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Lake Park Audubon Elementary School Validated as 2015-2016 Minnesota School of Excellence 
 
(St. Paul, MN – August 31, 2015) – Lake Park Audubon Elementary School has been validated as a 

Minnesota School of Excellence by the Minnesota Elementary School Principals’ Association (MESPA). 

This prestigious honor was awarded to Lake Park Audubon Elementary School for its commitment to 21st 

century teaching and learning.  

 

The Minnesota School of Excellence Program promotes excellence through a rigorous evaluation process 

that showcases dynamic schools of the 21st century. Established by the Minnesota Elementary School 

Principals’ Association (MESPA), the program is recognized by the Minnesota Department of Education, 

as well as the National Association of Elementary School Principals, and was nominated for the Brock 

International Prize in Education – which “recognizes particular innovations and achievements in the field 

of education.” 
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MESPA endorses schools whose principal, staff, students, and community -- working as a team -- 

demonstrate the desire to strengthen education by successfully undertaking the research-based Minnesota 

School of Excellence school improvement process. This includes a systematic school-wide self-study, 

development of a school improvement plan, and implementation of that plan. The entire Minnesota 

School of Excellence Program is aligned with six national standards:  Learning Centered, Diverse 

Communities, 21st Century Learners, Quality Instruction, Knowledge and Data, Community Engagement. 

 

Sam Richardson, chair of the School of Excellence Committee, said of the School of Excellence process, 

“It takes hard work and commitment to thoroughly assess areas of strength and at the same time plan for 

continual improvement. The SOE process provides an opportunity for the entire school community to 

reflect on the collaborative work being done and to celebrate these accomplishments. Schools that receive 

validation have had the important data-driven conversations about what a high quality 21st century 

learning experience should be for all students. Honoring the important work of dedicated staff, eager 

students and supportive communities is an essential component of becoming a School of Excellence.” 

 

“Through the MN School of Excellence program, grounded in national research on high performing 

schools, MESPA has created the premier opportunity in the state for validating greatness in a school 

community,” said Jon Millerhagen, MESPA executive director. “This school improvement program 

examines the entire school community, as opposed to making decisions based solely on students’ 

assessment data.”  

 

Lake Park Audubon Elementary, a K-6 school in the Lake Park Audubon School District, has a 

population of approximately 400 students and is located in Audubon, MN. The elementary building also 

houses Early Childhood Family Education and Head-Start programs, as well as the Lake Agassiz Special 

Education Cooperative. The mission of Lake Park Audubon (LPA) Elementary School is, “to promote the 

growth of the whole child (academically, intellectually, emotionally, socially, and physically); the 

development of responsibility; and the desire to learn so that each child may make progress toward 

achieving his/her potential.” The school’s newly adopted vision statement is, “We will grow every day, in 

every way, at LPA.” This vision statement was started this year, as a way to help those who enter the 

school understand the shared goals at LPA.  

Principal Sam Skaaland has already seen the benefits of undergoing the School of Excellence process: 

“The rigorous evaluation process provided through the School of Excellence Program has allowed the 

staff and administration to look closely at each aspect of our school. We have been able to recognize the 

many areas of strength we have at Lake Park Audubon Elementary School, and continually work to 
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improve. The outstanding participation we received from all aspects of the school including teachers, 

staff, parents, students, and community members was very gratifying and made the data collected very 

meaningful. The process has brought us together more closely through the development of common 

goals, and it has given us a picture of what we want our school to be as we move into the future with a 

clearer vision.”  

LPA Elementary emphasizes character education and development of the “whole child.” The school has 

achieved recognition from the Minnesota Academic Excellence Foundation “in recognition of academic 

excellence demonstrated through significant gains in student achievement.” In addition to academics, 

LPA staff is proud of their programs to aid in the development of a high level of character in each of their 

students.  

 

The administration, teachers, staff, and parents are continually striving to find the latest research-based 

practices, knowledge, teaching, and learning trends, in order to fit the needs of each individual student so 

that they can reach their full potential. Some of the practices that are currently implemented at the school 

for staff growth are weekly staff meetings, monthly grade-level meetings, personal learning communities, 

and continuing education opportunities for teachers and staff. For student growth, some of the initiatives 

include technology integration through one-to-one laptop computers for grades 3-6 and Chromebooks for 

grades K-2, alignment of Pre-K through grade three curriculum, implementation of TCIT (teacher child 

interaction training), reading programs, bully prevention programs, and home and school progress 

monitoring.  

 

The LPA staff models learner-centered leadership through acquiring master’s degrees, participating in 

continuing education classes, summer school opportunities, and collaborating on topics pertinent to 

student achievement. In addition to staff learning, LPA provides educational opportunities for the parents 

and guardians of their students.  

 

To meet students’ social, emotional, academic, and intellectual needs, the team at Lake Park Audubon 

Elementary works together through collaborative school-wide committees and grade-level planning of 

content-area skills integration. Teachers’ experiences and skills are acknowledged by staff and the 

administration so that their skills may be utilized in other classrooms. Teachers share the responsibility of 

teaching across all subject areas, including music, physical education, art, technology, healthy food 

choices, and all other core subject areas. The shared accountability for student learning has motivated and 

inspired teachers to become better leaders who are more apt to share successful strategies. This has led to 

greater and improved implementation of skills so that students have more opportunities for success.  
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The principal and teachers work collaboratively with parents to reach student goals. They regularly 

communicate with parents and guardians by maintaining an “open door” policy, holding school wide 

parent/teacher conferences twice a year, creating PTO involvement, sending monthly newsletters home 

from the principal, sending weekly or monthly newsletters from classroom teachers and specialists, 

creating parent surveys, and welcoming parent input. The community connection at LPA is evident. The 

local newspaper, Lakes Area Country Connection, even has a section dedicated to the achievements and 

events at the school! 

