
Columbia Heights Approved for Free Voluntary Pre-K
Columbia Heights Public Schools was approved for free voluntary pre-kindergarten (Pre-K)  
programming by the State of Minnesota beginning with the 2016-2017 school year. 

Columbia Heights is one of only 74 districts and charter schools statewide to receive a grant as part 
of the State’s Pre-K expansion – made possible by a $25 million investment secured last session.  
Columbia Heights Public Schools was awarded $1,059,067 for the programming. 

“Minnesota schools and families want voluntary pre-kindergarten and our children need it to 
succeed,” said Governor Mark Dayton announcing the expansion. “Without additional funding, 
thousands of kids will be denied the educational opportunities they need to achieve their greatest 
potentials.” 

According to Superintendent Kathy Kelly, the District couldn’t have been more thrilled to begin 
offering free programming to 4-year-olds. “This decision, coupled with the provided state funding, 
literally ‘opens the door’ for our littlest scholars to embark on their educational pathway toward 
college and careers,” she said. 

Columbia Heights Public Schools Director of Community Education Kristen Stuenkel, who oversees the District’s early childhood programming, said the Governor’s 
announcement was significant news.  

“This is an exciting time for Columbia Heights Public Schools Pre-K 4 programming as we open to 60 additional Pre-K 4 students and provide free pre-kindergarten for all 
4-year-olds enrolled in our District,” said Stuenkel. “A second classroom was added at Highland Elementary School to double the number of 4-year-olds attending morning and 
afternoon classes. We will also continue the morning and afternoon class at North Park and Valley View elementary schools and pilot a full-day program at Valley View.”  

The governor’s office noted they will continue to build on this investment to ensure every Minnesotan child gets a great start to their education.

Studies have shown that early-learning programs have impressive and long-lasting benefits for low-income students, including increased high school graduation and 
employment rates, and decreased incarceration rates. Leading researchers and economists have found that these outcomes yield long-term benefits of as much as $16 for 
every $1 invested in early-learning programs. Most of these cost savings are in education, human services and justice-system savings, as well as increased tax revenues. 

“We still have a lot of work ahead to address the opportunity gaps that are barriers to many of our children succeeding,” said Minnesota’s Education Commissioner Brenda 
Cassellius in the governor’s press release. “Providing free public access to pre-kindergarten that is high quality, free of charge and close to home is a great step in the right 
direction. Looking ahead, we will continue building on Minnesota’s promise of an equitable and excellent education for all children and that starts with pre-kindergarten for 
every family that chooses it for their child.” 

To enroll a child in the Pre-K 4 program, visit the Placement Center, 1440 49th Avenue NE, Columbia Heights. For more information, contact the Community Education Department at  
763-528-4517.
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Assistant Principal Wins Nobel Award 
Columbia Heights High School Assistant Principal John Kulick received the 
National Society of High School Scholars’s 2016 Claes Nobel Educator of 
Distinction in December.  

“Mr. Kulick is more than an administrator – he cares about students,” said senior 
Sabrina Tobe, who nominated Kulick for the award. “He’s always there when you 
need him and he’s great at giving advice and listening. He goes the extra mile for 
students.”  

Kulick is the first educator 
in Columbia Heights Public 
Schools to be selected for 
the honor, established by the 
senior member of the 
family that created the 
Nobel Prizes. 

Claes Nobel’s congratulation 
letter to Kulick said in part, 
“the honor is presented to 
you because of your 

dedication to teaching and learning, and the difference you are making as a role 
model, source of inspiration and leader in your profession.” 

“It’s a huge honor to receive this award and to know I was able to touch 
someone’s life makes this award an even greater honor,” said Kulick who noted 
his philosophy as a high school administrator is to be student-centered, but also a 
“futurist who helps students like Sabrina set their goals and proceed in the 
right direction to meet them.”  

For more information, on how CHPS supports students, contact the Student Services 
Department at 763-528-4414.

Two Recognized as TIES Exceptional Teachers
Highland Elementary School Fifth-Grade 
Teacher Regina Skoy and Columbia  
Academy Special Education Teacher  
Shannon Tuttle were both selected as  
2016 TIES Exceptional Teachers in  
December.

