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Welcome to the second annual issue of Inspire! 

The 2024-25 school year was such an exciting time 
to be an Eagle. Our students soared in the classroom, 
brought home state championships and made 
meaningful contributions to our community. Our 
outstanding staff were recognized statewide for 
dedication to student success, and we took bold steps 
into our future. It is a year to look back on with pride.

Last fall, we closed our 100 Years of Inspiring 
Each celebration and, after honoring a century of 
excellence, shifted our focus to the future. Over 2,500 
people shared their ideas for the skills and experiences 
our students should have in 10 years as a part of our 
Flight Plan 2035 process (see page 3 to learn more)! 
Strong community support was crucial to our 100 years 
of success, and now, it builds the foundation for our 
next 100. Thanks to all who participated in the creation 
of this ambitious, innovative vision for the future of our 
schools.

Welcome
That vision is already coming to life at our brand 
new Valley View Campus. This beautiful space 
now houses our TASSEL Transition Program, which 
prepares students ages 18-22 with learning and skills 
to help them be successful into adulthood. This fall, 
Valley View will also welcome the first cohort to our 
Area Learning Center, bringing Eden Prairie students 
in grades 9-12 who travel elsewhere for services back 
home to EP. Looking ahead, Valley View will be a 
center of innovation in Eden Prairie, serving students, 
families and our community in new and unique 
ways. Be on the lookout for more opportunities to 
visit in the coming year!

In this edition of Inspire, you’ll read about alumni 
shaping their communities, staff members preparing 
our youngest learners for lifelong success, students 
forging relationships with community partners and 
more. When you’re finished with this magazine,  
share it with a friend! The future is bright here in  
Eden Prairie, and we’re glad you’re with us on this 
Inspired Journey.

from the Superintendent 
and School Board

Superintendent Dr. Josh Swanson (left) and the Eden Prairie School Board (L-R):  
Aaron Casper, Board Chair; Debjyoti “DD” Dwivedy, Director; Jody Ward-Rannow, Director; Abby Libsack, Clerk;  

Kim Ross, Director; Ann Bradsher, Treasurer; Steve Bartz, Vice Chair  

OUR MISSION 
Inspire each student to learn continuously so they are empowered to reach personal 

fulfillment and contribute purposefully to our ever-changing world.
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Go Eagles!



 Flying into the Future:
Flight Plan 2035 charts a bold course for future Eagles
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After a year of celebrating its past, 
Eden Prairie Schools is setting its 
sights firmly on the future. 
Building on the momentum of our 100th anniversary, 
we’ve charted a bold new course — one designed 
with the input of more than 2,500 students, staff, 
families and community members.

“Looking to the future, we need to prepare each 
student for success in school, career and life,” said 
Superintendent Dr. Josh Swanson. “Throughout the 
2024-25 school year, we asked people to picture a 
graduate in 2035. What will they need to know? What 
experiences should they have had? And how do we 
work together to make that a reality?”

The result is Flight Plan 2035, a community-driven 
vision for learning over the next decade. Finalized this 
summer, it serves as our shared plan for equipping 
every student with the skills, experiences and support 
they need to thrive in their journey ahead — in a 
world we can’t yet fully imagine.

“Flight Plan 2035 reflects what our community values 
most in education,” said Dr. Swanson. “It’s a plan built 
together, designed to lift all students.”

 PREPARING FOR TAKEOFF_
Built on the strong runway of the district’s 2023–28 
strategic plan, Flight Plan 2035 lifts off from its three 
key priorities: creating authentic and personalized 
learning experiences, fostering wellbeing for 
all students and staff, and nurturing inclusive 
environments where everyone feels they belong. But 
while the strategic plan defines what we’re doing 
now, Flight Plan 2035 determines where we’re going 
in the future and how to get there — and what kind of 
experience passengers (our students) should have 
along the way.

Rather than relying on data dashboards and 
district-led decisions, Flight Plan 2035 started with 
listening. Through surveys, forums and meetings 
with students, staff, families, business leaders and 
community members, thousands of people shared 
their hopes and priorities for students in 2035 
and beyond. The data was clear: Our community 
wants students to remain inspired, be well and stay 
prepared for an ever-changing world. 

“Our community is unified in wanting each Eagle to 
have access to the same meaningful, future-ready 
experiences,” said Dr. Swanson. “Flight Plan 2035 isn’t 
just about ideas — it’s a framework for aligning our 
programs, services and facilities with the values our 
community really cares about.”

Those insights determined the work ahead. A Design 
Team of students, teachers, staff, administrators, 
families and community members translated the 
feedback into a clear, actionable vision:

Design programs and experiences where strong 
students engage in inspired learning, develop 

transferable skills and apply their knowledge in 
real-world situations.

This shared vision is anchored in four key areas — the 
guiding coordinates of our next decade of learning.

 Flying into the Future:
Flight Plan 2035 charts a bold course for future Eagles

“Flight Plan 2035 reflects what our 
community values most in education. It’s 
a plan built together, designed to lift all 
students.” – Dr. Josh Swanson

Left and right: Staff provide input on Flight Plan 2035; Middle: Community members attend a panel discussion on the 
future of safety and wellbeing
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STUDENT WELLBEING
Experiences that support adaptable, 
resilient and engaged learners and promote 
intellectual, emotional and physical wellbeing. 
When students feel secure and valued, they’re 
free to take risks and reach new heights.

INSPIRED LEARNING
Experiences, driven by students, that foster 
curiosity, collaboration and meaningful 
opportunities to discover, explore and pursue. 
The goal: foster a love of learning that lasts  
a lifetime.

 COURSE SET, CREW ENGAGED_
Flight Plan 2035 defines our community’s vision of what we want for students in 2035. These four focus areas 
will all be present in the programs and experiences we provide:

TRANSFERABLE FUTURE-READY SKILLS
Experiences that equip students with future-
ready skills — including problem-solving, 
communication, creativity, critical thinking, 
collaboration and technological fluency.  
These skills will support students’ success  
in any career or life path. 

REAL-WORLD APPLICATION
Experiences that empower students to apply 
their skills and knowledge in real-world contexts 
through projects, portfolios and performance-
based demonstrations. Learning comes alive 
when it connects to the world beyond the 
classroom, and it helps students see their  
place in the world.

WHOLE-PERSON DEVELOPMENT
Programs that center students as whole people — supporting their wellbeing, 
character development, and ability to navigate real-life challenges with 
confidence. This means reimagining the role of school to be not just a place  
for academic content, but in partnership with families, a place for building self-
awareness, decision-making, resilience and purpose. Students grow into curious, 
reflective and empowered individuals who can thrive in learning, life and work.

ADAPTIVE & INDIVIDUALIZED LEARNING
Programs that respond to each student’s individual interests, strengths and pace 
— ensuring flexible, personalized pathways to learning. This means transforming 
the one-size-fits-all model into a responsive ecosystem where students co-design  
their Inspired Journey, move at their own speed and engage in learning that 
reflects who they are and where they want to go. Learning happens across 
environments, grade levels and formats, adapting in real time to meet the needs 
of each learner.

