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p l u s : 2017 Distinguished Alumni Awards

AVID (Advancement Via In-
dividual Determination) is an 
academic support program that 
prepares students for college eli-
gibility and success. Read on to 
learn about how AVID is chang-
ing the lives of Fridley students.

page 4
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Fridley Public Schools held the eighth annual Distinguished Alumni Awards 
event on October 27, 2017. This year, we honored eight individuals, as well as 
the Circle of Excellence Award winner, the 1977 cast of one-act play “A Com-
pany of Wayward Saints.”
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CAROL THORNTON

Fr i d l e y  S c h o o l  B o a r d

Fridley School Board incumbents Carol Thornton and Mary Kay Delvo 
won their re-election bids during the November 7, 2017 special elec-
tion. Newcomer Avonna Starck also won her bid to fill the school board 
seat currently held by Marcia Lindblad, who will be retiring at the end 
of the year. Elected board members will begin their terms in January 
2018.

AVONNA STARCK

MARY KAY DELVO

Marcia Lindblad to retire from school board

Avonna Starck is a 10-year Fridley resident and 
works as the Senior Development Manager for Bike 
MS with the MS Society. Starck is very involved in 
the Fridley community, including her current role 
on the Fridley Charter Commission and volunteer 
work for Senate District 41 and Congressional Dis-
trict 5. In 2015, she assisted with the Fridley Schools 
Referendum Campaign. Starck currently has a son 

in the 8th grade at Fridley Middle School. “I look forward to joining a 
great team of dedicated people with the same goal of helping Fridley 
flourish,” said Starck. “I’m excited to lend my expertise and experience 
to supporting our wonderful district.”

Carol Thornton has been a Fridley resident for 
the past 15 years. She was appointed to the school 
board in December 2016 to complete a term of a 
board member who resigned. She works as a Men-
tal Health Case Manager at P.O.R. Emotional Well-
ness where she helps children and families with 
mental, emotional, behavioral and social needs. 
Thornton currently has a daughter in the 4th grade 

at Stevenson Elementary. She has been a frequent volunteer at Stevenson 
for the past few years and thoroughly enjoys spending her time support-
ing education and learning from students.

Mary Kay Delvo has lived in Fridley since 1997 and 
has served on the school board since 2013. She is a 
certified professional coach and works as a speaker, 
coach and multi-generational workplace special-
ist for her own company, INspiring SIGHT. Delvo 
has two sons, one of whom attends Fridley High 
School. She is very involved in many local orga-

nizations, including the MN Agriculture in the Classroom Foundation 
Board, the International Coaching Federation-MN Chapter Board youth 
booster organizations and St. Phillips Church, among others.

     Longtime Fridley School Board 
member and current Board Chair 
Marcia Lindblad will retire from 
the board at the end of 2017. Lind-
blad, who did not run for re-elec-
tion, will be succeeded by Avonna 
Starck who successfully bid for her 
seat.
  The 29-year Fridley resident has 
three children, Kristofer, and twins 
Brent and Kort, all of whom at-
tended Fridley Public Schools 
and graduated from Fridley High 
School in 2008 and 2011 respec-
tively. Lindblad began her service 
to the school district as a parent 
volunteer at Hayes Elementary 
School, and later volunteered to 
support the 2005 referendum cam-
paign. 
    That same year, following a res-
ignation on the board, Lindblad 
successfully applied for and was 
appointed by the Fridley School 
Board to fill the open seat. She then 
ran her first successful campaign 
for the board in November 2005 
and has been re-elected for three 
terms for a total of 12 years.
    Lindblad has served in all po-
sitions on the school board, in-
cluding Chair, Vice Chair, Clerk, 
Treasurer and Director. She has 
also represented Fridley as a school 
board member in various organi-
zations, including the Fridley Pub-
lic Schools Foundation, Northeast 
Metro School District 916, Tech-

nology and Information Educa-
tional Services (TIES) Joint Board 
and the advisory committee for 
Special Education.
    As Lindblad reflected back on her 
many years of service, she said one 
of the most positive and prominent 
changes has been the implementa-
tion of the International Baccalau-
reate (IB) programme.
   “Every one of our students ben-
efits from IB,” Lindblad said. “The 
Learner Profile works well in terms 
of character development in young 
students. It teaches international 
mindedness that really helps to 
mold our youth into global citi-
zens.”
     Lindblad said she is happy to be 
part of a community that strongly 
supports its schools. From voting 
to support referendums, volun-
teering in classrooms, or providing 
school supplies, it is clear that the 
Fridley community cares about its 
students and schools.
    Lindblad added she is thankful 
to the Fridley school district and 
community for allowing her all 
these years to positively contribute.
   “I was an involved parent and vol-
unteer,” Lindblad said. “Volunteer-
ing and then serving on the board 
gave me a great opportunity to give 
back to the community.”
  Lindblad’s final school board 
meeting was on December 19, 
2017.

(Front row, l-r): 
Carol Thornton, 
Marcia Lind-
blad, and Donna 
Prewedo (Back 
row, l-r): Chris 
Riddle, Mary Kay 
Delvo and Kim 
Sampson
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Fridley Public Schools Superintendent Peggy Flathmann and 
School Board Chair Marcia Lindblad
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College State of Mind
How AVID is contributing to college-going culture at Fridley High School

AVID student Jessenia Solorzano has been accepted to the University of Minnesota-
Morris and is now exploring various scholarship options. She credits the AVID program 
and her teacher, Liz Jensen, for helping her make her college dreams into reality.

An opportunity to prepare yourself for 
college, an opportunity to get organized, 
an opportunity to grow.

In this day and age, attending a college 
or university upon high school gradu-
ation is a common path for most stu-
dents. Although, for some, there are 
barriers. Some don’t know how he or 
she will foot the bill for this expensive 
postsecondary education, some don’t 
know if he or she will have the grades to 
be accepted. At Fridley Public Schools, 
there is a program in place to support 
students and help them overcome these 
difficult obstacles.

AVID, or Advancement Via Individual 
Determination, is a college-readiness 
program that serves students in the ac-
ademic middle. Over the past few years, 
it has grown in popularity among mid-
dle and high schools across the country. 
The class is an elective, and the incen-
tive to succeed and prepare for college 
draws students in. Students in AVID 
are willing to work hard and learn how 
to develop skills that are necessary to be 
successful in college, including writing, 
critical thinking, collaboration and or-
ganizational skills. The class also has a 

strong focus on preparing for the ACT, 
applying to colleges and scholarships, 
and exploring many different postsec-
ondary options.

“AVID is for kids that are first-genera-
tion college students or kids that need 
a little extra support with getting into 
college,” said AVID Coordinator and 
teacher Liz Jensen. “It’s for the kids that 
are really driven and determined to be 
successful, but do not yet have all the 
strategies and steps to get there.”

Helping students succeed
AVID is a valuable resource and sup-
port system that has been proven to 
encourage Fridley students to improve 
academically, particularly in terms of 
earning a higher Grade Point Average 
(GPA) and scoring better on standard-
ized tests. The study skills that students 
are able to learn in AVID are invaluable 
to those who are interested in pursuing 
a college degree.

The district conducted its own in-
house Return On Investment (ROI) 
study which compared current stu-
dents enrolled in AVID to their simi-
lar student counterparts who are not 

enrolled in AVID (matching on initial 
academic level, race, socioeconomic 
status, etc. during the 2015-16 school 
year). According to the data, on aver-
age, 25 percent more students enrolled 
in AVID earned a GPA of 3.0 or higher 
when compared to their similar stu-
dent counterparts. The same study also 
compared students who scored “on tar-
get” for Measures of Academic Prog-
ress (MAP) math and reading tests. On 
average, 15 to 21 percent more AVID 
students earned an “on target” test 
score when compared to the non-AV-
ID students.

According to the data, AVID is most 
beneficial to students with the type of 
obstacles that have historically kept 
certain groups out of college, including 
low socioeconomic status or minority 
ethnic and racial populations. Typi-
cally, students of these groups can face 
a lack of college readiness, familial sup-
port and financial stability. By enrolling 
in a program like AVID, students begin 

Effects of AVID

According to an in-house ROI study conducted in 
2015-16, on average, students enrolled in AVID are 
25 percent more likely to earn a GPA of 3.0 or high-
er when compared to similar student counterparts 
who are not enrolled in AVID.

Below: the data is separated comparing those eli-
gible for free/reduced lunch and those who are not.

AVID students vs. similar student 
counterparts (not enrolled in AVID)
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to prepare for the steps that lie ahead. 
The ROI study shows that AVID is most 
beneficial to black and hispanic stu-
dents. When comparing these groups 
of students enrolled in AVID and their 
non-AVID counterparts, 22 percent 
more black AVID students earned a 3.0 
GPA or higher than their similar non-
AVID counterparts, while 28 percent 
more AVID hispanic students earned a 
3.0 GPA or higher of the same measures. 
When comparing both MAP math and 
reading scores, a staggering 63 percent 
more hispanic students earned an “on 
target” score when compared to similar 
non-AVID hispanic students. The data 
also shows that male students are ben-
efitting the most from AVID; it shows 
that 40 percent more male students 
earn a 3.0 GPA or higher than the non-
AVID male students.

With added guidance and help with 
skill development, AVID students are 
adequately prepared for the future and 
can follow their college aspirations.    
Today, 198 students are currently en-
rolled in AVID from 7th grade to 12th 
grade. Those who remain in the pro-
gram are more likely to graduate on 

time, as well as attend a two- or four-
year college or university.

“In the last three years, every single one 
of our AVID kids has been accepted 
into college,” said Jensen. “These stu-
dents have what it takes to be success-
ful, and we are there to give them that 
extra push.”

College-going culture
Part of AVID’s mission is to transform 
school culture into one where attending 
college is plausible for all students, no 
matter the financial, academic, or moti-
vational barrier. As seniors inch toward 
graduation day, the college talk is seem-
ingly never-ending. But, AVID students 
share that they like it that way, as it en-
courages them to keep their “eyes on 
the prize.”

“The talk about college is so wide-
spread,” said Jessenia Solorzano, a se-
nior enrolled in AVID. Jessenia said  
there is a wide variety of students in 
AVID, which has helped spread and 
prolong college talk.

