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Willmar’s Area Learning Center has record graduating class

Perseverance and pride 

Senate sends paid family and medical leave to Walz’s desk
All businesses will be required to participate or offer equivalent benefits

Photos by Macy Moore / West Central Tribune
A Willmar Area Learning Center graduate walks on stage prior to the start of a graduation ceremony Thursday at the Willmar 
Education and Arts Center.

By Linda Vanderwerf
West Central Tribune

Willmar

Five-day-old Ezra 
Garcia-Avitia will never 
remember, but he saw 

his mom graduate from high 
school Thursday.

Mia Garcia, 20, posed for 
pictures after she graduated, 
holding a sleeping Ezra, born 
May 13, while a collection of 
relatives took turns posing 
with the pair.

The Area Learning Center 
awarded diplomas to 49 
students. Nearly 40 of them, 
including Garcia, participated 
outside in the commencement 
at the Willmar Education and 
Arts Center on Thursday.

It would be difficult 
to find a more joyous 
commencement than the 
ALC’s. Families fill the WEAC 
auditorium every year, many 
carrying bouquets for their 
graduates, and they cheer.

Oh, how they cheer. They 
don’t just applaud. They 
hoot. They shout out names, 
nicknames and “I love you.”

The ALC is an alternative 
high school, and its students 
are there for many reasons.

Some have fallen behind 
in credits, maybe because 
of an illness, and the ALC 
offers them the chance to get 
caught up. Others are young 
parents, or need to work, and 
the ALC has a more flexible 

schedule.
The ALC is a place for them 

to catch up and continue their 
high school careers and be 
part of a community.

Students do volunteer 
work around their school’s 
neighborhood and in the 
community.

Fifteen of the graduates 

were listed as reading buddies 
with elementary students. 
Kennedy Elementary teacher 
Anica Birkland brought her 
first-grade students to WEAC, 
so they could watch their 
buddies finish high school.

Adam Gregory, principal 
of alternative programs for 
Willmar Public Schools, 
announced that the 2023 
class was a record-breaker 
— with 49 graduates — and 
congratulated the students.

“You have overcome 
numerous obstacles and 
faced challenges that many 
cannot fathom,” Gregory 
said. “Today we stand here 
together united in triumph 
and resilience.”

He said the graduates have 
shown they have the ability 
to persevere, rise above 
circumstances and write their 
own stories.

The guest speaker was 
Adrian Salinas, a Willmar 
entrepreneur and master 
barber, owner of Universal 
Kutz Barber Shop in Willmar.

By Alex Derosier
West Central Tribune

ST. PAUL — Minnesota will 
soon have a tax-funded, state-
administered paid family and 
medical leave program for 
workers.

The Minnesota Senate on 
Thursday, May 18, approved 
the final version of a bill to 
create a state program that 
would offer 12 weeks of family 
leave and 12 weeks of medical 
leave with a 20-week annual 
cap. All businesses would be 
required to participate or offer 
equivalent benefits.

Low-wage workers often do 
not have access to the same 
benefits as higher-paid mem-
bers of the workforce. Advo-
cates say one-third of Minne-
sota workers — about 900,000 
people — don’t have any paid 

time off.
“This program is built on a 

foundation that all people are 
worthy — that all of our life 
experiences and life trajecto-
ries are equally important,” 
said Sen. Erin Maye Quade, 
DFL-Apple Valley. Quade 
spoke on behalf of bill sponsor 
Sen. Alice Mann, DFL-Edina, 
who had to vote remotely due 
to a medical issue.

Senators voted 34-33 on 
party lines to approve the bill, 
which was a priority this ses-
sion for Democratic-Farmer-
Labor lawmakers. Members of 
the House approved the bill 
68-62 on Wednesday. The 
final step is a signature from 
DFL Gov. Tim Walz, who sup-
ports the program.