SEAMLESS LIFE & LEARNING CONNECTIONS
Programs that intentionally connect learning with students’ lives, communities 
and future aspirations — so their education feels meaningful, relevant and real. 
This means dissolving the boundaries between school, home, higher education 
and the workplace. Expanded Career and Technical Education (CTE), industry-
aligned Pathways, workforce credentials and partnerships will give students of all 
ages real options, skills and outcomes. Through hands-on projects, certifications 
and community collaboration, learning becomes a bridge to both purpose and 
opportunity.

With this vision in mind as the final destination, the Design Team developed a representative, 
future-focused blueprint with multiple paths for how to build programs and experiences for 
students on our journey to 2035.

1

2

3

4
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To make all of this a reality, over the next 10 years 
Eden Prairie Schools will identify the specific programs 
to develop; implement those programs with clear 
action steps and timelines; and innovate to increase 
efficiency and impact. And the timing couldn’t be 
better. With a century of growth behind us and a 
horizon full of possibility, Eden Prairie Schools is once 
again proving it can adapt, evolve and lead. 

“We’re proud of the journey so far, but we know the 
real innovation lies ahead,” said Dr. Swanson. “The 
kindergartners starting school this fall will be the Class 
of 2038. Their flight has already begun — and it’s our 
job to make sure they have the right crew, tools and 
environment to thrive when they land.”

 FLYING INTO THE FUTURE TOGETHER_

Like any great flight, the strength of the journey 
depends on teamwork. From students dreaming of  
the future to educators piloting new ideas and families 
offering support from the ground, everyone has a role 
to play. 

PURPOSEFUL & MINDFUL TECHNOLOGY USE
Programs that integrate technology with intention — enhancing learning, 
personalization and innovation while promoting balance, responsibility and 
digital wellbeing. Students and educators develop the skills, awareness and 
discernment needed to navigate a rapidly evolving digital world. Technology is 
used not for its own sake, but as a tool to individualize learning, foster creativity 
and prepare students to lead and adapt in the future.

INTEGRATED OUTSIDE TIME
Programs that incorporate outdoor time into learning, wellness and community-
building — making outdoor time a key part of each student’s Inspired Journey. 
This means expanding how, when and why students go outside: not only for 
recreation, but also for academic exploration, personal reflection, leadership 
and environmental stewardship. By embedding outdoor time into the school 
experience, students gain access to hands-on learning, improved wellbeing and 
a stronger connection to the natural world.

INNOVATIVE INDOOR & OUTDOOR FACILITIES
Environments that adapt to the needs of students — supporting flexible, 
personalized and future-ready learning. The district will design spaces that blur 
the lines between classroom and real world, between schools and communities, 
and between indoors and out. Each space will serve a purpose, encourage 
exploration and reflect the evolving ways students learn. Together, these facilities 
form a connected, equitable system of engaging and inspiring places to grow.

To stay up to date on the Flight Plan 2035 journey,  
visit edenpr.org/flight-plan-2035.

Students in the EPHS Aeronautics Capstone prepare to take 
a Discovery Flight at Flying Cloud Airport in spring 2025
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When Bianca Byfield was growing 
up in Eden Prairie, she’d sometimes 
make a stop on her way home from 
the school bus. Only on rainy days, 
though: The Cedar Ridge Elementary 
third grader liked to watch water 
flowing down the street and into the 
gutter. She’d note how it ebbed and 
flowed, and occasionally she’d throw 
a pebble into the stream to see how 
that might change the movement. 
Tinkering was her thing.

It’s a love that started in EP and lives 
on today. Byfield, who spent third 
through 12th grade in Eden Prairie 
Schools, is now pursuing her master’s 
degree in Cleantech Innovation at 
Imperial College in London. In 2023, 
she earned her bachelor’s degree in 
mechanical engineering, with a minor 
in energy and environment, from 
Harvard University. “I’ve always really 
been interested in STEM (science, 
technology, engineering and math),” 
she said. “Luckily, a lot of people in my 
life, and specifically a lot of women, 
have been in the STEM field, so it was 
never super new to me.”

Byfield grew up building Rube 
Goldberg machines and spending 
time in the lab with her mother, who 
holds a Ph.D. in tumor biology. Many 
of Byfield’s earliest memories are of 
exploring scientific concepts with her 
mom: “We would put dry ice, water 
and soap into test tubes and I would 
color it. And then I would see the 
different soap bubbles come up,” she 
remembered.

Though her elementary school 
attempt at an egg drop experiment 
(in which students build contraptions 
to protect an egg from breaking in 
a fall) “did not go that well,” Byfield 
persisted in her scientific endeavors. 

“Throughout high school, I was still interested in STEM, so I took AP 
Physics and AP Chemistry at Eden Prairie,” said Byfield. Having the 
opportunity to take advanced courses in high school, including 
Calculus III, gave her a strong foundation for college. Though she still 
had to take a number of math classes at Harvard for her major, she 
felt well prepared. “I feel like the ramp-up was pretty gradual. I didn’t 
feel like there was a massive discrepancy in what I was learning at 
Eden Prairie High School and then going on to Harvard.”

In addition to academics, Byfield balanced a full schedule at EPHS 
that included soccer, Key Club, National Honor Society and the 
student organization Dare 2 Be Real. Focused on developing a 
culture of belonging among students and staff at EPHS, Dare 2 Be 
Real was deeply important to Byfield during her time in high school. 
“A big part of Dare 2 Be Real was learning about having constructive 

Engineering a Better Tomorrow
Curiosity and conversation drive Bianca Byfield (‘19) to 
build better people and a better planet

Inspiring Alumni

PHOTOS COURTESY OF BIANCA BYFIELD

“I hope for more people 
to start getting into 

STEM, especially people 
from underrepresented 
backgrounds, both women 

and people of color.”
– Bianca Byfield
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conversations, which is definitely something I am 
not perfect at but something I am working towards. 
We focused on how people’s experiences impacted 
them and also sharing our own. What we practiced 
in these workshops is how I try to approach 
discussions today.”

would get through difficult mechanical problems 
without her,” Brooke-Lynn said. “I don’t know if I would 
even prioritize STEM like I do currently if she weren’t 
so encouraging and embracing of mechanical 
engineering.”

For years, Byfield has intentionally invited others to 
take interest in STEM fields and cultivated a sense 
of belonging within the discipline. In addition to 
serving as a senator for the National Society of Black 
Engineers during her time in college, she also spent a 
year as a Harvard School of Engineering and Applied 
Sciences (SEAS) Diversity, Inclusion and Belonging 
Fellow. “I never felt deterred from pursuing a 
concentration such as mechanical engineering,” she 
wrote in her fellowship profile. “However, I know this 
is not the same experience some underrepresented 
students have. As a Fellow, I want my work to 
encourage everyone to feel more welcome and 
become more involved in the SEAS community.”