“In AVID, we have people in sports, 

in theater, all sorts of different clubs,” 
Jessenia said. “These ‘college conversa-
tions’ get around to everyone’s friends. 
Since its a normality now, for some 
students who were considering not go-
ing to college, they are reconsidering. 
I think it really helps students to wrap 
their mind around the fact that they 
can go to college. There may be barri-
ers, but those barriers can be broken.”

Jessenia added that her friends are 
constantly seeking college advice and 
information, which she is often able to 
help with. “Since all my friends know 
that I’m in AVID, I’m able to give them 
application due dates, what things they 
need to prioritize, information about 
FAFSA…. you’re just more enriched 
with this important information in 
AVID,” she said. “It really gives you a 
headstart.”

Other AVID seniors agree. Will 
Hariveux said he started thinking about 
college as he began registering for high 
school classes as a freshman.

“That’s when it really started to hit me,” 
Will said. “Moving onto the next stage 

Will Hariveux, AVID student and first generation 
college-bound student, is thankful for the sup-
port that AVID has given him. He has been ac-
cepted to Concordia University, one of his top 
choices for college.
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AVID students Carl Youngren (left) and Ben Zayzay (right) say that the program has had 
emmense effects on their high school careers. AVID has helped both students learn 
and develop skills that will help them be successful in college. Carl is looking into Bemidji 
State University and Ben is considering UW-River Falls.

after middle school, you need to start 
thinking about setting yourself up for 
the future. That’s why I chose to apply 
for AVID.”

He said he felt that entering into the 
AVID program was equivalent to 
locking him into going to a four-year 
university, and rather than a restraint, 
AVID has pushed him toward that 
goal.

Breaking through the 
‘Academic Middle’

Will said being in the “middle” 
really defined him at the time.

“I was never on the higher 
echelon of society, but I’m 
also not on the lowest end,” he 
shared. “I’ve had challenges in my 
life but nothing detrimental, and 
throughout school, I’ve tried 
to keep a balance in my 
academic and social life.”

According to Will, he de-
cided to take the class to 
become organized and 
learn study skills. At first, 
the note taking, time 

management and future preparation 
lessons were tedious, but later in his 
high school years, they proved to be 
extremely helpful.

“Not only did this class help me learn 
these skills, but you really find yourself 
wanting to achieve more,” Will said. 
“You find yourself wanting to break out 
of just the academic middle and you 
want to keep pushing to that higher lev-
el.” Now in the beginning of his senior 

year, Will is 

ready for postsecondary success. He 
plans to attend Concordia University 
and pursue a business degree.

AVID through the years 
Students can begin to take AVID in 
7th grade. As students grow through 
AVID, the focus adjusts to fit grade-
level needs.

Jensen said students at the middle 
school-level begin to learn how to be 
advocates for themselves, as well as so-
cial and emotional learning.

“At the middle school-level, we see a lot 
of students that are struggling to find 
their own voice. They learn how to ad-
vocate and learn how to ask questions 
to improve their understanding,” Jen-
sen said.

When they enter high school as fresh-
men, students enrolled in AVID be-
gin to blueprint their future and learn 
about postsecondary options. As they 
progress into sophomores, students ex-
plore their interests and discover how 
hobbies in everyday life could turn into 
a career they would really enjoy.

When students become juniors and 
seniors, classtime is spent digging into 
college prep. Academically, research 
skills and essay writing are essential to 
succeed in college. Other main areas of 
focus include ACT prep, 

“It’s
 nice to know you’re not alone going through all this. Everyone is

 basically in the same situation.We’re all trying to get ready for college.”
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Iman Ahmed
Class of 2018

keeping students on track when com-
pleting college applications, and look-
ing at the different financial means of 
paying for college. 

Each cohort of AVID students are 
taught by the same teacher. Because of 
this, students are able to form a special 
bond with their AVID teacher. It is ap-
parant that having a helpful adult in a 
students’ life can create lasting impacts.

Jensen has been teaching the class of 
2018 AVID students since their fresh-
man year. For senior Carl Youngren, 
the accountability factor of AVID 
played a significant role in his effort to 
improve his grades. During his fresh-
men year of high school, he let his 
grades slip.

“I was in AVID, but I wasn’t taking it 
very seriously,” Carl said. “Then when I 
started sophomore year, I realized that 
I wouldn’t be able to attend college un-
less I step it up.”

Carl shared that Jensen helped him to 
see the value in good grades.

“She was one person who helped to 
make me care,” Carl said. “She made 
me realize that I needed to start put-
ting more effort into things to get into 
college. Getting good grades is going to 
open more doors.”

Carl has always had an interest in the 
outdoors, and after seriously consider-
ing career paths, he decided he would 
like to further his education in the 
field of wildlife. He plans on attending 
Bemidji State University, as this college 
is known for its Wildlife Biology pro-
gram.

Others agreed that Jensen not only held 
them accountable, but she has been an 
incredible resource for questions on 
anything, even beyond the school 
setting.

For senior Ben Zayzay, Jensen has 
been a great support system. “She is 
so helpful and such a positive per-

son,” Ben said. “If you’re feeling down, 
like if a college doesn’t accept you, she 
encourages you, but also helps you to-
ward that next step.”

Ben shared that his AVID class is like 
family. Having joined AVID at the start 
of his junior year, he said the class ac-

“It’s
 nice to know you’re not alone going through all this. Everyone is

 basically in the same situation.We’re all trying to get ready for college.”

“I really want to jump 
on this opportunity. I 
want to be a leader for 
others. I want to be 
that miracle, that light 
at the end of the tun-
nel, an inspiration.”

cepted him with open arms. “It’s nice to 
know you’re not alone going through 
all this. Everyone is basically in the 
same situation as you are. We’re all try-
ing to get ready for college, so when 
it’s easy to relate to others, it makes it 
easier for all of us,” he said.

Cover photo: Liz Jensen’s AVID senior class are all anticipating graduation in May 2018. 
The majority of students have already been accepted to their choice colleges and 
universities.
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100% of AVID students
graduated on time

98% 
AVID Grads

AVID by the numbers
Currently at Fridley Public Schools, there are

72 126students enrolled 
at middle school-level

students enrolled 
at high school-level

AVID students agreed that having tu-
torial groups are helpful when trying 
to work through questions and home-
work for other classes.  During class-
time, students gather in tutorial groups, 
have discussions, and create presenta-
tions to work through questions and 
narrow focus. This can help to create 
a deeper understanding of concepts in 
their classes, as well as develop skills to 
become self-directed leaders.

A leader in the making
Ben plans to attend University of Wis-
consin-River Falls for a degree in Com-
puter Science, a subject that has always 
interested him. He is the youngest of 
four siblings and is determined to at-
tend college because, like his life motto, 
he wants to finish off strong. As a first-
generation college-bound student, he 
credits his mother for always pushing 
him toward this goal.

“She works so hard for us to succeed,” 
Ben said. “She’s making it easier for me 
to attend college, so I’ve always known 
that I would go, but I also want to do this 
for myself. I want to extend my educa-
tion. I feel like I’m not done learning yet.”

Senior Iman Ahmed was raised by her 
mother, an immigrant from Ethiopia. 
Iman shared that college has always 
been her postsecondary choice. “There 
are just more opportunities if you de-
cide to attend college,” Iman said. “You 
can earn more and I want to be able to 
financially support my family. College 
can also broaden my skills and give me 
a good base for everything.”

Iman said college is important to her 
because she wants to be an example to 
others, particularly those of her ethnic-
ity. “People back home [in Ethiopia] 
don’t often have the opportunities like 
I do here, especially women and girls,” 
she said. “My mom tells me that girls 
get married young, and often don’t have 
the opportunity to go to school, or even 
finish primary school. So I really want 
to jump on this opportunity. I want to 
be a leader for others. I want to be that 
miracle, that light at the end of the tun-
nel, an inspiration.”

Iman plans on attending University of 
Massachusetts-Boston in the fall and 
pursue a degree in the healthcare field.
She volunteers frequently at the Min-

nesota Children’s Hospital, where she 
is thankful that she has an opportunity 
to gain first-hand experience.

Paying for college is possible
There is no question that the college 
price tag is a barrier for many students. 
The AVID students agreed that the big-
gest obstacle standing in their way has 
been finding the means to pay for col-
lege, although this has never discour-
aged them from pursuing their college 
dreams.

“That’s one thing I’ve always been scared 
about. I’ve always wanted to do well in 
school to qualify for academic scholar-
ships,” Iman said. “I know it might be a 
struggle but it won’t hold me back from 
reaching my highest potential.”

Ben said the focus on applying for schol-
arships and grants has been one of the 
most useful tools that AVID has given 
him. “I know that loans are an option, 
but sometimes life can hit you with a 
curve ball,” he said. “Rather than focus-
ing on loans, I feel like right now is the 
perfect time to figure out other ways to 
pay for college. I’m applying for as many 
scholarships and grants as I can so it will 
be easier for me in the future.”

Will shared that the financial aspect is 
one of his biggest factors when choosing 
a college. “I’m still trying to work every-
thing out since I don’t have the money 
right now, but I know that scholarships 
will definitely help,” he said. “With 
AVID, I have the knowledge to know 
how to apply for those scholarships and 
it’s nice to have someone to refer back 
to with questions. But at the end of the 
day, AVID can’t give you money, but it 
gives you the resources to be able to go 
forward and do it yourself.”

The AVID curriculum allows students 
to build skills and develop behaviors to 
help them be successful on their own. 
With practice, commitment, focus and 
determination, there is no question that 
AVID students, class of 2018 and be-
yond, will be ready to take the next step 
to postsecondary success.100% applied to 

& were accepted 
to either a two- or four-year institution

3 cohorts
of AVID students have graduated 
since implementation
(Class of 2015, ‘16, ‘17)

of AVID students are first-generation 
college-bound in their families
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OUR
STUDENTS

22
new members 
were inducted 
into Fridley 
High School’s 
Vernon C. 
Knutson 
Chapter of the 
National Honor 
Society 

NHS

FHS to FMS mentorship 
bridges gap for students 

In an effort to bridge the gap between Fridley 
High School and Fridley Middle School, physi-
cal education and health teachers at each school 
are working together to provide opportunities 
for their students to connect and share informa-
tion from a student’s perspective. Ninth grade 
students now participate in a newly created unit 
called “Better You,” which focuses on self-care 
and social, emotional and mental health. The 
class allows for students to connect with young-
er students at the middle school-level on mul-
tiple occassions and has proven to be a positive 
initiative for students at both schools.

