
High School Students Learn Beyond the Classroom in NYC
Nearly 50 Columbia Heights High School (CHHS) students and staff from the District brought curriculum and academic standards to life during the biennial New York City 
Study Seminar this spring. Experiences like the Study Seminar allow students to “see, do and learn” as the District strives to make learning real for students beyond the  
classroom and homework.

The group’s excursions in the Big Apple began the moment they arrived with a trip to the 9/11 Memorial & Museum. 
Their expeditions continued throughout Manhattan with visits to The Oculus, St. Paul’s Chapel, Trinity Church, Charging 
Bull and Times Square.

During their week in the city that never sleeps, CHHS Concert Band students attended band clinics with professional 
directors and performed for the public while AP Studio Art students toured various art museums and took photographs 
of and sketched sights around the city. 

Band students visited Washington Square Park, toured New York University (NYU) with NYU Clinical Music Assistant 
Professor of Music Education Michael Breaux and toured Columbia University. The instrumentalists were lucky enough 
to witness a memorial ceremony for the 108th anniversary of the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire – which killed 146 
factory workers on March 25, 1911. Some students were even given the opportunity to participate in the ceremony by 
laying down flowers in memoriam. 

“It was a very powerful experience,” said junior Hannah Stewart. “The feeling of being able to lay down a flower for a girl my age 
was something that I’ll never forget.”

Fine art students visited the One World Observatory – the new World Trade Center tower – where they were given the 
opportunity to go into the Freedom Tower. 

“The view from the observatory was breathtaking,” said senior Evony Vang. “It was really relaxing to sketch and just enjoy the view.”

The weeklong trip continued with a performance by CHHS band students on the USS Intrepid – a World War II-era aircraft carrier 
which now serves as a museum – certainly a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

Art students visited Fort Tryon and The Met Cloisters with a guided tour on art from the Middle Ages. Learning continued as art 
students toured the Guggenheim and the Metropolitan Museum of Art (the Met) while band students toured the Lincoln Center  
for the Performing Arts and participated in a clinic with Michael Adelson – a member of the conducting staff for the New York  
Philharmonic. All of the students on the Study Seminar attended a talk with Associate Director of Media Production for the  
Philharmonic Mark Travis and a performance by the New York Philharmonic, including a special feature of Yuja Wang.

Near the end of the trip, band students had an opportunity to tour the Met to see the special exhibit on rare instruments from 
around the world before heading to a final band clinic with Breaux. Art students spent a day at the Museum of Modern Art (MOMA) 
and were able to tour the museum before it was open to the public. 

“I thought MOMA was the best museum we visited because it had more well-known pieces,” 
said junior Renee Booth. 

Of course, the group couldn’t end their trip without experiencing theater! They attended Tony 
Award winning musical “Dear Evan Hansen” at the Music Box Theatre and “King Kong” at the 
Broadway Theatre.

“Seeing ‘King Kong’ before heading home was the perfect way to end the week,” said junior 
Kate Rockwell. “It was interesting to see the different music and setting styles, and the show 
was truly unique.”

The trip was aligned to District curriculum and while students were able to take in other  
landmarks of New York City, every minute of their trip served to be educational. 

Editor’s Note: Sam Alexon (CHHS Student) contributed to this article. 
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Minnesota Vikings mascot Viktor the 
Viking visited Valley View during his “Quest 
to S.T.O.P Bullying” program — which 
empowers students across Minnesota to 
STOP bullying in their schools.

CHHS art students donated their time to create 
handmade bowls to contribute to Southern Anoka 
Community Association’s 17th-annual Empty Bowls 
fundraiser which aims to raise awareness about 
hunger and food security, and to foster an attitude 
that hunger shall not exist. 

Valley View fifth-graders took 
learning beyond the classroom and 
spent three days and two nights 
visiting the Audubon Center of the 
North Woods in Sandstone, MN. 
Students learned about and 
interacted with creepy, crawly 
critters, built shelter and made fire 
during a survivor skills class, faced 
their fears on a high-ropes course, 
waded in the creek, and made maple 
syrup from tree sap they collected 
themselves!