As for her own work in STEM, Byfield focuses on how 
science can solve environmental challenges. “Both 
my parents are from Kingston, Jamaica,” she said, 
“and so just going to the beach was a big part of my 
growing up. I’ve always really been interested in the 
environment too…. I knew I wanted to do something 
a little bit more specific for my master’s, and I was 
trying to find something within the intersection of 
design and engineering.” She found it at Imperial 
College London, where she’s in the first cohort of 
Cleantech Innovation students. “It’s basically a mix 
of engineering, business and environment. Our final 
project is that we have to make a sustainability-
related startup.”

In the midst of all this work, she’s back to wondering 
about water — and her childhood tinkering has led 
to big questions and bigger dreams about creating 
access for all. “Just being able to learn about the 
state of water has always been an interest of mine. 
Getting to dive really deep into, ‘What is going on? 
Why aren’t people getting access to water? And 
what are some of the things we can do about it?’”

As Byfield learns more about the business of 
sustainability and how to translate her ideas into 
practice — for whatever the future may hold — 
she remains firm in how she can inspire others by 
staying curious and engaged. “I hope for more 
people to start getting into STEM, especially people 
from underrepresented backgrounds, both women 
and people of color,” she emphasized. As for her 
siblings back home in Eden Prairie? “I hope that 
possibly I’m inspiring, a guiding light.” And while she 
may be too humble to acknowledge it herself, that’s 
certainly the legacy she’s leaving.

Byfield with her parents 
and siblings on the EPHS 
girls soccer Senior Night

Byfield visiting the State 
Capitol in St. Paul for a 

government class assignment 
during her time at EPHS

“I hope that possibly I’m inspiring, a guiding 
light.” – Bianca Byfield
One of the Dare 2 Be Real events that Byfield 
remembers most fondly was hosting a panel for 
teachers showing the effects that not understanding 
differences across cultures can have. “I remember 
that got a lot of positive responses, and it was really 
nice, because it was seven of us and we all had 
different backgrounds, and we were just expressing 
our experiences.” For another event, Byfield led the 
principal, school board members and other school 
administrators “on a walk around the school to see 
it from the eyes of the student.” Kelsey Snyder, an 
adviser for Dare 2 Be Real, remembers “the passion, 
honesty, and vulnerability [Byfield] brought to this 
meaningful project.”

Snyder was also quick to recall the lasting impact 
Byfield left on the group. “From the beginning, 
Bianca’s leadership, compassion and genuine spirit 
were apparent,” she said. “In Dare, we talk about 
legacy and ask, ‘What is the legacy you are leaving 
at EPHS?’ Our group has grown and expanded 
because of the legacy of student leaders, and 
Bianca is certainly one of those leaders. Students in 
Eden Prairie Schools experience greater belonging 
because of her leadership as a student.”

One of the EPHS students continuing to feel Byfield’s 
impact is her younger sister, Brooke-Lynn Byfield.  
The soon-to-be 10th grader has always liked building 
things, and she owes much of her current interest 
in STEM to her sister Bianca. “I don’t know how I 
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From High School to Hogwarts
For John Skelley (‘03), the path to becoming  

a Gryffindor Lion started as an Eden Prairie Eagle
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“I spent so much time in Eden Prairie. 
What part of it didn’t shape who I am?”
– John Skelley

It’s no exaggeration to say 
“The Music Man” changed 
John Skelley’s life. 
In his ninth-grade year at Eden Prairie High School 
(EPHS), he attended the closing night performance 
of the Tony Award®–winning musical, and something 
sparked. Up to that point, his first year in high school had 
been focused on sports: He was enjoying them, and the 
Freshman A football team was really good that year. But 
in the darkened back row of the brand new Performing 
Arts Center, he thought to himself: “Oh… I should be 
doing this…. Up on stage, not in the audience!” Now, 
more than 20 years later, he’s not just on the stage, he’s 
commanding it as Harry Potter in the first national tour 
of “Harry Potter and the Cursed Child.”

At the heart of the Harry Potter stories, Skelley said, is a 
school. In eight shows a week, he thinks about school all 
the time — especially in his onstage role as a now fully-
grown father sending his own child to Hogwarts. And 
though he’s not a father off the stage (except to his dog 
Shelby), the play continuously brings Skelley back to his 
time in Eden Prairie Schools. 

“I spent so much time in Eden Prairie,” Skelley said. “What 
part of it didn’t shape who I am?”

As a resident of Eden Prairie since he was three years 
old, Skelley began attending Eden Prairie Schools in 
kindergarten, and his involvement in theater soon 
followed. In a second-grade star turn, Skelley landed the 
role of Leo the Lion in “It’s a Jungle Out There,” a musical 
about a lion seeking the key to happiness. Skelley 
embraced the kingliness of Leo’s character by asking his 
teacher if he could sing a solo. There was no such solo, 
but why couldn’t there be, he wondered? “I don’t know 
who that confident little person was,” Skelley laughed.

It’s hard to imagine Skelley could ever have lacked 
confidence when it came to performing. As he moved 

through Prairie View Elementary, then-Oak Point 
Intermediate and Central Middle School, he was in 
plenty of plays and musicals. But when he entered EPHS, 
he decided to put theater behind the scenes. Football 
and hockey became the stars of his show — that is,  
until he saw “The Music Man.” He was so moved by the 
production he tried out for the winter play, doing double 
duty with rehearsals and hockey practice until the night 
of a performance that happened to fall on the same 
day as a playoff game. 

Skelley (bottom right) with the 2001 EPHS  
cast of “Snoopy!!!”

Skelley (back row, center) with the  
EPHS concert choir in 2002

That day, Skelley made his decision: “I knew I’d have to 
miss the game. We went on to lose that game, so that 
was my last competitive hockey game and I missed 
it! But I knew I made the right decision. That felt like 
the beginning of me becoming more serious about 
performing.” Skelley went on to be in even more shows, 
attend drama camp, act in a state theater competition 
during his junior year (and win highest honors), and 
leave a distinct impression on his teachers.

Rolf Olson, who led the EPHS Drama Department for 
nearly 40 years before retiring in 2019, remembers 
Skelley fondly. He’s very proud of his former student’s 
trajectory. “I loved just having a conversation with 
John,” Olson said. He recalled Skelley’s “absolute desire 
to know the character” he was portraying, and Olson 
encouraged him to act on his knowledge and instincts 
about that character. It was all part of Olson’s work to 
get kids to trust themselves. 

And Skelley did just that. Olson sees Skelley’s career as a 
choice of the heart. In high school, Skelley came to Olson 
to ask for advice about what to do after he graduated. “I 
know you’d like me to tell you what to do, but I cannot,” 
Olson told him at the time. “It’s got to be something you 
know and you decide that’s best for you. Whatever you 
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do, I’m with you 100%.” Listening to that inner call, Skelley 
pursued a BFA in Acting at the University of Minnesota.

That decision kicked off a long and remarkable career 
acting on stage, in television and in film. Since 2006, 
Skelley has appeared in 15 productions at the Guthrie 
Theater in Minneapolis, including “The Importance 
of Being Earnest” and “Macbeth,” and he began his 
“Cursed Child” journey performing on Broadway as the 
understudy for “the boy who lived.”

