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For Cassell, helping schools supercedes other concerns:

By Sarah Hallonquist

Rep. George Cassell (R-Alexandria) used to
be a cowboy, but when it came to running for
the Legislature, it was Cassell who had to be
roped in for the job.

He was barely a year
into his retirement as a
school superintendent
when Alexandria com-
munityleaders asked him
if he’d consider running
forthe House seat vacated
by former Rep. Hilda
Bettermann.

Cassell, 63, had been looking forward to a
less public lifestyle and initially wasn’t sure if
he was up for a legislative career. But after
talking it over with family members and doing
a lot of thinking, Cassell and his wife, Carol,
decided to accept what they considered an-
other call to serve the public.

For now, he’s put off work on his 80-acre
hobby farm outside Alexandria, and staysina
rented apartment in downtown St. Paul dur-
ing the week.

The former Wyoming cowboy keeps a cow-
boy hat with a snakeskin band hanging in his
office, and he jokingly threatens to wear his
spurs onto the House floor ifhe needs to digin
his heels during debate. His well-worn boots
sit waiting near the cowboy hat.

Carol works alongside her husband almost
everyday.Behind alaptop computer and seated
at a table stacked with papers, she helps him
stay organized and efficient.

She’s used to the task, having moved with
him between various teaching and superin-
tendent positions from Minnesota to Idaho to
Wyoming and back to Minnesota. Married in
1955, the couple has three grown children —
Susan, George Jr., and Robert — and nine
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grandchildren. Two more grandchildren are
on the way.

Afterretiringfrom educationin 1997, Cassell
thought he’d have some time to travel and get
away from life in a fishbowl.

He was superintendent of the Alexandria
schools for 10 and one-half years. Before that,
he held two other superintendent positions,
directed a special education center, led an
elementaryschool asa principal, coached track
andbasketball, and worked asaschool admin-
istrator while teaching middle school students.

Less than a full month after his retirement,
Cassell received a request to be an interim
superintendent in Herman, Minn. He took
the part-time position, unwilling to refuse the
call for help.

The Cassell family has almost always had a
busy schedule. Right out of high school in
Tomahawk, Wis., George traveled to Wyo-
ming to work on a ranch. After nearly a year,
he received a draft notice, so he returned to
Wisconsin and joined the Coast Guard.

The Cassells were married in 1955 and spent
the last three years of George’s tour of duty
together. Their first child was born in Sault
Ste. Marie, Mich., just before they were trans-
ferred to Rhodes, Greece, and their second
child was born in Africa just before they re-
turned to the United States. After his dis-
charge, Cassell worked for his father while
going to college to begin his career in educa-
tion. The couple’s third child was born during
Cassell’s first year in college.

Although they’ve often yearned to live a
quieter life, the Cassells have resolved to em-
brace whatever comes their way.

“We just try to enjoy life and make the best
out of whatever we’re doing,” Carol said.

Cassell’s legislative priorities reflect his ex-
perience and thoughtful approach to his )ob
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He is sponsoring a bill (HF355) that would
repeal a law requiring some businesses to pay
their sales taxes in June. The law was passed in
the 1980s when the state needed the early
payments to balance its budget, but Cassell
said the law is not necessary anymore. He also
supports lowering property taxes, a system
that he believes is regressive.

Cassell earned his degrees — all the way tp
to a doctorate — at universities, but he also
believes practical experience can help educa-
tors as much as anything when they are learn-
ing the trade. -

Between three states, Cassell has 35 years in
education under his belt. Minnesota’s system
is one of the best, he said.

He supports local control of schools and
firmly believes teachers have the best perspec-
tive on solutions to classroom problems.

As a superintendent, he said he tried to
allow teachers to seek creative solutions to
classroom problems, rather than addressing
them with top-down mandates.

“I think we’ve ignored that principle in
many of the recent innovations we have at-
tempted in education,” he said.

Cassell said his philosophy as a superintes.
dent was that “great things happen when we
work together and do not care who gets the
credit.” And, he said, that philosophy has
followed him to the House.
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