The CHHS Concert Choir hosted 
North Saint Paul High School’s 
Concert Chorale for a day of 
collaborative music making and 
learning from one another last week.
The choirs performed for each other and received a vocal 
coaching session with their respective directors. The day 
culminated with the choirs combining to sing “The Awakening,” 
a powerful piece of choral music by Joseph Martin. 

Jeanne Brown
Bridget Drews
Branko Gulin
Steph Nowak

Deb Ratliff
Wendi Smith
Barb Tacke

Donne Tukes

Thank you for your service!
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Columbia Heights Elementary Students Show Off Culinary Skills in  
Third-Annual Culinary Competition
Five CHPS students showcased their culinary talent at the third-annual Future Chefs Culinary Competition this March at the high school. From 
ceviche to bacon Mexican macaroni, each chef brought the best of their skills and impressed the judges.

District Food Services Manager Ciara McDonald helped organize the event. “The Future Chefs [Culinary Competition] is absolutely one of my 
favorite events that the Food Services Department holds each year,” she said. “[This Sodexo] event was created to teach our youngest students 
to have fun while creating their own original healthy recipes.

Valley View fourth-grader Allison Velez Taday – who has participated in the event since its inception in 2016 – was dubbed this year’s winner 
with her enfrijoladas con queso fresco. “I always wanted to be a chef when I was small,” she said. “When I am big I want to be the most famous 
chef in the world. I thank my family for helping me with each competition.”

“This is a great program because a lot of [students] don’t get the chance to cook for people outside of their family,” said Sodexo Director of 
Nutrition Services for Faribault Public Schools Brenda Boehm, who helped support the event along with Sodexo General Manager for 
Monticello Public School District Brittney Hirschauer. Boehm also attended the event as an executive chef visitor – a position she previously 
held with Sodexo.

“The highlight of the competition is to hear how the students came up with their dishes and the look on their faces when they prepare the 
finishing touches,” said Director of Community Education & Communications Kristen Stuenkel, who served as a judge in the competition 
alongside Highland Assistant Principal John Kulick and Columbia Heights High School Head Cook Deb Vera. “I have been fortunate to be 
able to be on the team of judges for the competition all three years and appreciate the CHPS staff who work with these students, providing 
support as assistant to these junior chefs.”

“The students are solely responsible for each step from recipe development to adding the final garnish,” McDonald noted. “I am extremely 
proud of each contestant!

Each participant was awarded a medal and received a goodie bag full of culinary supplies for them to use in their future endeavors. In 
addition to taking home the District-level title and a collection of gifts. Velez Taday advanced to the in the regional competition in May where 
her recipe was be a candidate for the national competition.

Five CHHS seniors signed National Letters of Intent:

Jada Starling 
Volleyball, William Penn University

Ben Rogotzke
Football, St. Olaf College

Cristobal Serrano Rosa
Soccer, Augsburg University

Abduselam Regassa
Soccer, Gustavus Adolphus College

Isabella Rardin
Swimming, St. Catherine University

Congratulations Hylanders! We can’t wait to see you 
succeed beyond the doors of CHHS.

Columbia Heights Students Shine Bright During Youth Art Month
CHPS student artwork shined bright during Youth Art Month sponsored by Art Educators of Minnesota.

North Park Elementary student Selena Gutierrez McDonald received an Honorable Mention for her work “Playing with 
Yarn” (pictured) in the student exhibition.

In conjunction with the month-long event, works of art from students across Minnesota were showcased at the State 
Capital – fourteen of which were from CHPS, including Gutierrez McDonald’s.

Congratulations to all of our student artists whose work was included in the exhibit (listed below) and the District’s art 
educators.