That means Skelley has been playing Harry Potter 
since he was 33, and now at 40, he brings a veteran 
understanding of the character to the stage. His wife 
Maren Searle, whom he met in 2008 in a production of 
“A Christmas Carol,” is now acting alongside him in the 
traveling show. According to Skelley, his life is pretty 
sweet. He credits his time in Eden Prairie Schools as the 
foundation for much of that success.

“I’ve used everything I’ve learned,” he said, “whether 
it was visual arts or choir, or being part of the plays or 
drama camp. All of it was a part of that, you know, kind 
of soup that becomes who you are — the education 
of not only what is theater, or what is singing and 
technique, and all of those things, but also how to be 
part of an ensemble, how to work with other people, how 
to make mistakes and learn from them, and become 
a better actor, a better person, a better company 
member.”

Earlier this year, Olson made a trip to Chicago to watch 
Skelley in his midwest stop on the “Cursed Child” tour. 
It’s easy to imagine Olson in the audience, recalling 
all the times he directed Skelley on stage, in what the 
former teacher described as an “unbelievably joyful” 
experience.

Many of Skelley’s former EPHS teachers, including  
Rolf Olson (left) and Linda Wallenberg (right),  

came to see him perform as Harry Potter in “Harry Potter 
and the Cursed Child” in 2024 and 2025

Skelley (bottom right) at an EPHS drama camp in 2002

“I’ve used everything I’ve learned, whether it was visual arts or choir, 
or being part of the plays or drama camp. All of it was a part of that, 

you know, kind of soup that becomes who you are.” – John Skelley

Skelley sees his ninth-grade self in the teenage 
members of the cast. There’s both the fear of jumping 
into the unknown and out into the world, and the 
excitement of it. He remembers that younger self, in the 
back of the Performing Arts Center, watching “The Music 
Man” in awe. He remembers that younger self wanting 
so badly to be on stage. And he tells his younger self, 
“Don’t be afraid.”
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When Sever “Sevie” Peterson III was in seventh 
grade, he learned every capital of every country 
around the globe. Though the formidable task was an 
assignment from his geography teacher, it sparked 
the young student’s curiosity. Until then, so much of 
Peterson’s life had been grounded in Eden Prairie. 
And while he would eventually be called home to the 
six-by-six mile square in the southwest metro, that 
curiosity blossomed into a life exploring many of the 
countries he learned about back in his middle school 
classroom. Along the way, Peterson developed a 
passion for fostering genuine connections locally and 
globally — though he never forgot his roots.

Born in 1944, Peterson was raised on farmland his 
grandfather acquired in 1890 near the Minnesota 
River. The 300-acre farm looks a bit different today 
than it did when Peterson was in high school. Eden 
Prairie Schools looked different back then, too. 
“There were nineteen of us, seven boys and twelve 
girls,” he remembered of his graduating class. The 
close relationships formed in those small classes 
shaped his early understanding of community and 
the importance of shared experiences, like watching 
sports or performances in the Consolidated School 
gymnasium.

Inspiring Alumni

After high school, Peterson earned his degree in 
agriculture from the University of Minnesota. There,  
a pivotal moment would alter the course of his life.  
“I was over at the U, and in one of my classes, I 
noticed a young man with an accent. I thought, 
‘Well, that’s interesting,’” he remembered. “We got to 
talking. He was an exchange student from Germany, 

Peterson, substituting a tractor for a motorboat,  
helps a nephew “ski” the floodwaters of the  

Minnesota River, circa 1980s

Rooted in Eden Prairie, Growing Globally:  
From a local farm to a worldwide network of friendships, 
Sever Peterson (‘62)’s legacy of connection continues to grow

PHOTO COURTESY OF EDEN PRAIRIE LOCAL NEWS (EPLN)



and as we got better acquainted, he introduced me 
to a program being run out of the St. Paul campus. 
He said, ‘Maybe your family would be interested in 
something like this.’”

That program was MAST International — the 
Minnesota Agricultural Student Trainee program. 
It allowed young people from around the world to 
travel to the United States for several months to train 
in greenhouses, farms and research labs while they 
studied agriculture at the University of Minnesota. 
After sharing the idea with his parents, Peterson’s 
family began hosting students on their farm in 1965. 
The decision created a ripple effect that shaped the 
course of Peterson Farms for generations.
“That program has been the biggest influence 
in the life of our family and the connections we 
have,” Peterson reflected. Over the years, dozens 
of international students have lived and worked on 
the farm. One eventually married Peterson’s sister, 
Gloria (Peterson) Schwammlein (‘69). Others have 
remained lifelong friends.

This past spring, Peterson traveled to Nairobi (the 
capital of Kenya) to reunite with a student he hosted 
in 1977, and together they visited other former trainees 
across Africa. Shortly before, he’d taken another trip 
to South America to reconnect with even more former 
students in Paraguay and Brazil. “That program has 
really changed my life,” Peterson smiled.

Between traveling and hosting international 
students, Peterson built strong connections that 
influenced his life at home in Eden Prairie. He and his 
wife Sharon live in the 1920s farmhouse his parents 
built. Their farm, now one of the oldest commercial 

operations in the area, hosts an annual fall event 
based on a conversation he and Sharon had with 
an exchange student from England back in the 
1990s. Inspired by what was shared with them 
about labyrinths and garden mazes popular across 
Europe, the Petersons created the first corn maze 
in Minnesota — and possibly in the entire upper 
Midwest.

The maze became the foundation of the Peterson 
Farms Fall Festival, which now attracts between 
80,000 and 100,000 visitors each season. It’s an event 
that reflects Peterson’s lifelong commitment to 
education, agriculture and bringing people together. 
Families from across the state come to enjoy the 
maze, as well as a petting zoo, zip lines, pumpkin 
patches, live shows and roasted sweet corn grown 
onsite. Run by Peterson’s children, Aaron Peterson 
(‘00) and Brooke (Peterson) Michaelson (‘03), and 
their spouses, Nicola (Jackson) Peterson (‘01) and 
Mitch Michaelson (‘00), the farm is now in its fourth 
generation of Peterson — and second generation of 
Eden Prairie Schools alumni — ownership.

The family farm is not the only Eden Prairie legacy 
built by Peterson. His roots stretch all the way back 
to the Consolidated School gymnasium in the 
building where he studied capitals. Being in the gym 
“was a social time of the day,” he recalled. “And it 
wasn’t just the gym, it was the bleachers with it.” 
For Peterson, the gym was a time capsule of not 
only his experience in school but also of the entire 
Eden Prairie community. For decades, it was both a 
gathering place for students and a cultural hub for 
the town.

Senior picture, EPHS yearbook, 1962 Homecoming King Sevie Peterson and other Homecoming Royalty, 1962

PHOTOS COURTESY OF THE EDEN PRAIRIE HISTORICAL SOCIETY
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In 1924, the gym was one of the first public buildings 
in Eden Prairie to have electricity. It hosted weddings, 
movie nights, elections and even clothes ironing. 
The gym’s design was also unique: it had no support 
pillars in the middle of the court, allowing for an open 
space ideal for large gatherings. “It’s unique not only 
to Eden Prairie, but it’s unique to the United States,” 
Peterson said of the site.