Skoy and Tuttle were nominated by  
Superintendent Kathy Kelly for the award, 
which recognizes teachers who use  
technology to positively impact student 
learning and model best practices in  
their classroom.  

“Regina always keeps student learning at 
the forefront of any project and is very  
purposeful with her use of technology in 
supporting that learning,” Kelly said in her 
nominations. “Shannon is a master at 
implementing technology in a way that 
reflects the calm, quiet atmosphere of her 
classroom.”

Columbia Heights Public Schools is a partner of TIES, a collaborative of 48 Minnesota 
school districts and the largest provider of education technology  
professional development in the Midwest. 

For more information, contact the Technology & Security Services Department at  
763-528-4520.

Your School Board
Every public school district in the nation has a school board. Board members are elected officials responsible for the 
governance and policies of their respective school districts. School boards are also the only locally-elected body responsible 
for making decisions regarding public schools within a district’s charter.    

A school board’s legal responsibilities include district finances and ensuring policies are in place to best govern district 
operations. The Superintendent of Schools is the only employee of the School Board – responsible for day-to-day district 
operations. The School Board is also the biggest advocate of students within its district. The Columbia Heights School 
Board is composed of Chair John Larkin, Vice Chair Laura Palmer, Clerk Naty Severson, Treasurer Hala Asamarai and  
Directors Molly Lewis and Lorien Mueller. The Superintendent of Schools is Kathy Kelly.

Learn more about the Columbia Heights School Board at an upcoming Business Meeting, Work Session or Listening Session. For more 
information on the School Board, and to view policies and recent School Board Reports, visit colheights.k12.mn.us/schoolboard.

CHHS Alumnus Represents LEDA 
at White House Summit 
Columbia Heights High School alumnus Luis Carchi (class of 2015) 
represented the Leadership Enterprise for a Diverse America (LEDA) 
program at the White House Summit on Advancing Diversity and
Inclusion in Higher Education. Carchi is currently a student at 
Princeton University.
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Upcoming Events 
Thursday, March 2, 2-8 p.m.
EC Screening, Family Center

Thursday, March 2, 4-7:30 p.m.
CA Conferences, Columbia Academy

Thursday, March 2, 5:30 p.m.
VV PTO Meeting, Valley View

Friday, March 3, 1:30 p.m.
NP Celebration for Jump Rope for Heart, North Park

Friday, March 3, noon-6 p.m.
EC Screening, Family Center

Saturday, March 4, 9:30-10:30 a.m.
EC Super Saturday, Family Center

Monday, March 6, 7 p.m.
CHHS Winter Choir Concert, Performing Arts Center

Tuesday, March 7, 4-7:30 p.m.
CA Conferences, Columbia Academy

Thursday, March 9, 4:15-7:45 p.m.
CHHS Conferences, Columbia Heights High School

Thursday, March 9, 6:30 p.m.
HL PTO Meeting, Highland

Thursday, March 9, 6:30 p.m.
NP PTA Meeting, North Park

March 13-17
No School – Spring Break

Tuesday, March 21, 5 p.m.
School Board Listening Session, District Center

Tuesday, March 21, 5:30 p.m.
School Board Work Session, District Center

Thursday, March 23, 6:30-7:30 p.m.
EC Community Baby Shower, Family Center

Friday, March 24, 6 p.m.
HL Girl’s Night, Highland

Tuesday, March 28, 7 p.m.
School Board Meeting, District Center

Thursday, March 30, 6:30 p.m.
CA Solo/Ensemble, Performing Arts Center

SHIP Funding Benefits Students 
and Employees District-Wide
Columbia Heights Public Schools received a Statewide Health Improvement 
Partnership (SHIP) grant through the Minnesota Department of Health to  
implement various initiatives throughout the District to benefit students. 
Anoka County invited the District to participate for SHIP 4.0 after  
successful participation with previous SHIP grants. 
 
This is the third time the District has received SHIP grants from Anoka  
County. SHIP 1.0 allowed for the creation of the Blooming Heights Edible Schoolyard where a variety of fresh 
produce is grown and harvested through hands-on learning. SHIP 2.0 provided initiatives for active school days, 
including brain breaks and materials for staff to implement movement into the school day and allowed the District 
to improve student nutrition. 