Highland Elementary   Emmy Barre, Me’Shulon Langley, Cerek Pomerleau and Bella Schultz

North Park Elementary   Tiffany Encalada Carchi, Selena Gutierrez McDonald, Fernando Pineda Rivera and Austin Sobocinski

Valley View Elementary  Tamiah Jackson and Matilda Riemermann

Columbia Academy  Kora Vang, Amy Mendez Bravo, Penelope Gardinier and Elizabeth Schoenbauer

Elementary Destination Imagination Teams Compete in 
Regional Tournament
Highland Elementary’s Destination Imagination (DI) science team “Brain 
Freeze!” placed third in the regional tournament this spring.

The Brain Freeze! team participated in the “Medical Mystery” challenge 
where they had to research the human body and medical conditions, 
create a story about a medical mystery and make a “sympto-matic” 
showing the symptoms of the medical conditions using technical methods.

“The team worked really hard to complete all the parts of their challenge, 
and their hard work and creative ideas paid off!” said Highland Science 
Teacher Amber Young, who advises the team. “I’m very proud of them and 
am looking forward to the state tournament!”

“I am incredibly proud of the Highland Designation Imagination team 
Brain Freeze!,” said Highland Principal Michele DeWitt. “These students under Mrs. Young’s tutelage have 
demonstrated that hard work and dedication to your talents yield outstanding results.”

North Park Elementary also had a team competing in last week’s regional tournament, placing sixth in their 
challenge.

According to the North Park student participants, “Our challenge was to present a story where a monster 
suddenly appears and to build a structure that holds weight,” they said. “Our structure, made out of cardstock, held 
105 pounds. We also created a skit that made sense with the context of adding and removing weights from the 
structure. Along with the story, we used lights as a special effect to show our monster exploding.”

“It’s so fun to see kids explore an open-ended challenge and work collaboratively to create a team solution,” said 
North Park Teacher and the team’s advisor Morgan Semanko.

North Park Principal Jeff Cacek is proud of the work Semanko and the team did this year. “We have a very young 
group this year that will be sure to learn from this year’s competition to find continued success in the next couple 
of years,” he said.

DI is a global educational nonprofit dedicated to inspiring the next generation of innovators, leaders and creative 
problem solvers through hands-on, collaborative and fun educational experiences. 

Valley View Educator Named 2019 Teacher of the Year
Valley View Fourth-Grade Teacher Peg Nelson has been named the 2019 CHPS Local 710 Teacher of the Year. A total 
of 20 nominations were received; eight advanced as finalists. Nelson is the 19th recipient of the award, representing all 
CHPS teachers. “I was completely in shock, it was surreal moment for me,” said Nelson. “Afterward, I was super excited! 
My students and coworkers were hugging me, jumping up and down with me, and congratulating me – it was awesome! 
There were, of course, some tears of joy.”

Nelson began her career at CHPS in 1993 as a teacher at Columbia Academy (then Central Middle School). In 2005, 
she moved over to Valley View and has taught both grades 3 and 4 during her tenure. Throughout her years of service, 
Nelson has also been involved in the District’s afterschool ENCORE programming, has served on various leadership 
teams, mentored new teachers, taught summer school and been a student council advisor. “Peg is fantastic,” said 
President of the Local 710 Teacher’s Union Daniel Honigs – who serves alongside five previous Teacher of the Year 
award recipients to make up the selection committee. “Everything she does, she does for her students.”

Honigs noted that the selection committee received many stand-out nominations – all for educators who have done 
incredible things for the District and community at large.

Part of the selection process includes an essay from each nominee. One section of Nelson’s essay immediately grabbed 
the committee’s attention: “Education is key, but school is only part of the equation,” she wrote. “Children are lacking 
basic support, food, shelter and safety, not to mention physical and mental health resources. We need to support families 
that are living in poverty.”

Nelson embodies all aspects of the District mission – “Creating worlds of opportunity for each and every learning. All 
belong, all succeed.” Regardless of a student’s background or experiences, Nelson goes above and beyond to ensure she’s doing as much as she can to support every student.