At one point, the district considered converting 
the gym into additional administrative space. In 
1999, nearly forty years after Peterson graduated 
high school, he joined the Historic Gym Task Force 
to safeguard the building and protect a shared 
history for the Eden Prairie community. He worked 
alongside Kathie Case, Curt Connaughty, Dave 
Lindahl (‘77), Jan Mosman, Karen Norman, Norbert 
“Bert” Rogers, Jeanne Zetah and others to share 

how much the gym meant to the district and the 
city. The district agreed and decided to preserve the 
gym in its original form, and it still stands today at 
the Administrative Services Center. In 2024, during 
the district’s 100-year anniversary, Peterson spoke at 
the Citywide Prom hosted in the Historic Gym, a full-
circle moment that reflected both Peterson’s and the 
gym’s impactful and lasting roles in the community. 
Today, the Historic Gym is used for Little Eagles early 
childhood programming and adult enrichment 
classes like tai chi and yoga — and the Historic Gym 
Task Force Peterson helped found continues to 
support the use and upkeep of this special place.

Throughout a journey that has taken him from 
hauling hay bales on the family farm to traversing 
the globe, Peterson has remained committed to the 
profound power of connection. Across continents 
and cornfields, from a seventh-grade classroom to 
a global network of learners, his impact continues 
to grow season by season. Peterson’s legacy proves 
that communities — like crops — flourish when it is 
nurtured with care.

“[The Historic Gym] is unique to the 
United States.” – Sever Peterson

Peterson with another Eagle, 
Lois Long (‘53). Peterson and 
Long were both narrators in 
an Oral History Project that 

collected personal stories from 
Eden Prairie Schools alumni, 

staff and community members. 
Read more on page 24!
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Back in the Nest, Better Together
An Eagle duo whose compassion and courage  

inspire students to soar
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Back in the Nest, Better Together
An Eagle duo whose compassion and courage  

inspire students to soar

Long before they became a powerhouse teaching 
team, Central Middle School (CMS)’s Laura Eid (‘03) 
and Julie Rochford (‘99) were just two Eden Prairie 
Schools students walking the same hallways, sitting 
in the same classrooms and growing up in the same 
community. Neither imagined they’d one day return — 
as celebrated educators and close friends — to make 
a profound impact from the other side of the desk.

The pair’s journey into teaching wasn’t a straight 
line. Neither majored in education. Eid earned 
her bachelor’s degree in political science, while 
Rochford studied family and consumer science. After 
graduation, both returned to Eden Prairie unsure 
of their next steps. Rochford became a special 
education paraprofessional at CMS, while Eid took a 
similar role at Oak Point Elementary. However, what 
started as transitional jobs quickly became callings. 

Eid, who had originally imagined herself 
as an elementary school teacher, said the 
paraprofessional role opened her eyes. “I still think 
that was so valuable because I learned a lot, and 
I learned about myself at the same time,” she 
expressed. “I don’t think I even really understood 
what special education encompassed.” 

Rochford’s experience mirrored Eid’s. “Similar 
to Laura, I ended up going back to school for 
my master’s in special education. I focused on 
emotional behavioral disorders (EBDs) and have 
been an EBD teacher ever since.”

The two Eagles were first paired as co-teachers 
three years ago. Today, they co-teach in a Setting 
III special education program at CMS, which serves 
students with disabilities who spend more than 
60% of their day outside of the general education 
classroom. Rochford teaches math and science, and 
Eid teaches English and social studies. Ask anyone 
who’s stepped inside their classroom, though, and 
they’ll tell you it’s not just a place for learning: It’s a 
place of belonging.

In their room students feel safe, seen and valued. 
It’s a vibrant place, full of laughter, movement and 
meaningful connections. Students are encouraged 
to be themselves, and the adults in the room make 
sure each one knows they matter. It’s a space that 
prioritizes relationships — because Eid and Rochford 
know academics stick when a student feels like 
they belong. They make sure every learner sees 
themselves as capable, worthy and ready to succeed. 

“We always say, if students know you care about 
them, the rest will follow,” Rochford said. “Their 
academics, their behavior — it all comes together 
once they know they’re safe and supported.”

“We know that if kids don’t feel like they 
belong, they won’t learn. So we work 
hard to make sure they know they’re 
cared for.” – Laura Eid

“Belonging is so important, and helping kids find their 
spark,” said Eid. “We know that if kids don’t feel like 
they belong, they won’t learn. So we work hard to 
make sure they know they’re cared for.”

Some of the duo’s most memorable teaching 
moments happen outside traditional instruction. One 
year, for example, they hosted a Thanksgiving lunch 
for their students. The room was transformed with 
decorations, and the students set tables to share a 
meal. They went around the room sharing what they 
were thankful for, creating a meaningful opportunity 
to practice emotional expression, build empathy and 
deepen their sense of community with one another. 

The sense of belonging Eid and Rochford have 
created hasn’t gone unnoticed by their students 
or their families: “I never knew teachers would be 
there for me like you guys,” one student recently told 
them. And in a letter describing the duo’s impact, 
one family wrote, “Our family is so grateful to you for 
helping our student learn more than just math or 
reading. You’ve helped him learn determination and 
resilience. You’ve helped him learn how to face his 
challenges and do hard things. And you’ve helped 
him learn he is worthy and deserving of being in a 
place where he is safe, loved and a good kid.”
But perhaps the most defining moment of the 
educators’ partnership came during the 2023-24 
school year, when they had to be there for each other.

“I would say a big part of our duo-ship that actually 
made us who we are, and made us as close as we 
are, was last February,” Rochford said. “Laura was 
diagnosed with breast cancer.”

Rochford in eighth grade Eid in eighth grade
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The students and staff quickly rallied behind her. Eid 
recalled, “A bunch of them wore beanies with me the 
first day I went to school with no hair, and a couple of 
kids even shaved their heads.” For Eid, the outpouring 
of care and consistency from Rochford made all the 
difference. “Having her there and knowing that she 
had my back at all times, it just made it a thousand 
times more bearable,” she said through tears.

On Eid’s final day of radiation, Rochford and 
the students planned a surprise celebration by 
decorating their classroom with artwork and 
handwritten notes. One by one, the students stood 
and read their messages aloud, thanking Eid for her 
strength and her presence.

Rochford reflected on what that season of life taught 
them both. “I think the biggest thing that I took 
away from last year was we taught kids how to be 
compassionate at tough times,” she said. “It helped 
me grow as a teacher, a colleague and a friend.” 
It was a time filled with care, courage and 
community, and one that revealed the kind of 
space Eid and Rochford had built together: a space 
where students don’t just learn about resilience and 
compassion, but witness it in action. 

“We’ve made each other better. Better teachers, 
better coworkers, better people.” - Julie Rochford

That impact extends far beyond their classroom 
walls. “We get calls from the high school all the time,” 
Rochford smiled. Teachers say students miss them, 
talk about them and ask how they’re doing. “It just 
reminds us how important that relationship piece is.”
It’s this continuous and lasting impact that has led 
both educators to receive substantial accolades. In 
2024, Rochford was named the Foundation for Eden 
Prairie Schools Teacher of the Year for grades 6–12 & 
TASSEL. And this spring, Eid was named a semifinalist 
for Minnesota Teacher of the Year. These honors 
reflect the connection and community they’ve 
cultivated together.