NHS inducts new members
New members were inducted into Fridley High 
School’s Vernon C. Knutson Chapter of the Na-
tional Honor Society at its 60th annual ceremo-
ny on October 9, 2017. NHS members will serve 
their school and community throughout the 
year by participating in activities that include 
serving at the Distinguished Alumni Awards 
event, holding a blood drive and a food drive, 
raking leaves for seniors, and working conces-
sions during basketball games, among others. 

Students also participate in an additional 
15 hours of community service outside of 
school.

Members pictured below:
Back row, l to r: Petra Owusu, Cassandra 
Corraya, Hung Nguyen, Andrew Buirge, 
Andrew Akermann, Tenzin Nyingpo, Ca-
leb Brandt, Wyatte Chaffee, Graham Ho-
glund, Michael Yocum, Mario Johnson, 
RaeLee Knutson and Alissa Marquardt

Middle row, l to r: Jennie Ollila, Ben Steven-
son, Sierra Lewis, Katlin Quarnstrom,
Hani Sirad, Jessenia Solorzano, Hailee
Schalwig, Audrey Zeleny and Daegia
Vang 

Front row, l to r: Saralynn Ness, Carson 
Brady, Spencer Brady, Iman Ahmed, Jo-
hannah Barrett, Samantha Dean, Kathrine
Kruc, Lucy Kuempel, Gao-je Vang, Nic Fite 
and Olivia Fredrickson

Spanish Club contributes 
to earthquake relief
The Fridley High School Spanish Club held 
a fundraiser in the wake of the devastation 
of earthquakes in Mexico in September. 
To coincide with other homecoming ac-
tivities, the club organized and sold tiger 
tattoos, representing the school mascot. 
Nearly $300 will be donated to assist the 
victims, combined with the Homecoming 
car smash, an annual student council fun-
draiser.

NHS holds annual 
Red Cross Blood Drive

NAMI presentation at Fridley 
High School encourages 
mental health conversations
In an ongoing effort to support student men-
tal health awareness, Fridley High School 
partnered with the National Alliance for 
Mental Illness (NAMI) to provide presenta-
tions on mental health to all students on Sep-
tember 19, 2017. A speaker from NAMI Min-
nesota provided students with information 
on mental health awareness, when and where 
to get help, and resources regarding mental 
illness. NAMI is the nation’s largest grass-
roots mental health organization that works 
with hundreds of local affiliates, state organi-
zations and volunteers to raise awareness and 
provide support and education about mental 
health. “We want our students to know that 
it’s okay to talk about mental health,” said 
Kelsey Knutson, a social worker at Fridley 
High School and organizer of the event. “We 
want to open up that conversation.” This in-
formational presentation is the first of many 
mental health-related efforts that will be tak-
ing place throughout the school year.

The snowy October weather couldn’t stop 
the blood flow at Fridley High School! 
Each year, the National Honor Society or-
ganizes a Blood Drive with the American 

Red Cross Minnesota Region. Many Frid-
ley students, teachers and district employees 
stepped up to donate. The Blood Drive had a 
total of 113 donors, all of whom contributed 
to more than 94 units (almost 12 gallons!)
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OUR
STUDENTS

Homecoming
2017

Fridley Public Schools celebrated its Homecom-
ing Week on September 25-29, 2017. Students 

showed off their school pride by dressing ac-
cording to daily themes. FHS students concluded 
their school week with a pep fest (Pictured right), 

filled with activities and a coronation.

The FHS varsity football team also took home a 
win, defeating St. Paul Central 14-6.

Cantus residency pro-
vides unique opportunity 
for Fridley music students
Cantus is a Minneapolis-based eight-mem-
ber men’s vocal a cappella ensemble that is 
known worldwide and tours internation-
ally. Each year, the artists of Cantus share 
their own love of singing with thousands 
of students through workshops and mas-
ter classes to ensure the future of choral 
arts. The “Cantus High School Residency” 
is a program that is awarded to three high 
schools in the Twin Cities metro area each 
year. Fridley Public Schools was lucky 
enough to be chosen as one of the three 
high schools to receive this program for 
the 2017-18 school year. This residency is 
a multifaceted, year-long program which 
includes master classes and collaborations 
with the singers of Cantus, a free in-school 
concert, free tickets to Cantus home con-
certs, a “festival day” where schools and 
directors work together to rehearse and 
learn, and a culminating concert in spring 
2018 featuring the high school choirs and 
Cantus. When asked what this experience 
means to her students, choir director Nikki 
Zeleny said, “This is everything. To have 
our amazing Fridley singers get to work 
with this caliber of talent is beyond cool. 
We happen to be so lucky that this inter-
national touring a cappella group is based 
here in the Cities -- getting to see my stu-
dents ask insightful questions about these 
professional singers, and next time sing 
with them, is a dream.”

ALC students contribute to 
Pumpkin Night in the Park
Fridley students at the Area Learning Center 
(ALC) volunteered to carve 30 pumpkins to 
contribute to “Pumpkin Night in the Park” at 
Springbrook Nature Center in Fridley (Pic-
tured right).  Every year, Springbrook Nature 
Center invites community members to help 
carve a total of 1,000 pumpkins for the Hal-
loween event. Teacher Josh Thurston said 
the ALC has continued to volunteer because 
it is a unique experience that builds com-
munity within the building. He added that 
it serves as an opportunity to give back to 
others in the Fridley community. “Our stu-
dents really enjoy doing something differ-
ent during the school day that is meaningful 
and fun,” Thurston said. “Many of them have 
been to Springbrook in the past and remem-
ber the experiences that they have had there 
as middle school or elementary students at 
the Pumpkin Night in the Park. They want 
others to have similar experiences that they 
have had.”

Fridley YIG students train 
for Model Assembly
On October 28, 2017, the Fridley Youth 
In Government (YIG)  delegation hosted a 
statewide training event where over 1,000 
students gathered at Fridley High School. 
The event, called LAUNCH, was held to 
prepare for the Model Assembly, a state 
government legislative session simulation. 
Operated by the Minnesota YMCA, YIG is 
an experiential learning program for mid-
dle and high school students to learn about 
how state and world government works.
Students participate in YIG through clubs 
called delegations, which are typically op-
erated by community organizations. Frid-

ley High School’s YIG program is one of the 
largest, as it is one of the only clubs oper-
ated by a school. There is also a great legacy 
created at Fridley for the YIG program. 
Students are excited about participating in 
YIG year after year. Program advisor Steve 
Holt said the high number of students par-
ticipating is made possible by financial aid, 
thanks to the Fridley Lions Club, Northwest 
Suburban Integration School District, the 
Ann Bancroft Foundation grants, and club 
fundraisers.

students gathered for LAUNCH at Fridley High School, a training 
day to prepare for the Model Assembly legislative government sim-
ulation. Pictured is the Fridley Youth In Government delegation.1,000+
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Fridley students GEAR UP for college
Fridley High School celebrated National Gaining Early Awareness and 
Readiness for Undergraduate Programs (GEAR UP) Week from Sep-
tember 18-22, 2017 (Pictured below). Many colleges and universities 
hosted booths during lunch to allow students to learn more about lo-
cal options. Students also played college-related games and activities, 
as well as had the opportunity to sign up for their Federal Student Aid 
(FSA) ID which is needed when applying for financial aid. GEAR UP 
is a federal grant initiative that partners with schools to offer support 
services to middle and high schools. The grant serves one grade level 
of students beginning in 7th grade and follows the cohort through high 
school graduation and their first year of college. In a partnership with 
Hennepin Technical College, Fridley Public Schools has provided ser-
vices to this group of students (Class of 2018) since 2012. The grant pro-
gram provides students with critical early college awareness and sup-
port activities like tutoring, mentoring, academic preparation, financial 
education and college scholarships which can help improve access to 
higher education for low-income, minority and disadvantaged first-
generation students and their families.

Stevenson students enjoy an Hour Of Code

During the week of Dec. 4-8, students at Stevenson Elementary cel-
ebrated Computer Science Education Week by participating in an 
Hour Of Code. The Hour Of Code is a global initiative  which was 
designed to introduce students to computer science, learn the ba-
sics of coding through tutorials and activities, and get excited about 
emerging technology. From kindergarten to 4th grade, all Stevenson 
students had the opportunity to learn more about coding in the me-
dia center. The youngest students coded on Bee-Bots, a program-
mable floor robot in the shape of a bee. Coding a Bee-Bot to move 
in programmed directions teaches students about sequencing, esti-
mation and problem solving. Older students learned coding funda-
mentals through courses on the computer. The interactive and fun 
games work to increase computer-literacy in young students. Many 
students at Stevenson have previous experience in coding. In 2015, 
English Language teacher Dianne Rae introduced students to cod-
ing in Code Camp, an after-school program. The program has now 
grown to a total of four after-school sessions per week with a differ-
ent group of students each night.
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BACK TO 
SCHOOL

welcome back, tigers!

new playground
at stevenson

Students at Stevenson Elementary had an excit-
ing surprise waiting for them on the first day of 
school. Principal Daryl Vossler unveiled a new 
playground, a project which was funded by the 
Fridley Parks & Rec. Department, Fridley Lions 
Club, Stevenson PTO and community members 
via a GoFundMe page.

The school’s old playground was relocated to 
make room for new student drop-off/pick-up 
parking. Plans for creating the new parking sys-
tem was part of a levy that the Fridley community 
approved in 2015 to provide a more safe environ-
ment for students.

$3,100
was raised by community 

members on a GoFundMe 
page to help pay for the 

project

500
Over

backpacks 
were given 
out at the 2017 
Back-to-School 
Resource Fair 
to help more 
than 300 
families in the 
district

Back-to-School Resource Fair 
helps District 14 families
Fridley Public Schools held its sixth annual Back-to-School Resource Fair prior to the start 
of the 2017-18 school year to provide backpacks and school supplies to support families in 
the district.

Local businesses, churches and families donate school supplies and/or give money to be 
used to purchase backpack items for the fair. The fair is also an opportunity for parents and 
students to reconnect with staff before the year begins. Many booths are set out to provide 
information on activities and resources within the district for families to learn what is 
available to them.