Nelson says her teaching philosophy is based on three important beliefs: building a sense of community within the classroom; offering opportunities for all students; and 
preparing each of her students to be lifelong learners. “Teaching gives me the opportunity to build relationships with my students and families,” said Nelson. “As a teacher, I 
have the ability to shape and mold a child’s life so they can learn valuable life lessons to help them become successful in life.”

“Everything Peg does has an emphasis on improving her skills as an educator – even after years of experience,” said Honigs. “She has put immense time into her own ongoing 
training – with excitement – and has continuously brought new skills and philosophies back to the District to share with colleagues, ultimately making an impact on the entire 
District.”

High School Offers New Arabic Class
By Iona Burton, CHHS Student

Learning a new foreign language can be beneficial in many ways. It increases your knowledge, perspective and  
curiosity about other cultures and countries. Foreign language classes in high school are adamant and important for 
student learning. 

CHHS has introduced a new Arabic language class to next year’s list of electives. For the past couple of years, CHHS 
has only offered Spanish as a language elective, which limits opportunity for foreign language study to those who 
already speak Spanish or who are interested in another language. Introducing an Arabic language class is a great 
opportunity for students to broaden their horizons with language and culture. 

Columbia Heights is known for its diverse culture and backgrounds. Bringing this alternative language class is  
beneficial.  A large percent of students at heights speak Arabic, and this class would help their fellow classmates have 
more understanding about their language and culture, as well as help connect students and bring more recognize to 
the background.

“I speak Arabic and I think it’s cool that Heights is getting an Arabic class,” said sophomore Ahmed Ait Daoud.“It felt 
like the school just wanted everyone to learn Spanish, when there a lot of other languages that are just as  
important.”

Along with the high percentage of Arabic-speaking students, there are also many Spanish-speaking students. Having 
only Spanish as an alternative language class limits the opportunity of learning a new language for them. In past years, 
Spanish-speaking students have gotten their language credits by taking a “Spanish Heritage” class which aims to go 
a bit more in-depth about the Spanish language, such as reading and writing, as well as Spanish-speaking countries 
and cultures. Although, it doesn’t give them them the same fortuity as other students. Having Arabic as an alternative 
gives the students a chance to learn a new language they don’t already know.  

“I think it’s cool that they have another language at Heights,” said sophomore Kattye Gonzalaz .“It gives Spanish 
speakers the chance to be trilingual.” 

Having more than one language class will not only help non-Arabic speakers, but also Arabic speakers. It gives 
students the chance to be open to other foreign languages and also learn more about not only other parts of the 
world, but their community.
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Upcoming Events 
Wednesday, June 5, 12:30 p.m.
VV Kindergarten Graduation, Valley View

Wednesday, June 5, 1 p.m.
HL Kindergarten Graduation, Highland

Wednesday, June 5, 1:20 p.m.
NP Kindergarten Graduation, North Park

Thursday, June 6
Last Day of School

Thursday, June 6, 7 p.m.
Class of 2019 Commencement, CHHS

For more information, visit 
colheights.k12.mn.us/Calendar.

Activities & Athletics Arts

Attend the Metro North Adult Basic Education 
graduation ceremony celebrating students

who received their GED or Adult Diploma this year!

7 p.m. Wednesday, June 5
Anoka High School

3939 Seventh Ave. N., Anoka, MNPartnerships Create More Programming
CHPS is collaborating with the Columbia Heights Recreation Department and the Columbia Heights Library to 
provide a wide range of programming for students this summer. 

Students participating in the Summer ENCORE program in June at Valley View and Columbia Academy will be able 
to round out their day with ENCORE Aquatics, recreation or library activities. 

In July, the CHPS-sponsored program with Spark-Y will take place at Murzyn Hall so participants can benefit from 
the summer lunch and afternoon recreation programs at the same location. These partnerships were made possible 
by the 21st Century Community Learning Center grant which funds many of these summer programs. 

For students interested in sports, the District and Recreation Department have coordinated summer sport camps 
to provide sequential skill development in a variety of sports.
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