lift 
to drag ratios that operated through a very large range 
of attack. After determining the Reynolds number, they 

researched NASA’s database to find lift and drag data for 
various airfoils. They then used this data to generate 
fourth-order polynomials to characterize lift-drag profiles 
for the foils. Sophomore Jacob Smith worked on an active 
pitch mechanism in the form of a customized ball screw 
(manufactured on the school’s CNC router from Smith’s 
computer-animated design in Solidworks). The 
mechanism used the angular momentum to pull the blade 
out and feather it to the optimal angle of attack. A spring 
mechanism calibrated the feathering.  Smith also 
generated a CAD model of the wind blade, which was 
produced in foam on the CNC router. Maine Yacht Service 
then helped the team apply fiberglass and vacuum bag 
the foam core. Freshmen Joey Reynolds and Joe Puleo 
used trigonometry to design the stand to bolt the motor 
at the optimal height. 

Jonathan says, “My role in all this was to be a jerk. I’m 
pretty sure they all hated me in the beginning because 
they wanted to build instead of doing the modeling. But 
they were so glad we did that when they saw the results.” 
Competing against 39 other Maine schools, the team took 
first place with the maximum possible power generated 
and a score of 64 points, more than 20 points higher than 
the 2nd place team. 
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“This is our school.  No one 
else’s. Right now, and every day, 
we have an opportunity to say 
what kind of school this is…. I’ve 
heard you say: I want to be 
heard.  I want this to be a school 
where everyone wants to learn. I 
want to feel safe. I do not want to 
be bullied. I do not want to be a 
bully. 
 
“I love this school…bask in the 
energy and good ideas and 
music and language that fill the 
school every day….We want to 
build things. We want to express 
ourselves. 
 
“Innovative and Ethical.  That is 
what we are. Innovative...we like 
to learn, to try new things.   
Ethical. We are respectful of 
other people’s right to learn, and 
our own… Creating a school that 
is positive and supportive takes 
every one of us….” 

 

 
Head of School Michele 
LaForge called a special town 
hall the second week of 
school. This is what she said… 

(nued from page 2) Social Studies. Bobby Shaddox has 
spent the year teaching history and 
civics to ninth graders, often 
teaming with Katelyn Virmalo. They 
kicked off the year with a project in 
which students photographed and 
wrote about a community to which 
they belonged—and then made 
presentations to their classmates 
and, ultimately, to the Baxter 
community that was emerging as 
students traveled along ninety miles 
of bus routes to learn together. 
Bobby says, “This kind of learning 
was unfamiliar to many of the 
students in the beginning of the 
school year. Today as I watch them 
delve into their research of various 
historic revolutions (in order to 
create original infographics), I see 
them developing collaborative work 
plans, formulating questions, and 
critiquing each other’s work without 
any prompting. This is growth.”  

Art & design. MECA-grad Nathaniel 
Edmunds connects the arts to 
STEM. His studio is a hive of kayak- 
and furniture-building, of drawing 
and dress-designing.  With Peter 
Moxhay, he has helped students 
delve into photography, a passion 
for many. “I’ve never seen such a 
combination of enthusiasm, pride, 
and comfort,” Nathaniel says. 
“We’re still defining what our art 
and design program will be, and 
that’s just the thing I’ve grown to 
appreciate the most.” 

Language & Cultural Studies. 
Enyue Li teaches more than half the 
students to read, write, speak, sing, 
and chant tongue-twisters in 
Mandarin Chinese. Often the 
students cite her class as one of 
their favorites, and she admires 
their willingness to work hard. They 
brush paint, explore Chinese opera, 
and cook dumplings. Brian Olson 
has students cooking in his cultural 
geography class, too. Making 
pineapple fried rice with them “was 
awe-inspiring to me—and 
delicious!”            

