MEDIA RELEASE
Minnesota Elementary School Principals' Association
1667 North Snelling Avenue, Suite C101
St. Paul, MN 55108
Contact:
John Garcia, Cedar Park STEM Elementary School, Principal
952-431-8360
Sam Richardson, Minnesota School of Excellence Program Chair
Glendale Elementary, Principal
952-226-0200
Kelsey Gantzer, MESPA Communications Manager
651-999-7313

For immediate release

John Garcia, principal
Cedar Park STEM Elementary School
Cedar Park STEM Elementary School Validated as 2015-2016 Minnesota School of Excellence
(St. Paul, MN – August 31, 2015) – Cedar Park STEM 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 Cedar Park 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 where 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 Minnesota 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.”
Cedar Park Elementary Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math (STEM) School is located in
Rosemount, Apple Valley, Eagan School District with a population of 700 students. It became a STEM
magnet in 2007 to serve the growing demand for STEM education. The vision of Cedar Park is to
welcome and respect all students and their families as members of their learning community. They do this
by offering a comprehensive education with high expectations and achievement. Their mission is that all
students will become scientifically, technologically, and mathematically literate. In addition to their
STEM initiatives, Cedar Park’s Literacy Collaborative initiative has put them on the cutting edge of
literacy instruction, with teachers receiving over 60 hours of ongoing professional development.
“The SOE process has brought our school community together in a way that has allowed us to focus our
attention on what we are doing well and examine what we can improve,” said Principal John Garcia. “The
process helped us strengthen our communication with one another and reach out to our families. We
anticipate a great celebration with our school community as we have worked on our process with
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everyone for two years – the validation will be a great culminating experiencing for everyone to celebrate
and unite around.”
Before making any decision, the staff asks, “Is this best for kids?” By gathering data, they are able to
drive individualized instructional plans for each student, allowing the formation of intervention groups
and enabling students to track their own progress. The staff and administration recently rearranged Cedar
Park’s schedule to better serve their kids. There now are uninterrupted blocks of literacy and math time
for all children, while also providing individualized intervention support at other times of the day. The
focus on improvement is evident in their Multiple Measurement Rating (MMR), which measures
proficiency, student growth, achievement gap closure, and graduation rate. Cedar Park has moved from an
MMR of 18.61% in 2012 to 66.01% in 2014.
The Cedar Park staff members are committed to continually developing their knowledge, expertise, and
professional skills by constantly reflecting, not only on student learning, but on their own learning as
well. All grade levels meet in weekly professional learning communities (PLC) to discuss data,
instructional best practices, standards-based curriculum, formative assessments, student academic and
behavior concerns, professional development needs, and resources. The PLC agendas are set by teachers
who are empowered to participate in a shared leadership model. All staff members are also challenged to
identify a core set of beliefs about learning and commit to matching their beliefs to their behavior. These
beliefs are displayed in Principal Garcia’s office.
“I think the way our team has focused on student achievement is certainly one of our strengths that came
through in the SOE process,” said Principal Garcia. “Going from not making AYP [adequate yearly
progress] in six cells my first year here, to winning six national Magnet School of America awards and
making AYP in every measurable category the past four years, including receiving the Celebrations
Schools status last year was great for us.”
The shared leadership model of Cedar Park extends to its families and students. Cedar Park regularly
hosts STEM-themed family nights. Volunteer families help tend the outdoor learning areas and gardens.
Cedar Park Student Council – led by the school’s social worker– lead an annual food drive, support
participation in Pennies for Patients, and promote school spirit. Cedar Park also has an active PTO that
organizes events, as well as a plethora of community partnerships that support the school’s STEM
themes.
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During the SOE process, Principal Garcia learned just how deep the community connection of Cedar Park
runs: “I think we were surprised how involved our parent community was on a daily basis at our school.
We also discovered how much more they wanted to help support our school once we opened up
opportunities for them to participate. The SOE process helped us think of new ways to explore that, once
we got to the family involvement section.”
Cedar Park has three Cultural Family Advocates, who connect with Somali, Latino, and African
American families to mentor students, provide support to families, and provide essential leadership,
cultural connections, and advice to staff. The school’s diversity framework focuses around a commitment
to responsive classroom techniques. The “Panther Pride” initiative supports responsive classrooms around
the five C.A.R.E.S. themes: Community Building & Cooperation, Assertion, Responsibility, Empathy,
and Self-Control. Morning announcements and classroom morning meetings highlight these themes. By
rotating the values throughout the school year, the entire school is on the same Panther Pride page.
Diversity is highly valued at Cedar Park, with over half of the student body consisting of students of
color. One way Cedar Park supports diversity is through its Young Scholars Program – an academic
program that uses research-based practices to identify and nurture gifted potential in students who have
been historically underrepresented in gifted programs. For all students, there is a focus on the whole child,
making sure they are not only academically developing, but also ensuring the mental and physical health
of children.
As a STEM school, there is of course a focus on Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math. Cedar
Park boasts a technology-rich environment. In addition to integrating technology into many aspects of
their instruction and learning, Cedar Park also teach students how to be digital citizens through “Common
Sense Media”. Their new initiatives for 2015 include creating a Maker Space Laboratory for inquirybased learning and piloting a 1:1 iPad initiative. Although it is a STEM School, Cedar Park doesn’t lag
when it comes to other areas of education. Cedar Park participates in a Literacy Collaborative – a
researched-based instructional model centered on constructivist learning principles. In this model,
instruction is individualized, data-driven, and student centered. On-site math and literacy coaches support
teachers in their instruction.
Cedar Park’s success can easily be traced back to the people who make up the school community.
Principal John Garcia is unapologetic about not retaining teachers who do not meet his high standards. All
teachers on his staff receive extensive professional development, formal observation, and evaluation. The
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staff supports each other and strives to improve the school together. After receiving the School of
Excellence validation, Garcia commented, “We would just like to thank our Cedar Park community for all
of their great support. We have a special school with great staff and students who make learning fun each
and every day.”

Six elementary 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.
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.

Cedar Park, page

5