“We definitely want to keep this as a sustainable resource for our fam-
ilies. There is a big need, and we would love to fulfill it and continue to 
bridge that gap for our families.” Family Outreach Liaison Aloda 

Sims, who leads the initiative
~
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Ne w  f a c e s  at  Fr i d l e y

Biology teacher and Link Crew advisor Andrew Haaheim led Fresh-
men Orientation Day on September 5, 2017. The Link Crew team act 
as mentors to 9th grade students throughout the year. Orientation day 
is filled with activities for students to get to know each other, as well as 
acclimate to their surroundings at Fridley High School.

225 freshmen
were welcomed by The Link Crew 
on Freshmen Orientation Day

Jason Bodey joins district as Area Learning Center Principal

Jason Bodey has joined the Fridley Public 
Schools team as the Area Learning Center 
(ALC) Principal. Bodey oversees the ALC, 
the district’s preschool program, and Targeted 
Services – a program that provides additional 
academic support for students. Bodey has a 
unique background in education, with experi-
ence working with both young and older stu-
dents in many school districts around Minne-
sota.

Bodey is passionate about helping students to 
succeed and is excited about the options avail-
able to meet diverse student needs. He also 
wants to dispel the misconceptions that some 
may have about an area learning center. Of-
ten, Bodey said, people think of the ALC as a 
place where the failing students or those with 
problems go. “The ALC is an alternative way 
and place to learn that meets and supports the 
unique needs of students,” Bodey said. 

He added that the school is a little less tradi-
tional than a typical high school, yet still ac-

complishes the goal of guiding and supporting 
students to graduation and successful postsec-
ondary life. “Our students receive personalized 
attention in a smaller setting,” he said, “and 
our goal is to work with students and families 
so that the students can get back on track to 
graduation.”

This school year, the ALC program has relo-
cated to a new building located near the in-
tersection of Rice Creek Boulevard and Cen-
tral Avenue. It now conveniently sits on a bus 
line and is within walking distance to several 
local businesses. The ALC staff has started to 
develop partnerships with these businesses to 
provide internships, volunteer opportunities or 
part-time employment for older students. 

Bodey said that moving forward, his mission is 
to continue to look at innovative ways to sup-
port the diverse needs of their students, create
partnerships that enhance student learning, 
and engage and work with families to ensure 
that students remain on track to graduate.

Jason Bichler has 
been working as 
the Director of 
Buildings and 
Grounds at Frid-
ley Public Schools 
since April 2017. 
He previously 
worked in the 
St. Michael-Al-
bertville School District where he held 
numerous positions. Bichler had been 
working as the Building and Grounds 
Coordinator prior to coming to Fridley 
Public Schools. In his current position, 
Bichler oversees about 20 employees in 
his department. 

He said he enjoys the challenge of the 
position and that every day is completely 
different than the other. “It can be some-
what overwhelming once in awhile, but 
it definitely isn’t boring,” Bichler shared. 
“I need something like that to keep me 
on my toes. I really enjoy that aspect of 
the job.” 

He credits his previous director, Ter-
ry Zerwas, at St. Michael-Albertville 
School District for teaching him valu-
able lessons while on the job. “He was an 
awesome guy,” Bichler said. “I worked 
with him for a little over 10 years and 
he really taught me a lot. It was great to 
learn from somebody like that. I’m go-
ing to owe him for a long time.” 

Bichler has a Business Management 
degree from St. Cloud State University 
with an emphasis in Human Resources.

Director of Buildings 
and Grounds Jason Bichler

Over
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employee of the year
David Webber
Communications Specialist

2016-17

David Webber is the Com-
munications Specialist in the 
District’s Communications 
and Community Relations 
Office, a role that he has 
held since August 2015. 

In this position, David creates and 
produces videos about school and 
district events. He also assists in 
producing district publications 
that include the school calendar, 
District Bulletin, Annual Report, 
Did You Know (a bi-weekly digital 
newsletter), and numerous market-
ing materials promoting district 
events, programs and opportuni-
ties. 

When first hired in the summer of 
2015, David’s role was to support 
communications efforts in imple-
menting a communications cam-
paign plan for the November 2015 
building bond referendum and op-
erating levy renewal. 

His depth of knowledge and tech-
nical skills in video production 
quickly made him indispensable. 
He is a hardworking and prin-
cipled professional who’s quick 

wit and outgoing personality has 
endeared him to many staff mem-
bers, students and families in the 
district.

His can-do attitude and spirit of 
collaboration makes him a valu-
able asset to any team. Within the 
past year, David has volunteered to 
listen to student presentations in 
Tim Leistikow’s Theory of Knowl-
edge class, work with the district’s 
auditorium manager to figure out 
the new equipment in the up-
dated auditorium, help a senior 
put together an audition tape for 
a college application, or connect 
a graduating senior and her fam-
ily to mentors in a chosen field of 
study, just to name a few examples. 
David is known for going the ex-
tra mile and often volunteers to 
support student projects and assist 
staff members wherever he can.

He also cares deeply about his role 
in telling the Fridley story. A per-
petual learner, he is open-minded 
enough to know that there is never 
a single layer to any story, and is 
always reflective of the not-so-ob-
vious layers that sometimes surface 

in the process of writing a story, 
filming B-roll, or interviewing a 
secondary contact.

He is a great communicator who 
often takes calculated risks to try 
new ways to present Fridley stories 
in a manner that is fresh, engaging, 
and compelling. Because of his in-
novative thinking, the district now 
has an active YouTube channel 
with numerous videos of schools 
and district events that can be 
viewed locally and globally.

Thanks to David’s hard work, the 
spotlight shines brighter on grade-
level concerts, musical produc-
tions, plays, district initiatives and 
programs, student achievements, 
staff accomplishments, innovative 
classroom projects and school pro-
grams, and recognition programs 
such as the Distinguished Alumni 
awards, Volunteer Appreciation 
and the recognition of years of ser-
vice of retiring staff members. He 
is a great asset to the communica-
tions office and outstanding addi-
tion to the Fridley staff.

Kathy Moore, As-
sistant Principal’s 
Secretary at FMS

Tiffani Little, 
Infant/Toddler 
Instructor at FCC

Karen Segner, 
Technology Spe-
cialist at Hayes

Laura Hengen, 
Receptionist at 
RLS

Kim Kaneakua, 
Paraprofessional at 
FMS

Kelly Carpenter, 
Paraprofessional at 
Hayes

Diane Polski, 
Principal’s Secre-
tary at FMS

Tammy (Furlough) 
Ovakpoyen, Para-
professional at Hayes

Cindy Rich-
mond, Secretary 
at RLS

Tim Buttweiler, 
Custodian at Dis-
trict Office

David Webber, 
Comm. Specialist 
at District Office

Dan Johnson, 
Programmer at 
District Office
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“David has an amazing 
ability to connect with 
all members of our 
school community.  
When you add this 
ability to his 
communication skills, 
you get that unique 
professional who is an 
incredible asset to the 
communications 
office and the 
district as a whole.

- Jael McLemore
Director of Communications

 and Community Engagement



15fridley.k12.mn.us FRIDLEY PUBLIC SCHOOLS

OPENING 
WORKSHOP

2017-18
Fridley Public Schools held 
its annual Opening Work-
shop on August 28, 2017 to 
welcome staff back for a new 
school year. A total of 54 new 
employees joined the district. 
The workshop also recognized 
outstanding employees by 
honoring them with awards, 
including the Teachers of Ex-
cellence, the 25 Years of Ser-
vice Award and the Employee 
of the Year Award. Pictured are 
over 40 Fridley School District 
staff members, all of whom are 
Fridley High School alumni, 
joining Activities Director Dan 
Roff on stage to sing the Tigers 
Fight Song.

25 years of service award recipients

Fridley employees recognized
for 25 years of service
Five Fridley Public Schools employees were recognized for their 25 years of service to 
the school district at the 2017-18 Opening Workshop. Congratulations to our service 
award recipients and thank you for your dedication. 

From l to r: Pam Donley, Kathy Moore, Michele Barrett, 
Kristi Sabby and Becky Reynolds

Michele has worked in various positions during her 25 years at 
Fridley Public Schools. One of the things that has been consistent 
throughout is her passion for reading. In fact, this fall, that passion 
has lent itself well to her new position as a reading intervention 
teacher at Stevenson. Michele, who is presently working on her 
Master’s Degree in reading instruction, has also coached track at 
Fridley High School and basketball at Fridley Middle School. Her 
hobbies include reading, singing in her church choir, playing the 
guitar and spending time at the family cabin north of Brainerd. 
She and her husband Pat live in Fridley and have two girls; Katie, 

a sophomore at University of St. Thomas, and Hannah, a junior at Fridley High School.

Michele Barrett
Stevenson Elementary teacher

Pam is a dedicated staff member who 
develops strong relationships with 

her students 
and address-
es each one’s 
unique tal-
ents and spe-
cific needs.
Sue Skarolid, 
a kindergar-
ten teacher 
who works 

with Pam, describes her as a “self-
directed, dedicated, reliable and 
highly-regarded staff member at 
Stevenson.” Pam has two sons, both 
of whom attended Stevenson and 
graduated from Fridley High School. 
She enjoys spending time with her 
friends and family, including her two 
grandsons, and can often be found at 
her cabin on Lake Alexander on the 
weekends. Pam’s optimistic attitude 
and high expectations are a positive 
influence on everyone in her com-
pany and the Fridley school district.

Pam Donley
Paraprofessional at Stevenson
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Kristi Sabby has 
worked for the 
past 25 years 
in the Fridley 
C o m m u n i t y 
Education De-
partment’s Ti-
ger Club pro-
gram, where 
she has served 

as coordinator for the past 10 years. 
Her colleagues say that Kristi sees 
and brings out the best in both staff 
and children in her care. Highly en-
thusiastic, she creates energy, enthu-
siasm and a respectful place for kids 
to learn, flourish and grow. A Tiger 
Club parent said of her, “Kristi goes 
out of her way to really connect with 
kids and builds genuinely special re-
lationships with them. She is always 
so positive.” Kristi is a creative and 
hands-on leader who can be found 
rocking a baby, leading a science club 
with school-agers, or working in cos-
tume to the delight of all. Even in the 
face of challenges, her optimistic atti-
tude and sense of humor are truly an 
inspiration to those around her. Kris-
ti has a daughter and son who both 
graduated from Fridley High School. 
She enjoys spending time with family, 
friends and her two granddaughters, 
and loves to garden. She is a dedicat-
ed staff member and an incredible as-
set to the Fridley Community Center 
and our district.