(Continued from page 2) 

Math. One of the challenges was 
pulling students from different 
backgrounds and levels into math 
classes that would work for them 
all. Pam Rawson taught math to 
both ninth and tenth graders. “Not 
only did their mathematical 
knowledge increase, but they are 
more open and outgoing with each 
other when they are doing math. I 
told them I wanted them to be 
“fearless problem solvers.” That’s 
what I see now. I’ve thrown a lot at 
them. The freshmen had functions, 
statistics, trigonometry. Every 
single time, they have risen to the 
challenge.” The sophomores came 
in with what Pam calls more 
“mathematical diversity” and 
pushed her to challenge them in 
different ways. “I’ve been able to 
get them all to think and reason 
and do something different.” 

English. Despite the school’s STEM 
focus, everyone at Baxter is 
committed to nurturing avid 
readers and strong writers. All the 
students read Shakespeare, as well 
as contemporary fiction and non-
fiction. Katelyn Virmalo taught the 
ninth graders: “I’m proud they’ve 
matured as writers, speakers, 
listeners, and readers.” Baxter 
poets took second in Falmouth 
High’s poetry slam. Creative writers 
collaborated in an open-mic event 
with Telling Room writers. Students 
wrote and edited a school 
newspaper.  Adam Gilman, who 
taught Humanities to the 
sophomores, used The Tempest to 
explore colonialism and the novel 
1984 as an opening for discussing 
technology and privacy. Adam 
says, “We are teaching our 
students how to be scholars: how 
to ask their own questions and 
track down their own answers, how 
to find valid sources and take 
thorough research notes—not how 
to memorize names and dates.” 
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This year so far, Baxter Academy has 
raised $588,916 in contributions to 
support an excellent STEM-education 
option that is open to all students in 
Maine. 

Next year, our fundraising goal will 
be to raise another $600,000 to 
cover the gap between public 
funding and to begin the third year 
in a healthy position. Toward that 
end, we are already pursuing grant 
opportunities and welcoming new 
support. 

Our start-up years are the most 
challenging, requiring funds not only 
for operations but also for the build-
out as the facilities expand to 
accommodate another hundred 
students next year. Growing 
enrollment narrows—but doesn’t yet 
close—the gap between our 
allocation of public student tuition 
and the operational expenses 
required to support cutting-edge 
programming and also the facilities 
and bus transportation from 
Lewiston, Topsham, and Kennebunk. 

 

Board of Directors 
Chair 
Kelli Pryor 
Vice Chair 
Allison Crean Davis 
Treasurer 
Peter Montano 
Secretary 
Peter Morrison 
Director 
Ruth Dean 
 
Legal Counsel 
Leonard Cole 
 

Projected Expenses 
2014-15: 

$2,468,176  

Academic 

Special Services 

Student Support 

Facilities 

Transportation 

Administration & Support 

Treasurer’s report 

Administration 
Executive Director 
Carl Stasio Jr. 
Head of School 
Michele LaForge 
Chief Operating Officer 
Adam Burk 
Business Manager 
Shanna Guevin 
IT & Enrollment Manager 
Dakotah Atchinson 
Front Office Administrative 
Assistant 
Jessica Talbot 

 

We thank our generous donors 
and partners who make it 
possible for Maine students to 
access a project-based STEM 
education that will prepare 
them to have a positive impact 
on the state’s workforce and 
economy. 
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• Manufacturing parts for 
other projects using the 
CNC Router 

• Building a Tug-of-War 
robot (that won second 
place in a state contest) 

• Raising funds for all 
the projects. Our silent 
auction raised $4,000. 

• Developing a business 
plan (from office space 
at Casco Bay Technology 
Hub) 

• Creating podcasts 

• Working on 
www.hullabaloo-es.com 

• Building a cedar kayak 

• Designing tiny houses 

• Researching how to 
build a green roof on the 
school 

• Collecting Maine music 

• Creating an athletic 
program for Baxter 
Academy 

• Shooting a 
mocumentary 

FLEX FRIDAY 
was the best 
day of all 
Here are some 
of our projects: 