Between the two of them, Eid and Rochford have 
worked in or attended nearly every school in Eden 
Prairie Schools. In the same district where they once 
sat as students, these exceptional educators now 
show up every day to transform lives: their students’ 
and each other’s. Their personalities and styles differ, 
but that’s part of what makes them so effective. As 
one former student memorably joked, “It’s like having 
mom and dad around.”

“We’ve made each other better,” Rochford said. 
“Better teachers, better coworkers, better people.”

Rochford and Eid working with a CMS student in their classroom during 
the 2024-25 school year



When Carrie Coyer got the news she had been hired 
as a kindergarten teacher at Prairie View Elementary, 
she was in her childhood bedroom. Her mother and 
father still owned the same house in Eden Prairie they 
had when she was in elementary school, just a six-
minute walk from her new teaching role. She ran to 
tell her parents, and it wasn’t long before they were 
all crying. “It was a dream coming to Prairie View,” 
Coyer said. “It is so meaningful.”

Prairie View is a special place for Coyer. When she 
received that fateful call, she had only visited a few 
times since 2013, when she walked the halls as a 
quiet sixth grader. That was the culmination of her 
seven years as a Prairie View student, beginning with 
kindergarten — and now, she would be going back to 
teach the same class where it all began. And her new 
coworkers? They included two of her former teachers: 
Beth Pederson and Vic Pengilly.

This time last year, Pederson and Pengilly had 
no idea a Prairie View alum would be teaching 
alongside them. Pengilly recognized but couldn’t 
place Coyer’s name on the list of new staff, and it 
took some looking through scrapbooks before it 
clicked. Pederson, for her part, first bumped into 

On the Other Side of the Desk
After Carrie Coyer (‘19) left Prairie View, she never imagined she’d be 
back — and working alongside two of her former teachers

Inspiring Staff

her former student at a new staff training where 
the longtime teacher was serving as a mentor. 
Coyer couldn’t find the Prairie View group, but when 
she recognized Pederson, she knew she’d found 
her people. “‘I knew we hired a Prairie View alum!’” 
Coyer remembers Pederson exclaiming when they 
reconnected. 

On a spring afternoon after school, the three sat 
together in Coyer’s classroom. They laughed and 
reminisced about her time as a Prairie View student 
and what it meant for her to be back as a teacher. 
Together they hold more than 50 years of teaching 
experience: Pengilly has been teaching for 29, 
Pederson for 24, and Coyer for one. And though 
Coyer’s new to the job, she’s a veteran of the school. 
“Being brought up in the Prairie View community,  
she was able to excel right from the beginning,”  
said Pengilly.

“It was a dream coming to Prairie View.”  
– Carrie Coyer
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Coyer in kindergarten



Sitting in class with Pengilly (for fourth grade) and 
Pederson (for sixth grade, before it moved to Central 
Middle School), Coyer didn’t have any idea she 
would eventually work in education. Her teachers 
didn’t expect it either. She was a hardworking, quiet 
student — and she never gave any impression that 
one day she’d be back teaching alongside her 
former educators. Instead, one of Pengilly’s most 
lasting memories of Coyer was when he tried a new 
assignment for the first time: asking his class to do 
research on states and then dress up as their states 
at the end of the project. “I think I was dressed up 
like a cowgirl,” Coyer chimed in with a laugh. Nothing 
back then suggested ‘teacher.’

That changed, though. By the time she graduated 
from Eden Prairie High School, Coyer had become 
interested in education and decided to pursue 
teaching as a career. She earned her bachelor’s and 
master’s degrees from the University of Minnesota 
and began student teaching at Oak Point Elementary. 
When a position opened at Prairie View, Coyer 
applied right away. She wanted to give back to the 
community that meant so much to her growing up. 
Her siblings had also grown up at Prairie View, and it 
was there she met Anthony Jirele (‘19), who would 
become her fiancé — so much connected her to the 
school. That drive to contribute to her community was 
powerful, and something that Pederson and Pengilly 
found remarkable about her return to Prairie View.

“It’s a community, and it feels good to us that 
students want to come back,” Pederson said. Now, 
when Coyer sees Pederson and Pengilly in the halls, 
it’s a reminder of that bond. “When I see them,” Coyer 
said, “I feel like I’m home.”

Today, the three teachers seek each other out 
at trainings and enjoy whatever time they have 
together to share their deep connection to Prairie 
View. “Our culture is pretty close,” Pengilly said, 
“whether we’re in the same hallway or not. We’re a 
pretty tight group.” And Coyer fits right in.

Since Prairie View feels like home for Coyer, she 
also wants it to feel like home for her students. It’s 
something she learned from Pederson and Pengilly 
many years ago: “I say, ‘I’m glad you’re here,’ to every 
single student that walks in,” Coyer said. “I want to 
make them feel welcome, just like I did in Beth and 
Vic’s classes.”

That determination to give students a sense of 
belonging extends to the entire Prairie View team, 
who describe a culture of connection among staff. 
No teacher works in isolation, and collaboration 
is hugely important. Pengilly says much of that 
comes from sharing thoughts and concerns openly, 

supporting one another and finding solutions to 
challenges together. Coyer regularly experiences 
that support: When Pengilly sees his former student 
leading her class through the halls, he points out 
her orderly Eagles to his own class as an example. 
It’s moments like these that stand out to Coyer and 
make her grateful every day to inspire students at 
Prairie View.

“That culture has gone into the kids,” Coyer explained. 
She knows her students watch staff talking to each 
other and modeling positive communication, and 
they know staff are all working together to make the 
school experience better. “When days were tough 
at home, I loved going to school. To come back and 
be on the other end… I feel like that is such a unique 
opportunity,” she expressed. 

Coyer feels lucky to teach alongside two of the 
people so crucial to her own development. Next year, 
she’ll be teaching first grade (including to some of 
her previous kindergartners) and it’ll be a different 
world. And when she encounters challenges? “I think 
Vic is definitely someone I would go to,” she said, 
reflecting on all the years of experience he’s had. In 
his nearly 30 years of teaching, Pengilly has taught 
every grade at Prairie View, and Coyer knows how 
much that will help her in handling the move to a new 
grade level. Pederson, too, she says, will be a good 
resource. 

“I do truly feel like they’ve got my back,” Coyer 
affirmed. She has their backs, too, and together 
they lift up the next generation of leaders — some of 
whom may also one day return on the other side of 
the desk.

Coyer teaching kindergarten during  
the 2024-25 school year
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Molly Malone (‘03), director of community 
engagement and alumni relations, wants 
to hear from our graduates and retired staff 
members! Visit edenpr.org/alumni to update 
your contact information, submit a milestone 
or nominate someone to be featured. You can 
also explore ways to share your expertise and 
contribute to our schools! Once an Eagle,  

always an Eagle!
No matter where life has taken you 

after Eden Prairie Schools, we’re here to 
welcome you home. 