Workers who use paid leave 
will qualify for compensation 

based on their wages. A work-
er who earns less than 50% 
of the state’s average weekly 
wage would get 90% of their 
normal pay. Workers earning 
more than 50% of the state’s 
average wage would get 66%, 
and those earning double the 
weekly average would receive 
55%.

It will take a while for the 
paid leave program to start 
up. While the initial bill would 
have gone into effect in 2025, 
the final language calls for a 
start date of Jan. 1, 2026. Min-
nesota is establishing a new 
office to administer the pro-
gram that will be staffed by 
hundreds of new employees.

The program would be 
seeded by $668 million from 
the record $17.5 billion bud-
get surplus. Ongoing fund-

ing would come from a new 
0.7% payroll tax split between 
employers and employees. It’s 
initially expected to create an 
additional $1.5 billion a year 
in taxes. Past estimates found 
workers would pay about $3 
extra in taxes each week.

While the state will require 
employers to allow 12 weeks of 
medical and 12 weeks of family 
leave, a worker can only take 
20 cumulative weeks a year.

Republicans, the National 
Federation of Independent 
Businesses and the Minnesota 
Chamber of Commerce also 
say they’re worried about a 
“one-size-fits-all” approach 
to paid leave for businesses 
ranging from mom-and-pops 
to Fortune 500 companies. 
GOP lawmakers also expressed 
doubt that the program would 

remain at current cost esti-
mates.

“When politicians micro-
manage small businesses, it 
means fewer jobs, lower pay, 
and less opportunity,” NFIB 
Minnesota director John Reyn-
olds, said in a statement. “The 
costs of this mandate — higher 
payroll taxes and bigger work-
force struggles — will esca-
late rapidly. Small businesses 
are still squeezed from infla-
tion, supply challenges, and 
a chronic workforce shortage 
that is not going away.”

Businesses that do not offer 
paid leave through the Min-
nesota program can opt out if 
they offer the same or better 
benefits. There is also a reduced 
premium for businesses with 
30 or fewer employees.

Students walk across the stage during a graduation ceremony 
for the Willmar Area Learning Center on Thursday at the Willmar 
Education and Arts Center.

By Shelby Lindrud
West Central Tribune

WILLMAR — After being 
tabled at its first meeting in 
May, the Kandiyohi County 
Board at the May 16 meet-
ing approved an increase of 
the rates the county pays for 
children’s shelter care provided 
by Greater Minnesota Family 
Services, amending its contract 
with the county.

The organization had orig-
inally requested a larger 
increase at the May 2 meet-
ing, but commissioners wanted 
more information before mak-
ing any decisions.

“We just had some gener-
al questions about what was 
going on,” said Commissioner 
Corky Berg.

Kathleen Nelson, a social 
services supervisor with Kan-
diyohi County Health and 
Human Services, said that she 
had extensive conversations 
with the organization’s CEO 
George Dubie and he reduced 
the request.

“He came back with a 12% 
(increase request), instead of a 
16%,” Nelson said.

The approved rates for reim-
bursement-eligible clients are 
now $258.98 per day for chil-
dren placed at the facility by 
Kandiyohi County Health and 
Human Services and $292.05 
per day for children who are 
placed by counties other than 
Kandiyohi County. The previ-
ous rates were $231 per day for 
Kandiyohi County and $260 per 
day for other counties.

Greater Minnesota Family 
Services provides various pro-
grams for children including 
residential shelter care, mental 
health evaluation and therapy, 
a weekend truancy program 
and more. It has an office in 
Willmar along with a home on a 
five-acre parcel just outside of 
town for its shelter programs. 
The organization’s service area 
covers all of southwest Minne-
sota as well as counties in the 
east central area.

“These kids have men-
tal health needs many times, 
behavioral needs, but they are 
at a more treatable level with-
out needing the intensive ser-
vices,” Nelson said of the chil-
dren served by Greater Minne-
sota Family Services.

Kandiyohi 
Board OKs 
rate increase
Money to go to 
organization that serves 
struggling children 
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