
Madelia High School Students have an exciting new 
option for learning this year called High STEP Health 
Science Academy. It is a dynamic, regional partnership 
between secondary education, postsecondary education 
and industry in Southern Minnesota.  
Based out of the South Central Service Cooperative in 

North Mankato, the mission is to provide high school 
students with health science coursework and experiences 
with the intent to excite and prepare them for careers in 
the healthcare field. The course is blended, so a lot of 
content is Online and they complete that at MHS, then 
they meet once a week in person with Christi Bixby, DPM, 
who is the Instructor/Coordinator of the program, at 
Madelia Community Hospital & Clinic to reinforce those 
concepts. The students have the opportunity to explore 
careers in health science through interactive learning 
experiences, hear dynamic speakers, get hands-on training 
in the hospital setting, learn core health science skills 
needed for all levels of health science occupations, gain 
leadership skills and have interactions and direct learning 
with medical professionals.   
STEP students are also improving their math, science and 

communication skills and receiving information that will 
help them make realistic career decisions and seek 
successful work or post-secondary training and 
understand current health science issues.  
The students earn concurrent credit for high school 

through MHS, as well as gaining college credits through 



South Central College. Overall, the program has been in 
existence since 2010, but it is the first year teaching it 
Bixby. Along with Madelia, she also works with students in 
schools districts from Cleveland, Janesville Waldorf 
Pemberton, Lake Crystal Wellcome Memorial, Le Sueur-
Henderson, Maple River, Martin County West, New 
Richland Hartland Ellendale Geneva, St. Clair, St. Peter, 
Tri-City United, United South Central and Waseca, who 
have entered into this kind of partnership for learning. 
Bixby learned about the program initially when her son 
took the course through St. Peter High School as a junior. 
“It sounded like a really interesting program,” Bixby said. 
“I sort of looked over his shoulder as he went through the 
program and kept thinking that I wished I had something 
like this when I was in high school.” 
Bixby went to podiatric medical school and worked as a 

podiatrist for a few years, but her husband was in the 
military and they moved a lot. She needed a job where she 
could still be in the medical field, but was more flexible. So 
she utilized her knowledge to work in the pharmaceutical 
industry for 14 years and also served as an adjunct 
instructor at Rasmussen College in Mankato teaching 
anatomy and physiology. Bixby discovered a love for 
teaching, so she went back to school and earned a teaching 
degree at Minnesota State University, Mankato; she 
completed the program last May. When the opportunity 
arose to become an instructor with this program, she was 
very interested. “I love teaching this, it is really fun,” Bixby 



said. “What we aim to do is hopefully recruit students into 
health care careers. However it also might show students 
that this is not the career for them and that to me is also a 
huge win because we saved them time, money and energy 
and it might give them a better idea of the career they do 
want beyond high school.” 
 “This experience gives students a feel for what they 

would do in a medical professional setting,” Bixby said. 
“The Madelia providers have been phenomenal and 
embraced the program. Dona Rehome has been key to 
enable the success of our relationship with the hospital. I 
am grateful for her.” Bixby thinks one reason that the 
health care professionals also really appreciate this 
program is that they want to pay it forward and they see 
the benefits of teens having access to this information at a 
younger age than maybe they did.  
 “This group of students are the first to go through the 

program for Madelia High School and they are amazing. I 
can’t say enough positive things about them. They are top 
notch students and are very engaged in their learning,” 
said Bixby. Ideally, the program begins for students in 
their junior year and they continue in their senior year. It 
offers an opportunity become a Certified Nursing Assistant 
(CNA), which could actually be a career for them or be a 
stepping stone to the next level; many nursing programs 
have CNA training as a prerequisite.  



The grant that supports the academy is through the 
Greater Twin Cities United Way who does a lot in the 
Metro area, but they wanted to branch out into rural areas.  
“It has been going really well in Madelia,” said Gwenn 

Wolters who administers the grant called the Guided 
Pathways to Success (GPS). Wolters works at South 
Central Service Co-op and, besides managing the grant, 
she works directly with the school districts. When asked, 
Madelia High School was very interested in having a 
health related program; they have heard from students 
and see in the community that healthcare is a good, viable 
career to get into. When Wolters approached MCHC to 
explore the program and garner interest, MCHC felt that it 
was a great opportunity for not just the students, but also 
for the hospital and clinic. They were enthusiastic to be 
part of it.  
“The theory is that if we can create pathways or academy 

programs in rural districts who maybe don’t have a lot of 
this programming in place, it creates new opportunities for 
students and a career path they might not have 
considered. The program allows students to earn college 
credits while still in high school and potentially they could 
also earn a work place credential,” Wolters said. “The 
program is open to any students who might have an 
interest in the health sciences. One of the strengths in this 
program is that these students are from all walks of life 
and they are bonding over this educational opportunity.”  



Wolters explained that the co-op is always looking for 
unique ways to partner with businesses for the benefit of 
students and industry. They recognize that not all students 
are interested in a four year college degree and might be 
interested in hands-on training, an apprenticeship or trade 
career instead. “This is a pretty developed program, but we 
are always looking for businesses interested in ways to 
partner with the high school; we can help them do that; we 
have many resources,” Wolters said.  
As for the MHS students who took the leap this year and 

enrolled in STEP, they are getting a lot out of it and enjoy 
the mix of learning environments and styles they are 
receiving. And, yes, they are being challenged; this is not 
an easy course to complete and the information at times is 
very complex. Each student came to the class with a 
different idea of what they wanted from it; some are 
interested in nursing, another wants to go to medical 
school, yet another is interested in being a chiropractor 
and one person wants to be a lab technician. They all said 
they would recommend it to others and hope that the 
program will continue.  
“The hospital is invested in it, I am invested in it, South 

Central College is invested in it and the co-op is invested in 
it so I would believe it has every reason to continue for 
future years,” said Bixby said. “It is the most rewarding I 
have done to date. I feel like at this point in my life it is 
exactly what I am meant to be doing.”  