Since receiving funds, SHIP 4.0 has provided Active Recess training for recess monitors, materials and stencils for  
playground activities, the addition of salad bars in every school and Yoga Calm training and materials for teachers.
 
“This SHIP funding assists our District in supporting the health and well-being of our students through 
active-school-day programs and more nutritious food service options,” said Director of Community Education 
Kristen Stuenkel, who oversees the District’s SHIP funding. “CHPS is committed to the growth of the whole child 
and we welcome this partnership with Anoka County to expand the initiatives that began with SHIP 1.0 and 2.0.”
 
In addition to receiving funding for school-based initiatives, the District was also selected as a “worksite” and 
received separate 4.0 funding to apply toward initiatives to benefit District staff and improve workplace-wellness 
including fitness equipment available at each site, enhanced working-mother nursing facilities and more.

For more information on how Columbia Heights Public Schools uses SHIP funds, contact Stuenkel at 763-528-4515 or 
StuenkeK@colheights.k12.mn.us.

District Implements New K-5 Math Curriculum 
Students in Columbia Heights Public Schools are thinking about math in new ways this year. 

Beginning this past fall, a new math curriculum called “Math in Focus” was introduced in grades K-5. 
Math in Focus is based on Singapore Math, and teaches students not to simply memorize formulas, but 
to think about number concepts and apply them to problem solving. This curriculum stood out to the  
curriculum committee – made up of parents and staff – because of the unique instructional approach.

“In my opinion, the biggest benefit of Math in Focus is the approach of each topic,” said Valley View  
Elementary fourth-grade teacher Teresa Fenske. “First, each topic is presented with a concrete approach 
using some amazing manipulatives. Then, it takes students from the concrete approach to the pictorial 
approach, which then bridges them to an algorithm. These approaches allow students to really  
understand why the algorithm works and it allows for more visualization and critical thinking of the  
problem.”

Students around the District have given positive reviews of the new curriculum, too. According to Valley 
View student Hamza Abdullahi, the new materials – and knowledge – have brought new life to their 
classrooms.

“It teaches us new things … it makes our brains get smarter!” said Damien Williams, another Valley 
View student excited about the change.

As part of the implementation, teachers will participate in ongoing training, math discussions and  
collaborative planning throughout the remainder of the school year. 

For more information on the new math curriculum, contact the Teaching & Learning Department at 
763-528-4435.

Understanding the Basics of CHPS Finances
Columbia Heights Public Schools is proud to have well-managed finances – confirmed by numerous objective audits  
and international awards. Community surveys and positive results in two 2014 levy questions support the District’s  
financial operations.

You might be wondering…where does District revenue come from and how does it manage its expenditures? 
There are many complexities in educational funding, but it’s always best to start with the basics.

The majority of the District’s revenue comes from the State of Minnesota, supported by federal, local and  
property taxes. These funds primarily make up the District’s “general fund budget” – approved annually by the 
School Board. The approved 2016-2017 school year budget totals $53,314,906. Additional “line item budgets” are 
used for District operations and expenditures with the majority invested in the workforce, followed by providing 
services, supplies and equipment, and retiring debt.

Columbia Heights, like other districts statewide, has a 10-year, voter-approved operating levy to help offset  
unfunded costs. The District channels funds from this levy back into the general fund budget to help supplement 
expenses incurred for operations.

Thanks to voters, CHPS also has a 10-year Capital Project Levy – passed in 2014 – used exclusively for  
technology and facilities. Each year, the District invests in increasing technology in the classroom while addressing 
facility issues at each school and District Center. Funds from this levy total $10 million over ten years ($1 million 
per year, 60 percent invested in facilities and 40 percent on technology). 

To learn more about District Finances and 2014 capital project progress, visit colheights.k12.mn.us/finance. For more  
information, contact Finance Director Bill Holmgren at 763-528-4411 or HolmgreB@colheights.k12.mn.us.

Learning Studios Bring Education to Life
The word “school” once meant arithmetic on a chalkboard and preparation for one of a handful of careers. Today, teachers 
are tasked with preparing students for a future we can only imagine. 