Learn more and share  
your ideas for our new and 
improved alumni experience 
at edenpr.org/alumni.

Eagle Excellence is everywhere — and we love to 
celebrate it! The new Eden Prairie Schools Hall of 
Fame recognizes former Eagles who have made 
important contributions or achieved amazing 
things in and beyond Eden Prairie Schools. From 
accomplished athletes and artists to tremendous 
teachers, stellar students to stand-out staff, the Hall 
of Fame honors distinguished alumni, retired staff 
and community members who inspire each within 
our schools and in the wider world.

We’ll be celebrating our first class of inductees 
during a brand new event held at the district’s new 
Valley View Campus during Homecoming weekend. 

Mark your calendar for the first-ever 
Eagle Excellence Showcase on October 4!

Held in partnership with the Foundation for Eden 
Prairie Schools, the Showcase will include a silent 
auction and dinner, as well as a formal recognition 
of the Hall of Fame inductees, the 2025 Legacy 
Award winners and other Eagles who have received 
accolades over the last year. Don’t miss this exciting 
Homecoming celebration!

Know someone who you think should be in a future 
class of inductees? Let us know! Nominations for 
the Hall of Fame are accepted 
year-round, and those received 
by May 30 will be considered 
for the following school year’s 
induction ceremony. Submit at 
edenpr.org/halloffame!

We’re excited to host the Eagle Excellence Showcase at our newly renovated Valley View campus!  
Interested in hosting your own special event? Check out our available spaces at edenpr.org/facilityuse.

Introducing the Eden Prairie Schools  

HALL OF FAME!
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“And I knew their name”
Tim Beekmann reflects on three decades  

of service to students
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It was a sunny, warm spring 
day when then-22-year-
old Tim Beekmann sat in 
the office of Prairie View 
Elementary interviewing to 
become a teacher. 
He had just been picked up from his final semester 
of college at Concordia, and his mother Marlene 
sat in the car waiting: “I left my mom in the car 
with the windows down,” Beekmann joked to then-
principal Tom Myers. What happened next set the 
stage for the next 33 years of Beekmann’s life: The 
panel invited his mother inside. “‘Bring her in! We 
want to get to know your mom, too,’” Beekmann 
remembered the group saying. “It was just this whole 
community. It really was a feeling they made for me 
walking into that door — I thought, ‘That’s the place I 
want to work.’ And that’s why I stayed here 33 years.”  

That fateful day and the decades-long career that 
followed included roles as a teacher of first through 
fourth grades, educational coordinator, associate 
principal and ultimately principal of Eden Lake 
Elementary. At every stage, Beekmann has been 
known for creating strong relationships. That drive 
came from his childhood: He didn’t want to become 
a teacher because he loved school. He wanted to 
become a teacher because he didn’t.

Beekmann was adopted at eight days old and spent 
most of his childhood in Willmar, Minnesota. His 
family was well known in the community. Heidi, his 
high-achieving sister, led the way in school, and her 
legacy was tough to follow. “I did not like school. I 
didn’t fit in. I struggled,” Tim explained. “I was more 
hands-on, I liked to be more creative, I was not a 
‘paper-pencil’ type person. I’d hear, ‘Why can’t you 
be more like your sister?’”

He was also one of the only Black children in his 
community. “Teachers would start the year with, 
‘Bring in your baby picture and guess who the baby 
is.’ Well, every year, I brought my baby picture, and 
then guess who was figured out first?” he joked. It 
underscored his feeling of otherness. But in third and 
fourth grade, with Ms. Lynch and Mrs. Swift, things 
changed. “At some point, they realized, ‘What must 
this be like for this child who’s always different?’ They 
made learning fun! They treated me with respect.” 
Their teaching inspired Beekmann’s life journey. 
“That’s what I wanted to do, then, is become a teacher 
like that — the ones who figured me out. And I wanted 
to be the person to help other kids like school.” 

Before he knew it, he was an Eagle. His sister and 
brother-in-law moved him into Fountain Place 
Apartments, just five miles from Prairie View. And 
on the first day of school in 1992, when first graders 
entered the building for the first time after leaving 
the Kindergarten Center, it was their teacher’s first 
day, too.

Quickly, Beekmann’s love of art and music brought 
his classroom to life. Each year, his students wrote 
a musical to perform for their families and other 
classes. Beekmann’s own parents even attended. 
Long before hands-on learning became a key 
educational practice, it was alive and well at Prairie 
View. Beyond just writing and performing, students 
were directing, creating backdrops and fashioning 
costumes. “It was some real-life application,” he 
explained. “Those are the stories that kids remember 
when they come back and see me. That’s their great 
memory of elementary school.” 

“I wanted to become a teacher like that 
— the ones who figured me out. And I 
wanted to be the person to help other 
kids like school.” – Tim Beekmann 

Those stories touched Beekmann deeply, shaping 
not only how he taught, but also how he built 
relationships and community in his classroom. In 
his early years at Prairie View, when Eden Prairie 
did not have the diversity it does today, seeing 
Mr. Beekmann at the front of the classroom had a 
profound impact on some students. “I had one child 
who was adopted into a white family, just like me,” 
he recalled. “That year he was finally able to say, ‘I 
like my skin because Mr. Beekmann has the same 
skin that I do.’”

Beekmann teaching first grade at Prairie View  
in the mid-1990s

“And I knew their name”
Tim Beekmann reflects on three decades  

of service to students
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“I want to be known as a leader who 
not only does things right but, most 
importantly, does the right things!”  

– Tim Beekmann 

For the next 15 years, Beekmann made a similar 
difference for countless other students at Prairie 
View, who each saw in him a little bit of themselves 
through the relationships he fostered. Then it 
was time to grow his impact as a school leader: 
Beekmann’s final six years at Prairie View were 
spent supporting other teachers as an educational 
coordinator, and in 2013, he joined Eden Lake as its 
associate principal. That summer, the lead principal 
job became available.

“I want to be known as a leader who not only does 
things right but, most importantly, does the right 
things!” wrote Beekmann in his cover letter for the 
position he would go on to hold for the next 11 years. 
“I will hold strong to my convictions and will follow 
through on what needs to be done in the best 
interest for all children. I want to build a strong and 
positive reputation that no matter who I am talking 
to my message will always be the same. People will 
know who I am and that for which I stand.”

Being true to himself, like his elementary teachers 
Ms. Lynch and Mrs. Swift taught him, was key to 
Beekmann’s leadership journey. He says the Eden 
Prairie community helped make that possible. 
“When I became the lead principal, I was the first 
openly gay principal. Never did I worry that I wouldn’t 
be supported and encouraged. That’s helped me 
become a stronger person and be proud of who I 
am,” he shared. Beekmann collaborated with staff 
to create a school culture that was welcoming and 
inclusive for all. “People need to see themselves, and 
also experience other experiences from other people. 
Year after year, you look around this place, and it’s 
like, ‘We are not just saying words in a mission. We 
really do mean what we say.’”