Principal Skaaland commented on the strength of the LPA community connection: “A huge strength of 

Lake Park Audubon Elementary School is its ‘family’ atmosphere. This was brought out very clearly 

through the School of Excellence process and local school surveys provided to parents and community 

members. An overwhelming majority of our survey respondents rated our school as ‘above average’ or 

‘outstanding’ when asked about the quality of the relationship between our school, parents, and the 

communities it serves. Activities appreciated by the parents and communities include: Open House, 

Grandparent’s Day, Doughnuts for Dads, Muffins for Moms, and our LPA Elementary School Carnival. 

Parents and community members are invited to elementary music programs both during the day and in the 

evening to accommodate the attendance of working parents. In general, people feel welcomed to our 

school and appreciated for their support. LPA Elementary School is relatively small in size with around 

400 students in grades K-6. This allows the staff and administration to know our students very well, and 

helps us to provide the best in individualized educational opportunities for children that attend here. LPA 

Elementary is the ‘family school’ because we know and care very much about all that attend here.” 

LPA provides a balanced whole child learning culture by providing a variety of cultural, science-based, 

and learning-centered field trips. Additionally, Audubon Dakota is collaborating with students to help 

them learn more about nature and the town’s namesake, John James Audubon. The school continues to 

meet the needs of low-income and special education students, even as these populations continue to 

increase. Full day kindergarten and the increased number of Pre-K days have added to the success of 

LPA’s students. In addition to education resources, they offer a backpack program, free breakfast for all 

students, after-school targeted services, and summer school.  

“The administration and staff at LPA realize that setting high standards is important, and also that optimal 

learning does not just occur inside the classroom,” said principal Skaaland. “Lake Park Audubon 

Elementary School has a large nature area connected to the school property, and many lessons connected 

to the environment and science have been enhanced through intentional exposure to this area. We also 

have developed a school garden to increase understanding of plants and their importance as food.  
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Opportunities for field trips to Deep Portage, Agriculture in the Classroom, Fisher Farms, Tamarac, and 

the Powwow at Circle of Life School enhance learning opportunities and experiences at Lake Park 

Audubon. We are also proud that Lake Park Audubon Elementary School offers both music and physical 

education classes to every student every day.” 

“We are extremely proud that Lake Park Audubon Elementary School has been named a Minnesota 

School of Excellence!” said Principal Skaaland. “We thank everyone that makes our school great:  

students, parents, community members, staff, and teachers. Lake Park Audubon Elementary School has 

been a Minnesota School of Excellence for the past seven years, and this new designation will allow us to 

continue our tradition and reputation of excellence for another seven.  Lake Park Audubon Elementary 

School will have proudly carried the banner, ‘Minnesota School of Excellence’ for fourteen consecutive 

years!” 

 

Six elementary and middle level schools achieved recognition as 2015-2016 Minnesota Schools of 

Excellence:  

 

• Carlos Elementary School, Alexandria Public Schools, Principal Lisa Pikop 

• Cedar Park Elementary, Rosemount–Apple Valley–Eagan Public Schools, Principal John Garcia  

• Cold Spring Elementary School, Rocori Public Schools, Principal Eric Skanson 

• Groveland Elementary School, Minnetonka Public Schools, Principal David Parker  

• Lake Park Audubon Elementary, Lake Park Audubon Public Schools, Principal Sam Skaaland 

• Miltona Science Magnet School, Alexandria Public Schools, Principal Lisa Pikop  

 

--- end --- 

 
Minnesota School of Excellence Program Mission and History 

The Minnesota School of Excellence Program promotes excellence through a rigorous evaluation process that 
showcases dynamic schools of the 21st century. 
 
The Minnesota School of Excellence Program was established in 1986, combining the findings of current research 
on effective schooling with the practical on-site experience of working principals and education staff. It offers a 
comprehensive school improvement process that results in student learning growth. This school improvement 
process focuses on six national standards and involves a systematic self-study, development of a school 
improvement plan, and implementation of the plan based on demonstrated results. Since the program’s inception, 
177 schools have earned Minnesota School of Excellence validation. The validation remains effective for seven 
years, at which point schools may choose to reapply for validation. 
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MESPA Mission and History 
The Minnesota Elementary School Principals’ Association is dedicated to promoting and improving education for 
children and youth, strengthening the role as educational leader for elementary and middle level principals, and 
collaborating with partners in education to assist in achieving these goals. 
 
MESPA is the professional association of Minnesota’s elementary and middle level principals. With the vision to 
“be the premiere resource for preparing today’s principals for tomorrow and a strong leading voice for public 
education” and a statewide membership over 950 principals, MESPA has represented Minnesota’s principals since 
1950. MESPA is affiliated with the National Association of Elementary School Principals and its 20,000 members 
nationwide. 