Our ever-changing world inspired Columbia Heights Public Schools to develop the four C’s of 21st-century skills – collaboration, communication, critical thinking and  
creativity. These attributes are as integral to the future success of our children as phonics and math facts. 

North Park Elementary developed a plan to integrate the practice of the four C’s throughout the learning day with high rigor and relevance through Science, Technology, 
Engineering, Arts and Math (STEAM). Almost immediately, educators saw significant increases in communication, creativity and critical thinking skills, yet so many  
opportunities for relevant collaboration were missed.

Collaboration was highly evident within the context of a single class, but it was difficult to accomplish across the grade level – a brick and mortar problem. A typical 19th- and 
20th-century elementary school footprint consisted of hallways connected to a series of boxes. Though this design may have worked then, this model lacks what 21st-century 
students need. It became obvious that without flexible, collaborative space there would always be a missing piece to this puzzle – and the Learning Studio was born.

With the help of international architecture firm The Cuningham Group, what was once single classrooms filled with unneeded materials and an inhibiting work area is now a 
collaborative environment bursting with child-friendly furniture and resources to spark learning in any mind. There are now large instructional/collaborative spaces on  
opposite sides of a glass wall, filled with light, comfortable furniture begging to be moved into the formations needed for each learning moment. 

Learning Studios allow students to work on the four C’s and other skills with the teacher as a  
facilitator and guide. Students learn by doing things on their own, with other students and with 
teachers in small groups. Instruction is personalized and focused on the needs of the students.  
There is a lot of choice from where students sit, from what they read to how they show what  
they have learned. Technology is integral. Students in Learning Studios are experts at using digital  
devices to access content, practice skills, record observations and create a variety of projects to 
share what they have mastered.

North Park students have the opportunity to practice 21st-century skills through hands-on  
engineering explorations and student-driven, project-based learning. Learning Studios allow for 
plenty of flexibility, movement and choice during these projects. The structure of the programming 
and procedures in the studios allow students to get help when they need it and they quickly learn 
that everyone is a teacher and their classmates are excellent resources. Learning Studios prepare 
students for real-world work situations where they will be expected to collaborate with others, 
problem-solve using critical thinking skills, use creativity and communicate with others in a variety  
of ways. 

The Learning Studios are a new way of teaching at North Park!

For more information, or to schedule a tour of the Learning Studios, contact North Park Elementary at 763-528-4300.

State Grant Funds New Social Worker 
Columbia Heights Public Schools received a six-year grant that will fund a new, full-time social worker position 
at Columbia Academy. The grant, totaling $224,397, is supported by the Minnesota State Legislature, approved by 
the Executive Branch and funded by the Minnesota Department of Education. The District will match state funds 
dollar-for-dollar the first four years of the grant and three dollars for every state dollar for the fifth and sixth years 
of the grant.        

The State of Minnesota will invest a total of $12 million through the grant for additional student support staff, 
including counselors, psychologists, social workers, chemical dependency counselors and nurses in 77 schools 
statewide.

“School counselors and other support staff help guide Minnesota students throughout their academic careers,” 
said Governor Mark Dayton. “Expanding access to this critical guidance will leave our students better prepared for 
college and careers.”                                                     

“With the needs of middle school students, having a new school social worker position means more students and 
families will receive more and better services,” said former Columbia Heights Director of Student Services Nicole 
Halabi. “Through support and services from school social workers, students can focus on becoming college- and 
career-ready.”

School social workers provide one-on-one counseling services to students, and additional support to students and 
families, as needed, in mental health, social and emotional development, crisis intervention, group treatment, child 
neglect and abuse identification and reporting. Halabi also added that school social workers support families in  
finding outside services and resources to help their needs while still supporting their child’s educational process. 
With the addition of the new social worker, Columbia Academy will have two social workers to provide support to 
the more than 700 students currently enrolled.

For more information on the student support grant, contact Interim Director of Student Services Laura McLuen at  
763-528-4429 or McluenL@colheights.k12.mn.us.
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For more information, visit 
colheights.k12.mn.us/calendar.
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