Becky Reynolds
Stevenson Elementary teacher

Becky Reynolds started her career as a student teacher of kindergarten 
and first grade at Stevenson Elementary School. A year later, she was hired 
to teach first grade at Stevenson where she has been ever since. Becky 
connects with her students on an individual basis and brings students to-
gether each year to build a strong classroom team. A grandparent said of 
Becky, “My grandson learned to speak to people of all ages in a respect-
ful and forthright manner. His academic achievements that year were 
profound.” Her peers enjoy working with her and love her great sense of 
humor. A newlywed, Becky recently bought a house in Zimmerman and 
enjoys spending time with her husband and dog at her cabin in northern   
Minnesota.

Kathy Moore
Secretary to the Assistant Principal 

at Fridley Middle School
Kathy Moore is the face of the assistant principal’s office at the middle 
school. Kathy responds to students and teachers’ needs by offering guid-
ance to help them in any way that she can. She will go out of her way to 
find resources for students. Kathy always makes sure that the clothes clos-
et in the office is filled so students have access to warm clothing, especially 
during the winter months. She is highly organized and pays attention to 
detail, ensuring that students’ needs are met whether it be for schedules, 
lockers, attendance or just a smiling face. She will take on any role with 
a smile and is always up for the challenge. Fridley Middle School is for-
tunate to have her, and her work in the district has not gone unnoticed.

Kristi Sabby
Program Coordinator at Fridley 
Community Education Department

25 years of service recipients

Fridley Middle School Principal Amy Cochran con-
gratulates Kathy Moore, who works as the secretary to 
the FMS assistant principal. Moore has been working 
in the Fridley school district for 25 years.
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T
From l to r: Diane Nordin, Alisssa Blood-Knafla, 
Jeren Anderson, Candice Riley, and Jennifer Coelho

The 2016-17 Fridley Public Schools Teachers of Excellence 
are exempliary members of the school district. One 
teacher is selected from each school by a panel of judges. 
These teachers work hard every day to deliver high quality 
education to the students enrolled in our district.

2016-17 teachers of excellence
Jeren Anderson
Fridley High School

Jeren An-
derson is 
committed 
to excel-
lence in his 
c lassro om 
and is a tal-
ented lead-
er in the 
school and 

professional community. He dem-
onstrates a strong commitment to 
his students, engages them in their 
learning, and is a fun, thought-
ful colleague and friend to all staff 
members in the building. Ander-
son encourages going above and 
beyond expectations and is always 
willing to help when needed. “I see 
him as a strong leader in the build-
ing, who believes in doing right by 
students; he is willing to put in the 
effort to ensure students are finding 
success,” said Patty Hand, Fridley 
High School principal. “He is an 
extremely hard worker, who is able 
to stay positive and optimistic on a 
daily basis. I deeply appreciate this 
effort,” said Hand. His fellow teach-
ers say Anderson consistently dem-
onstrates excellence in his positive 
attitude. Jeren also always seems to 
find the fun and humor in any situ-
ation. Underneath his wit and light-
hearted sarcasm, he has a deep car-
ing for his colleagues, students and 
their families. He is committed to 
excellence in student interaction 
and works hard to engage students 
in their learning, pushing them to 
do their best and holding them ac-
countable. Anderson is able to gain 
their trust and always treats them 
with dignity and respect.

Alissa Blood-Knafla
Area Learning Center

Alissa Blood-Knafla embraces the mighty purpose of education as 
not just about raising test scores, but about raising the human po-
tential. She works day-in and day-out to help develop her students as 
citizens and to motivate their success in the real world.  After a very 
tough decision to leave Fridley Middle School, she decided to move 
over to the Fridley Transition Program and serve the program’s 18- to 
21-year-olds, helping them to reach their full potential, earn their di-
plomas and enter society as independently as possible. Blood-Knafla 
has taken the Transition Program and grown it into a place where 
students are learning independent living skills coupled with working 

on their own individual goals for success.  Blood-Knafla is also sought out by her colleagues as 
a resource and leader. Her fellow teachers say she has the instructional leadership and ability 
to balance the needs of students while also helping support her colleagues. Blood-Knafla goes 
above and beyond to ensure all her students and staff are succeeding. The special education 
department looks to her as a valuable resource of information and mentorship for fellow teach-
ers. The district values her leadership in this department as she works for the success of her 
students.
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Diane Nordin is a Chinese language teacher at Fridley Middle School. Nordin 
doesn’t just teach lessons, she teaches the experience of a world language and 
a culture.  Her lessons are so engaging that there is a waiting list of students 
who want to take her class. Nordin has the ability to offer her students an im-
mersion language experience without attending an immersion school.  When 
Nordin arrived at Fridley Middle School, student participation in the Chinese 
language program was very low.  “She has grown the program to make it com-
petitively selected with other languages,” said Fridley Middle School principal 
Amy Cochran, “and for students to be talking about what they are learning 
and experiencing in her classroom is testament to the enthusiasm she has 

generated for the program.” Students are engaged and speaking Chinese from the moment they enter 
Nordin’s classroom. She is always looking for ways to improve her curriculum and has spent each year 
revisiting her lessons to offer rich experiences to students.  An early adopter of technology to enhance 
her lessons, Nordin has also created an after-school program that students are excited to sign up for 
after school hours.  She has created a learning environment that is truly amazing for Fridley Middle 
School students. 

Diane Nordin
Fridley Middle School

“Jennifer has 
a calm and 
friendly de-
meanor that 
can bring 
c o m f o r t 
to all our 
s t u d e n t s ,” 
said Daryl 
Vossler, Ste-

venson Elementary School principal.  
“I consistently hear that Jennifer has 
a great work ethic and has a strong 
commitment to her students, as well 
as the staff that she works with.” 
Coelho has a positive ‘let’s give it a 
try’ attitude. She takes her work se-
riously and finds time to collaborate 
with fellow teachers. She is thorough 
in her instruction and pushes stu-
dents farther than what they believe 
they are capable of. Her colleagues 
say she always follows through with 
her responsibilities and is very de-
pendable.  She always has a smile 
for another staff member or stu-
dent and often uses humor when 
it is most needed. One of her col-
leagues said, “You will never know 
all the things that make her such an 
awesome teacher or person because 
she is so incredibly humble.” Coehlo 
goes above and beyond. She not only 
helps the school’s English Language 
learner students with homework, but 
also helps their parents search for 
homes, as well as colleges. “She is in-
volved in many of the events we put 
on for our families, often doing the 
difficult, behind-the-scenes work,” 
said Vossler. When Stevenson’s after 
school Code Camp classes were get-
ting too large and help was needed 
to manage the classes, she stepped 
up and took over a class.  Although 
she was not an expert in coding, she  
was willing to step out of her com-
fort zone and just give it a try.

“Instructionally, Candice is outstanding,” said Hayes principal John Piotra-
schke adding that Riley’s ability to gather and use data to drive instruction 
is a hallmark of her teaching – both in her classroom and now as a reading 
specialist and coach.  Riley’s strong foundation in standards and best practices, 
coupled with her use of data, allows her to create a high-achieving learning 
environment for all kids - regardless of ability level. She has the innate ability 
to nurture critical thinking and independent problem solving while monitor-
ing and adjusting strategies to respond to students more effectively. According 
to fellow staff members, students love working with her. She also weaves the 
diversity of the students’ backgrounds into her instruction and consciously 

develops a learning community in which individual differences are respected. Riley has been an inte-
gral part in leading Hayes Elementary towards a 21st century school. Hayes staff continually seek her 
for support in technology, best practices in reading, and data-driven instruction. She is a highly col-
laborative and a knowledgeable individual and has made a huge impact in the school. “I think what I 
appreciate most about Candice is her ability to problem solve,” said Piotraschke. “She is an incredibly 
hard-working educator who models passion and excellence on a daily basis and this is observed by 
everyone. Riley is a role model for all of us and is very deserving of this honor.”

Jennifer Coelho
Stevenson Elementary

Candice Riley
Hayes Elementary School

Left photo: Stevenson Principal Daryl Vossler hugs Teacher 
of Excellence Jennifer Coelho as she accepts her award.
Right photo: Hayes Principal John Piotraschke congratulates 
Teacher of Excellence Candice Riley.

teachers of excellence
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At the beginning 
of the school year, 
the Fridley Lions 
Club donated $100 
Target giftcards to 
every elementary 
teacher at Fridley 
Public Schools to 
assist in purchas-
ing classroom sup-
plies for the com-
ing school year. 
The Lions Club has 
made this into an 
annual event, now 
in its sixth year. Top 
picture: teachers at 
Hayes Elementary 
School; Bottom pic-
ture: teachers at Ste-
venson Elementary 
School.

Thank you, 
Fridley Lions Club

Fridley Girls 
Varsity Soc-
cer Assistant 
Coach Chris-
tine Nalepka 
was selected 
as Section 
5A Girls Soc-
cer Assistant 
Coach of the Year by the Minnesota 
State High School Soccer Coaches’ 
Association. Christine has been 
coaching soccer at Fridley for three 
years, along with track and field and 
strength training. She is also a full-
time math teacher at Fridley High 
School. 

Nalepka said she enjoys coaching 
soccer because she is able to inter-
act with and teach students outside 
of school.

“I love seeing them in their element 
and playing the game that I am so 
passionate about,” Christine said. “I 
love seeing them come together as a 
family each year and really give ev-
erything they have to the team!”

Head Girls Soccer Coach Zack Bo-
bick nominated Christine for the 
award. Bobick described her as the 
perfect complement to the coaching 
staff. He said she works tirelessly to 
help the soccer team grow and im-
prove.

“She is able to connect with our girls 
in a way our other coaches cannot,” 
Bobick said. “Our girls would not be 
the team, the family, or the group 
of young women they have become 
without Christine Nalepka.”

Christine Nalepka 
named Section 5A 
Soccer Assistant 
Coach of the Year

Tiger
Highlight community 

partnerships
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Fridley-Columbia Heights Rotary Club 
continues with Dictionary Project
Third graders at Stevenson and Hayes Elementary Schools squealed with excitement on October 
4, 2017 when each student got their hands on “A Student’s Dictionary,” generously donated by the 
Fridley-Columbia Heights Rotary Club. The “Dictionary Project” is a program that is shared by many 
rotary clubs around the nation, as the support of education and literacy is one of their six areas of 
focus. The Fridley-Columbia 
Heights Rotary Club has been 
participating in this project for 
eight years. The enthusiasm 
and excitement from each stu-
dent is infectious, which makes 
this project a yearly favorite for 
Rotary members. “Every year it 
never ceases to amaze me how 
excited the students are to get 
their own copy of this book,” 
Rotarian Tim Blank said. “It’s 
special to them because they 
know that they can have it for 
the rest of their lives. It’s really 
neat to be able to provide that 
to our kids.”

STRONG BONDS
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Tiger
Highlight
Kari Reiter named 
Section 2A Diving 
Coach of the Year

Stevenson Elementary receives 
32 new bikes from H.B. Fuller

R.L. Stevenson Elementary School received a kind donation from local business H.B. Fuller on 
October 30, 2017. H.B. Fuller donated a total of 32 brand new bicycles and helmets to contribute to 
a bike unit that will be part of physical education classes at the school. Every October, H.B. Fuller 
participates in a Make A Difference campaign. Each H.B. Fuller plant chooses a project at a local 
level. Fridley H.B. Fuller Plant Manager Kevin Johnson said his team decided they wanted to give 
back by purchasing and putting together bicycles that students at the elementary school could all 
use. Stevenson students are very excited about this new opportunity. Stevenson social worker Emily 
Knoop said, “We want to thank H.B. Fuller for reaching out and providing us with the opportunity 
to expand our students’ experiences here at school. It was extremely generous and the looks on our 
students’ faces when they see the bikes is truly priceless.”

Hayes Elementary Math Night provides family fun
Over 200 students and fam-
ily members enjoyed an 
evening of fun and educa-
tion November 30, 2017, as 
Hayes Elementary hosted 
Math Night. The night be-
gan with tacos in the caf-
eteria prior to attendees 
making their way through 
the halls to visit themed 
rooms for math games and 
contests. Smiles filled the 
night as the Hayes commu-
nity took advantage of the 
opportunity to share time 
with each other’s families.

Congratulations to Kari Reiter, who 
was named Section 2A Diving Coach 
of the Year! Reiter has been coach-
ing the boys and girls Fridley-Totino 
Grace Swim and Dive teams for nearly 
a decade since she started teaching at 
Fridley Middle School. In fact, Reiter 
is a graduate of Fridley High School 
and was a varsity diver during her high 
school years.

Reiter enjoys the family-aspect of 
coaching her team. “I love the combi-
nation of personalities that come to-
gether and become a big crazy family,” 
Reiter shared. 

Swim coach Emily Heille said Kari is 
an incredible asset to the swim-dive 
program.

“Having been a diver for many years 
herself, she is knowledgeable about the 
sport and consistently holds her div-
ers to high standards,” Heille said. She 
added that Reiter is able to build strong 
relationships with her athletes. 

“This trust enables her to push the div-
ers a little further each day until they 
are surpassing their own expectations,” 
said Heille.  “She cares deeply for each 
member of her team and wants to 
see everyone succeed. I’ve seen her at 
nine months pregnant, on the diving 
board, behind her divers, helping them 
achieve their goals. Watching her with 
her athletes is inspiring.”



DISTRICT
NEWS

21st annual 
kid’s apple run

Fridley Schools Education Foundation
holds inaugural Walk-a-thon fundraiser

The Fridley grade 7-12 Cross Country team 
hosted the annual Kid’s Apple Run for grade 
K-6 students on October 10, 2017. Depend-
ing on grade level, students ran a 600 to 
1,000 meters race around Commons Park, 
led by varsity Cross Country team members. 
As the name of the event intends, students 
were met at the finish line with an apple. 
Prior to the race, the Cross Country team 
taught the young participants stretches and 
exercise techniques to prepare them for the 
run.

“This event is a great opportunity for our 
student athletes in grades 7-12 to put into 
action the idea of service to their commu-
nity,” Cross Country Coach Brad Fisher said. 
“Our focus is on making great memories for 
our students and families, and hopefully in-
spiring these young children to be active, 
healthy and develop a love for running.”

Bob’s Produce, a local deli and grocery store, 
has donated apples every year to the annual 
event.

“We are also fortunate to have sponsorship 
money from the North Suburban Striders 
running organization and Stevenson El-
ementary PTO to help us provide t-shirts 
to every runner,” Fisher said. “Students are 
able to wear these shirts to school and in 
the community and feel a sense of pride for 
completing the Kid’s Apple Run race.”

The Fridley Schools Education Founda-
tion launched its inaugural Walk-a-thon 
fundraising event on September 20, 2017.

The event raised nearly $2,000 to put to-
ward needs at Fridley Public Schools, 
including teacher innovation grants and 
student scholarships. Additionally, the 
Fridley Lions Club and Nelson’s Cheese 
and Deli gave generous donations toward 
the cause.

The Fridley Schools Foundation is push-
ing to create more community events this 
year to raise additional funds for innova-
tion grants.

“One of the reasons that we’re doing more 
fundraising this year is to raise money 
so our schools can apply for innovation 
grants to offer unique opportunities in 

classrooms,” president of the Foundation 
Renee VanGorp shared.

If a teacher has a vision for their class-
room, they are able to apply for grants to 
make their dream a reality through Fridley 
Schools Foundation donations. These class-
room needs can include funding for a field 
trip, school supplies, technology devices or 
software and more. The grants are meant to 
ensure equitable opportunities for all Frid-
ley students, as well as provide unlimited 
possibilities in FPS classrooms.

“I’m so thankful to everyone who partici-
pated,” VanGorp said. “There were a lot of 
people behind the scenes, donating and 
helping with the event. We also had so 
much support from within the school with 
the faculty and staff. It was just such a great 
day for a walk.”

The  grade K-2 boys take off at the start of the Kid’s 
Apple Run, a race led by the Fridley grade 7-12 Cross 
Country team.

21 FRIDLEY PUBLIC SCHOOLS
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Fridley Middle School honors veterans 
at annual Veterans Day Program

Fridley Middle School held its honorary Veterans Day Program on November 8, 2017 (Pictured 
above). The annual program, now in its 31st year, is held to honor and pay tribute to United 
States military veterans. It is meant to help students understand and respect the dedication and 
sacrifice of military service members. Veterans from the community, including members of the 
Fridley American Legion and Fridley Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW) Post 363, were present 
to receive recognition. The Minnesota Honor Guard began and closed the ceremony with the 
Presentation of Colors. The FHS Concert Choir and FMS 8th Grade Choir, as well as the FMS 
8th Grade Band, performed traditional military songs. Prior to the event, students at Fridley 
Middle School learn about the significance and history of Veterans Day in class and why it 
is important to honor veterans. The program featured three 8th grade student speakers who 
talked about their experiences and relationships with veterans in their lives.

DISTRICT
NEWS

Area churches 
donate Thanksgiving 
meals to district families

Thank you to area churches for donating Thanks-
giving meals to Fridley Public Schools families! 
This year, Emmanuel Christian Center, Re-
deemer Lutheran Church and Michael Servetus 
Unitarian Society contributed to the annual tra-
dition. District family liaisons Aloda Sims and 
Yusuf Mohamud helped coordinate the effort 
and make sure that families in need benefited 
from the generosity of our community churches.

Fridley elementary students participate in Shop with a Cop
Fifteen students from R.L. Stevenson and Hayes Elementary Schools participated in the annual 
Shop with a Cop program on December 6, 2017 with the Fridley Police Department (Pictured 
right). The FPD Shop with a Cop is a program that provides a fun-filled afternoon for children 
while creating positive relationships with law enforcement.

“Often when a child encounters police for the first time, it’s during a crisis situation,” Fridley 
Police Department Crime Prevention Specialist Courtney Rolfe explained. “Shop with a Cop 
allows children to get to know Fridley officers during a positive interaction. It builds a relation-
ship of trust and the kids get to know officers in an informal setting.” 

Fridley Public Schools and the Fridley Police Department have partnered for this initiative for 
12 years. Each child was given a $75 Walmart gift card, funded by the Walmart Community 
Grant Program, to purchase presents for their families.

School Resource Officer Randi Oman said the event is very special to her. “I love to see the kids 
and officers smiling, laughing, joking and being silly together,” she said. “These kids remind us 
of the good in the world, why we do our job, and how important it is to remember we have the 
support of a great community behind us. These families help to rejuvenate my sense of purpose 
and connection to the community we serve.”
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The 2017 Distinguished Alumni Awards 

Fridley Public Schools held its eighth annual Distinguished Alumni Awards on Oc-
tober 27, 2017 at Fridley High School. The purpose of the Distinguished Alumni 
Awards is to honor Fridley High School graduates who have distinguished them-
selves in their chosen careers and service to their communities.

Family and friends gathered in the high school auditorium to watch loved ones ac-
cept their awards and look back on legacies during their time at Fridley High School 
and beyond. Attendees also enjoyed a dinner in the cafeteria, served by the Fridley 
High School Vernon C. Knutson’s Chapter of the National Honor Society. Nation-
al Honor Society students had the opportunity to connect with the distinguished 
alumni and learn more about the postsecondary life and careers.
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Emily Anderson
Class of 2000

From a young age, Emily Anderson was destined 
for great things.  The Fridley High School Vale-
dictorian of the Class of 2000 was not only a high 
achieving student, but very involved in activities 
as well.  While at Fridley, Emily was president of 
Student Council and was a member of the Na-
tional and Hispanic Honor Societies.  She was also 
captain of both basketball and soccer teams, in ad-
dition to playing golf.  Her favorite memories are 
of the basketball court and the friendships that de-

veloped from the many hours spent there. Because of her positive scholastic 
experience and gratitude to the dedicated staff, Emily became a teacher, earn-
ing her Bachelor’s degree in Secondary Social Studies Education and Master’s 
in Educational Leadership from Bethel University.  At Blaine High School, she 
has become an award-winning teacher of economics.  Among her numerous 
awards throughout her career, Emily was honored in 2014 with the Economic 
Educator Excellence Award from the Minnesota Council on Economic Edu-
cation and was also a Top Ten Finalist for Minnesota Teacher of the Year.  That 
year also saw her receive the 3M Economic Educator of Excellence Award. 
Emily is continuously involved in writing and improving curriculum, includ-
ing introducing a hybrid economics course that focuses her classes on being 
college and career ready.  Following suit of her own teachers at Fridley, she 
is hoping to be more than a teacher and to help students develop a growth 
mindset.  She loves to show students that she cares about them, and loves to 
help them discover that they can. Along with her husband, Chad, and four 
children – Cooper, Riley, Gracie and Paisley – Emily lives in St. Francis, MN.  
She is the head coach of Moms on the Run - a comprehensive fitness pro-
gram for women - and has coached Blaine High School students in soccer, 
skiing, economics challenge and debate.  She is also a Home for our Troops 
Charity Team member and works with the Blaine High School National 
Honor Society.  Most poignant, perhaps, was her involvement with Sarah’s 
Scholarship, an annual award to a deserving Fridley senior in honor of her 
cherished friend and classmate, Sarah Evers, who passed away in 2002 from 
osteosarcoma, a rare bone cancer. Emily challenges today’s Fridley students to 
do something every day to make their brains grow.  Get out of comfort zones 
and get comfortable with being uncomfortable.  Limits are only perceived.  
Consistent effort leads to success.

Lisa Boxwell graduated with honors from 
Fridley High School in 1977.  She took part 
in concert choir and band, and was a captain 
of the cheerleading squad.  It was her efforts 
on the field, however, that gained the most 
recognition.  During her time at Fridley, Lisa 
was All-Conference in track and field and 
All-Conference in cross country.  While at 
Fridley, she was such a tremendous competi-
tor as well as scholar that she was presented 

Lisa Boxwell
Class of 1977

with the Athena Award her senior year.  Lisa began her post-secondary 
career at Golden Valley Lutheran College, where she immediately set track 
records in 100-meter hurdles, 300 meters, 400-meter relay and 800-meter 
medley relay.  In 1978, she was named All American in Track and Field.  
From there, she established herself as an athlete of distinction at the Uni-
versity of Minnesota, setting more records in 60-meter hurdles, 100-meter 
hurdles, 800-medley relay and 880 relay.  The university named her Athlete 
of the Year in Track and Field for 1981. Lisa graduated from the Univer-
sity of Minnesota with a double major in Physical Education and Business.  
She used this experience as she began working for the Golden Gophers as 
an assistant coach in recruitment, developing and implementing training 
programs for Division I hurdlers and high jumpers. Lisa began a journey 
in athletics in 1994 with Anoka Ramsey Community College, where she 
has served as Director of Health and Wellness Center, Athletic Coordina-
tor, Academic Advisor, Athletic Director and in the Academic Support 
Center. Lisa loves working with and helping people, and has given back to 
the communities she’s served, whether it be coaching hurdlers and taking 
part in the baseball booster club at Coon Rapids High School or coaching 
youth flag football in Fridley and T-ball in Coon Rapids. In 1991, Lisa was 
inducted into the University of Minnesota’s All Decade Team for Track and 
Field.  In 2016, Fridley Public Schools welcomed her to its inaugural Ath-
letic Hall of Fame. Reflecting back on her Fridley years, Lisa acknowledges 
that Fridley’s teachers encouraged her to work hard, dream big and never 
give up.  They provided advice that helped her achieve her goals at the col-
legiate level and develop the skills she applies in life today. Lisa has three 
sons: Tony, Brett and Alex, and two grandsons Calvin and Wesley.  All three 
of her sons followed their mother in becoming tremendous athletes.

2017 Distinguished Alumni

Top row, l to r: Dino Taronis, 
John Swanson, Ed Grivna, 
Jeff Savelkoul; Bottom row, l 
to r: Heather Peabody, Emily 
Anderson, Lisa Boxwell; Not 
pictured is Ken Gilbertson, 
PhD; in his place is sister 
Karen Onken, who accepted 
the award on his behalf.
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While a student at Fridley High School, Dr. Ken Gilbertson was an active athlete, participating in football, swimming and track.  It 
was his work in Brian Ingvalson’s horticulture class, however, that received a good amount of Ken’s interest.  Learning about plant 
life and the environment led Ken to embark on a path of teaching others about and working to protect the natural places on the 
planet. In addition to Ken’s participation in sports and horticulture club, he was a Boy Scout who worked his way up to the top, 
achieving the rank of Eagle Scout in December 1969.  Earlier in August 1969, he witnessed a child fall off a dock into 6-foot deep 
water on Lake One in Ely.  Jumping to the rescue, Ken saved the youngster from drowning and was awarded the Honor Medal 
from the Boy Scouts of America for his heroism. Ken attended the University of Minnesota, Duluth (UMD), where he earned his 
bachelor’s degree in Teaching Biology in 1978,  followed with his Master’s of Education in 1984.  Because the Outdoor Education 
program wasn’t yet designed, Ken created both the undergraduate degree in Environmental and Outdoor Education and Master 
of Education with a Concentration in Outdoor Education.  In addition, he is the founder of the UMD Outdoor Program, a non-
academic outdoor education program. They are all now considered one of the leading programs of their kind in the nation.  He 
also developed the first emergency care curriculum leading to an Emergency Medical Technician.  His PhD in Outdoor Education 

Heather Peabody was born to be on stage.  
When her teacher Ms. Malmberg gave her 
fifth grade class an assignment to perform 
an original, five minute skit about colonial 
days, Heather jumped right in.  Not only did 
she write a skit, she cast the entire class in 
it, designed set pieces, provided costumes 
and wrote a show that lasted much longer 
than five minutes.  When Malmberg asked 

Ed Grivna, has a penchant for combining sci-
ence with the arts with the gift of volunteer-
ing, all of which began as a student in Fridley 
Public Schools.  Music was a major portion 
of Ed’s activities at FHS, as he was involved 
in marching band, pep band, jazz band and 
pit orchestra.  A meaningful moment came in 
the summer of 1973 when Ed received a new 
(though used) trumpet for his senior year 
and he was able to finally play first trumpet 

with a Clinical Counseling emphasis was awarded from Ohio State University in 1990. Ken has worked with Vietnam veterans with PTSD in the Boundary Waters 
Canoe Area Wilderness (BWCAW) and has also been an Outward Bound Instructor, a Wilderness Canoe guide, and a Wilderness Ranger with the United States 
Forest Services (USFS) in the BWCAW. Today, Ken is still at his Alma Mater, the UMD, where he is a professor and Department Head in the Department of Ap-
plied Human Sciences.  His contributions have led to a host of awards, including the 2014 University of Minnesota President’s Award for Outstanding Service.  The 
book he co-authored, Outdoor Education: Methods and Strategies, is considered by many to be a standard resource on the topic of teaching about the environ-
ment.  He has published numerous articles and is an international guest speaker. Besides his wilderness adventures, Ken has literally traveled around the world.  He 
created a consortium of outdoor educators in the United States, Finland, Turkey, and New Zealand who work together on research and teaching practices.  He has 
also created partnerships with state and national parks to promote environmental literacy. Ken has been married to Katie Kyyhkynen over 35 years.  In his spare 
time, he enjoys horseback riding and continued wilderness expeditions - having traveled all over North America on wilderness trips.  He has also competed in at 
least 7 Birkebeiner-Kortelopet ski races in Hayward, Wisconsin and in several marathon ski races in Finland and Sweden.

Ken Gilbertson, PhD
Class of 1972

parts. But his scientific mind was stimulated, too, with the amateur radio club.  
Ed built his first crystal set radio while in grade school.  In high school, he 
received his novice license to operate an amateur radio and now holds an 
advanced class license. He also participated in German Club and National 
Honor Society. Upon graduation, Ed enrolled at the DeVry Institute in Chi-
cago, where he graduated with an electrical engineering degree in 1977. Com-
ing home to Minnesota, he joined Control Data Corporation, working in its 
disc drive subsidiary.  In November of 1989, he joined forces with Cypress 
Semiconductor, where he is currently a fellow and senior electrical engineer 
in the programmable systems division.  Very impressively, Ed currently holds 
58 United States Patents, as well as patents in Brazil, China, South Korea and 
Europe. Ed married Sieglinde Nelson, a 1978 graduate of Spring Lake Park 
High School, in 1982.  Together, they raised three daughters: Margaret, Mara 
and Meridith, and have three grandchildren. The Grivna’s daughters all at-
tended Champlin Park High School in the Anoka Hennepin District, where 
they were all involved with music as well, so Ed spent a lot of time at the 
school watching their performances.  He noted there were needs in the music 
department he could take care of. It began with rebuilding a set of chimes.  
Then he designed and built a pair of gong stands. Eventually, he was repair-
ing and replacing any assortment of instruments and equipment, including 
updated stage lighting and sound reinforcement.  Due to a generous dona-
tion from Ed and Sieglinde, Champlin Park was the first school in the district 
to offer a world drumming class.  Their generosity has spread throughout 
the district, and even beyond to Blaine, St. Louis Park, Anoka, Andover and 
Cambridge school districts. Over 200 musical instruments have been donated 
by the Grivna family. Ed says he appreciates that Fridley gave him a place to 
focus on math, science and electronics, as well as music.  The combination of 
concrete sciences and creative arts allowed him to do well in engineering in 
college and later in industry.

Ed Grivna
Class of 1974

Heather Peabody
Class of 1995

after twenty minutes if the “wonderful” play was almost over, Heather re-
plied they were almost to intermission.  Ms. Malmberg arranged to have the 
entire school see Heather’s play. So began a rich and colorful life as a per-
former.  Heather would go on to act in many productions at Fridley High 
School, including Phantom of the Opera, Fame, Beauty and the Beast, Bye 
Bye Birdie and The Wiz.  She was also in choir, band and cheerleading. In 
1999, Heather relocated to New York to attend the American Musical and 
Dramatic Academy.  She then enrolled at the University of Wisconsin-River 
Falls and graduated with a bachelor’s degree in journalism and theater in 
2004.  While there, she was an American College Theatre Festival nomi-
nee for her role in Nuncrackers and was invited to compete at the Ken-
nedy Center in Washington, DC. Returning home, Heather has performed 
on the main stage at Chanhassen Dinner Theaters, where she starred as 
Tracy Turnblad in Hairspray, appeared in an episode of Law and Order, 
been seen in numerous commercials, and even had the opportunity to read 
for the role of Molly in the CBS show Mike and Molly. In 2014, Heather 
founded the comedy company The Peabody Players.  The group is focused 
on improving the quality of life through laughter and connection.  Dur-
ing the past year, the ensemble has donated performances to the Wright 
County Crisis Nursery Fundraiser, Family Youth Community Connection 
Fundraiser and partnered with the Bounce Back Project.  They also cre-
ate team-building workshops that focus on innovation and collaboration, 
trust and vulnerability and, most importantly, connection and play.  The 
Peabody Players were nominated by the I-94 Chamber of Commerce for 
the 2017 Innovation Award.  Heather also teaches and volunteers at Lund-
strum Performing Arts in North Minneapolis, an organization that serves 
hundreds of students from diverse backgrounds. Heather has been married 
to husband Christopher for ten years.  They are the proud parents of 8 year 
old daughter Kate.  



After graduation from Fridley High School, 
Dino Taronis headed straight to Las Vegas 
and the University of Nevada Las Vegas 
(UNLV) Performing Arts Center.  He be-
gan as a stagehand and worked his way up 
the ladder, working as a stage manager and 
lighting designer.  Along the way, he had the 
fortune of working with such noted celebri-
ties as Mandy Patinkin, Rosemary Clooney, 
Savion Glover, Gregory Hines, Siegfried and 
Roy, and many other local and national art-
ists.  Earning his bachelor’s degree in Design 

Jeff Savelkoul grew up in Fridley Public Schools.  While at Fridley High School, he played football and hockey and built mini 
bikes in metal shop class. He graduated from Fridley High School in 1965 and enrolled in college prior to enlisting in the Ma-
rines less than a year later.  By this time, the United States was involved in the Vietnam War.  Jeff, trained as a radio and telegraph 
operator, was assigned top secret crypto clearance based on the typing skills he learned in high school. He was deployed to 
Vietnam in January of 1967 where he served as a radio operator for an eight-man reconnaissance team called “Team Striker.”  It 
was on a recon mission in hostile territory where, on June 30, 1967, Team Striker’s helicopter was shot down and erupted into 
flames.  Four members of his squad escaped, but only two survived. Jeff suffered burns over 65 percent of his body and was 
given a 10% chance of survival.  He spent three months in a burn unit in Texas before being transferred home to Minnesota, 
where he would spend 13 months in a recovery unit.  He was given medical retirement from the Marines as Lance Corporal. 
Jeff married Karen Bjorngjeld, who he met on the high school football field the first day of ninth grade.  He became an electri-
cian for the next 34 years, including over 16 years as owner of a company. Over the years, Jeff became a licensed pilot and flies 

One Fridley grad has exemplified strong 
characteristics with the amount of time and 
work he has put in to benefit Fridley Pub-
lic Schools’ students. John Swanson was a 
fervent athlete in the district, especially in 
basketball and football.  He was particu-
larly drawn to the guidance of coaches Bob 
O’Neill and Steven George.  He also count-
ed baseball and track as sports he partici-
pated in, making him a true year-round 
athlete and competitor. His intensity from 

Dino Taronis
Class of 1996

John Swanson
Class of 1975

and Technology from UNLV, he worked on over 50 theater and dance pro-
ductions in a myriad of tech roles.  In 2009, he added a Master’s in Education 
from Walden University and began teaching high school. Dino has taken all 
he learned from his time in Fridley High School’s auditorium and coupled it 
with priceless experience on the road and in one of the entertainment meccas 
to create an unparalleled learning experience.  While at Fridley, Dino partici-
pated in theater, band, drum line, Key Club, Knowledge Bowl, choir, Student 
Council, AV Office, Horticulture Club, Future Business Leaders of America, 
and Distributive Education Clubs of America.  He was especially fond of por-
traying Richie Valens in Buddy: The Buddy Holly Story in 1993.  In 2006, 
Dino headed to Gainesville, Georgia where, for three years, he taught theater 
and technical theater classes at East Hall High School.  He was also technical 
director for the fine arts department, delivering lighting, and sound, set and 
prop design for every event that took place at the theater. He returned to Las 
Vegas in 2009 and since June of that year, has been with the Clark County 
School District of Las Vegas, teaching theatre, playwriting, technical theatre, 
fine arts, computer applications, Improv and film studies.  He also serves as 
the technical director for the Nevada Thespians Adult State Board.

the playing field didn’t stop after graduation in 1975.  John became a youth 
coach while studying at the University of Minnesota.  John took over the 
administration of the younger age leagues and of 7th and 8th grade foot-
ball when enrollment numbers were in decline, even while working on his 
bachelor’s degree in business administration.  After graduating from the 
U of M in 1979, John enrolled in the University’s School of Law, where he 
earned his Juris Doctorate in 1983, again coaching youth teams along the 
way. John became an assistant city attorney for the City of Minneapolis, 
where he served from 1983 until 1985 when he went into private practice as 
an attorney and management consultant.  He currently represents a variety 
of small- and medium-sized businesses as general counsel on a variety of le-
gal and business related issues.  He also represents others on labor relations 
and collective bargaining issues through the Management Association, Inc. 
For 40 years, John has been a volunteer coach, director and mentor to Frid-
ley youth.  He has coached over 600 football games and 1600 basketball 
games, many times coaching the children of players he previously coached.  
He has been the volunteer football coach for Fridley Youth Sports Associa-
tion since 1976, and the director of Fridley youth football since 1983.  He 
served as assistant basketball coach at Fridley High School from 1985 to 
2012, and has been an assistant football coach for the Tigers since 2000.  
John is dedicated to serving the community he grew up in and still resides 
in today. He is the proud father of two daughters: Annie and Kelly, both of 
whom are Fridley grads.  He says the accelerated and advanced classes he 
was able to take at Fridley Public Schools prepared him very well academi-
cally for college. Jeff Savelkoul

Class of 1965

his own, private Cesna.  He coached youth hockey for six years, and chaired Linwood Township’s Parks Commission.  In 1990, he was appointed to the Anoka 
County Veterans Board, of which he is the current Board Chair.  Jeff belongs to nine veterans’ organizations and has held office at the VFW for 37 years.  He 
is the president and secretary of the Alpha Recon Association, the national Vietnam organization. On August 19, 2004, Jeff was awarded the Bronze Star by 
Governor Tim Pawlenty.  It now rests next to the Bronze Star belonging to his father, a World War II veteran. In February of 2013, Jeff received a phone call 
informing him that the remains of five Team Striker members, missing for over 46 years, had been recovered and identified.  In June of that year, he flew to 
Hawaii to personally escort the remains of his friend, fellow Marine and team member, Merl Allen, home to Bayfield, Wisconsin and lay him to rest. Jeff now 
lives in East Bethel, but also enjoys time at his cabin on Lake Mille Lacs and winters on the Gulf Coast.  He is the proud father of three sons: Chris, Mike and 
Andy, and has two grandchildren: Joshua and Samantha.  He devotes his time to American Heroes Outdoors TV and Wounded Warriors Guide Service, with 
the aim of getting young and old veterans together in the outdoors to share and heal from the physical and emotional wounds of war.

2017 Distinguished Alumni

26 DISTRICT BULLETIN Fall 2017



27fridley.k12.mn.us FRIDLEY PUBLIC SCHOOLS

The Circle of Excellence Award

“A  C o m p a ny  o f  Way w a r d  S a i n t s” 
the  1 9 7 7  ca s t  o f

Fridley’s one-act play troupe 
consisted of sixteen very talent-
ed and imaginative actors and 
crew members, who depicted a 
traveling company of Comme-
dia dell’arte players in 16th cen-
tury Italy. As was the tradition 
at that time,  the company per-
formed its improvised comedy 
with minimal scenery along the 
streets of the Italian villages and 
towns, wearing masks and col-
orful costumes to portray their 
stock characters.

Staging the play proved to be a 
very challenging but rewarding 
task for Fridley’s troupe.  The 
full-length play had to be cut 
to 35 minutes or less to qualify.  
Rather than using any scenery at 
all, the actors used only a trunk 
and select props to convey their 
comedy. Stock characters, such 
as Harlequin (the leader), Scap-
ino (the rascal), Tristano and 
Isabella (the lovers), needed to 
be portrayed as authentically as 
possible for the period.  The im-
provised comedy also needed to 
have a certain amount of clarity 
in the midst of chaos.

Rising to meet each of these 
challenges throughout the re-
hearsals and regional competi-
tion,  Fridley’s troupe saved its 
best performance for last.  The 
cast and crew found a way at 
state to make a strong emo-
tional connection with the au-
dience, as the troupe depicted 
a company of wayward per-
formers, who were weary and 
fractured as a group.   There 
was emotional tension in the 
theatre as Fridley High School 
showed this company evolv-
ing from its outsized egos and 
petty squabbles into a company 
of performers who really cared 
about each other. The meaning 
they were trying to convey was 
apparent to everybody.

For their creativity, persever-
ance, and achievement, as the 
first Fridley High School group 
ever to win the state’s highest 
drama award,  all members of 
the 1977 One-Act Troupe rich-
ly deserve The Circle of Excel-
lence Award.

From l to r: Lisa Nee (Class of 1977), Director Gary Zehnder 
and Gregory Frankenfield (Class of 1977)

Director Gary Zehnder shared memories of the 
talented troupe that took Fridley High School’s 
Drama Program to the state competition in 1977.

~ Gary Zehnder
Director

“ ”
T h i s  t r o u p e  w a s  t h e  f i r s t  f r o m 

Fr i d l e y  Hi g h  S c h o o l  to  w i n  r e g i o n 
5  c o m p e t i t i o n  a n d  qu a l i f y  f o r 

f i n a l s  i n  s t at e .  T h e y  r e c e i v e d  to p 
h o n o r s ,  a n  A  r at i n g .  T h e y  h a d  n o 
p r e c i d e n t .  T h e y  b r o k e  t h e  g r o u n d 

f o r  f u t u r e  d r am a  g r o u p s  to  a l s o  g o 
to  s t ate .  T h e y  w e r e  t h e  f i r s t .
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Is your child 
ready to 
start school?
Do you have a child who:

Will be 3 to 5 years old 
by September 1, 2018?

Will be attending preschool 
or kindergarten in Fall 2018?

If yes, sign your child 
up to complete an 

Early Childhood Screening!
Early Childhood Screening is required 
for all students prior to entry into public 
school. Appointments are necessary! 
Contact our Early Childhood Center at 
763-502-5111 to learn more or register 
for an upcoming screening date.

Facebook.com/FridleyPublicSchools
Twitter.com/FPS_District14
Youtube.com/FridleyPublicSchoolsMN

s t ay  c o n n e c te d :