Over the next decade, the community didn’t just 
know who Beekmann was — he knew who they were, 
too. Every year, he learned the name of almost every 
child in the incoming kindergarten class. On each 
walk down the hallway, he would greet dozens of 
children by name. At first, families found it surprising. 
“They would say, ‘Why do you know my kid’s name? 
What happened?’” he remembered. It was important 
to correct that idea, though, and he would tell 
families, “My job is to change that narrative. I want to 
know your child.” 

Beekmann during his first year  
at Prairie View Elementary, 1992

Principal Beekmann with then-kindergarten students
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Through all the ups and downs the principalship 
would bring — including transitioning nearly 550 
elementary students to online and hybrid learning 
during a global pandemic — Beekmann stayed 
focused on the sense of community he hoped to build 
at Eden Lake. Students felt it. “When I see kids running 
off the bus, skipping into the building or skipping into 

Principal Beekmann with a student at a  
Dr. Seuss-themed music performance 

the hallway, I’m like, ‘This is fantastic. They want to be 
here,’” he smiled. “When you have a break coming up 
and kids are like, ‘Ugh… I want to be at school’ — that’s 
pretty cool.” 

As Beekmann’s retirement begins, he’s excited for new 
principal Brett Lobben (‘91) to take the reins. “Things 
at Eden Lake are so good and tight and strong, and I 
feel like now the time is right to have somebody come 
in with fresh eyes. It’s a fresh new partnership, and 
that gets people excited,” Beekmann expressed. 

He’s excited, too, for his own next step. “I love 
landscaping, I love design work, I love music — I really 
have no idea what the next stage is going to be,” he 
explained. “I just knew 33 years was the right time 
to wrap up a robust, wonderful career of making 
connections with the students, the families, the staff, 
the community.”

What does Beekmann hope families, staff and 
students remember when they think of him? “That I 
was happy, approachable, positive. That they knew 
I was in it for the right reasons — that I loved school 
and I wanted them to love school.” And, of course: 
“That I knew their name.” 

The Eden Prairie Schools 100 Years of Inspiring 
Each Oral History Project captures personal 
stories from former students, staff and 
community members. Through 15 interviews 
spanning the classes of 1953 to 2024, hear 
how the district evolved from a small farming 
town into a diverse and thriving community.
Conducted by oral historian Vicki Albu and 
funded by the Minnesota Historical and 
Cultural Heritage Grants program, this project 
offers a vivid glimpse into the district’s past, 
present and future, bringing its history to life 
through the voices of those who experienced 
it firsthand.

100 Years of Inspiring Each 
Oral History Project

Scan the QR code or visit  
edenpr.org/oral-history-project 

to listen to stories  
from all of our narrators. 
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classroom is crucial to their sense of belonging. “I feel 
like every kid now is able to find somebody that they 
can look at and see a part of themselves in, which 
is really exciting,” said Sheikhyusuf. Recently, Little 
Eagles preschool teachers received a grant through 
the Foundation for Eden Prairie Schools to further 
translate that sense of belonging to classroom 
materials: additional baby dolls, wooden people 
and board games featuring people from different 
backgrounds and ethnicities. “We’ve really been 
striving to make sure every child feels like they belong 
and they’re valued and welcome,” Lorang said.

Now, Lorang mentors teachers like Sheikhyusuf, 
advising on ways to reach each child. Like in 
elementary school, a child’s previous-year teacher 
can provide insights into strengths and opportunities 
for growth, then collaborate with the next year’s 
teacher to best support the student on their unique 

Inspiring Stories

When Rahma Sheikhyusuf (‘18) 
walked her four-year-old PreK 
class through the halls of Forest 
Hills Elementary last spring, they 
passed a group of fifth graders.
“They’re so big,” her students 
said in awe. It’s been a few 
years since Eden Prairie Schools 
PreK students moved from the 
Community Education building to 
their neighborhood elementary 
schools, but for each new class 
of a school’s youngest students, 
it’s still an exciting surprise to see 
the older kids. “You’ll be one of 
them sooner than you know it,” 
Sheikhyusuf said.

In the five years she’s been 
working for Eden Prairie Schools, 
Sheikhyusuf has seen her share 
of both PreK classes moving onto 
kindergarten and three-year-old 

Preparing Tomorrow’s Kindergartners  
to Reach New Heights

Intentional collaboration helps our youngest learners thrive

Little Eagles preschoolers making the exciting jump 
to PreK. There’s something deeply valuable about 
what young students learn in those transitional years. 
And to make the most of it, teachers and staff across 
Eden Prairie Schools work together to set up each 
child for success.

How do we define success for three- and four-
year-olds? “Preparing each child for their future 
in a welcoming environment that fosters a love of 
learning” is how Jill Lorang (‘06), early childhood 
lead, describes it. In the early years, helping children 
learn how to collaborate with each other, process 
their emotions and form relationships is just as 
important to long-term success as numbers 
and the alphabet. “It is really the foundation,” 
Lorang explained. “It is great to watch students 
begin to advocate for themselves and grow their 
independence as the year progresses!”

Lorang has supported Eden Prairie’s youngest 
learners for close to 10 years, starting as a Little 
Eagles teacher. For all Little Eagles, including three-
year-old preschool students, an environment 
where students see themselves reflected inside the 

Sheikhyusuf reads with one of her PreK students at Forest Hills

“It is great to watch students begin to 
advocate for themselves and grow their 
independence as the year progresses!”  
–Jill Lorang
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journey. In those conversations, staff discuss a 
student’s progress in key areas like problem solving, 
partner play, emotional awareness and replicating 
positive behaviors modeled by teachers and 
paraprofessionals. These insights are especially 
important during those initial weeks of a student’s 
transition from one grade level to the next.

While the move from preschool to PreK can bring its 
own challenges, a supportive network of staff eases 
the transition. Since 2021, when the PreK program 
moved into elementary schools as part of the 
district’s previous 10-year academic vision called 
“Designing Pathways,” Little Eagles teachers have 
traveled to elementary schools to welcome their 
former students off the buses on the first day. PreK 
staff send pictures of students home to families and 
help students meet expectations in those first few 
weeks of school. 

By the end of the year, PreK students exceed those 
expectations. On a recent Wednesday morning, 
Sheikhyusuf told her PreK students it was time to shift 
from individual playtime to their morning meeting. 
She called out: “One, two, three, eyes on me!” Students 
responded with an excited “One, two, eyes on you!” 
and listened as Sheikhyusuf asked them to make 
their way to the group carpet in a cozy corner of the 
classroom. On the wall was a schedule for the day, 
a list of class jobs, and a chart of feelings grouped 
into colors. It was a morning of individual choice and 
practice following expectations — and it was done in 
the same building where these students would go on 
to attend kindergarten through fifth grade.

Lorang interacts with Little Eagles preschoolers using classroom materials that 
show a face and expression on one side and have a mirror on the other, a way 

to practice expressing and recognizing feelings

Sheikhyusuf reads with one of her PreK students at Forest Hills

Moving PreK classes to neighborhood elementary 
schools has made the adjustment period for incoming 
kindergarten students much easier. “It gets them ready 
and comfortable with their surroundings… because 
that’s the building they’ll be in until middle school,” 
Sheikhyusuf said. 

Lorang agrees. “They’re being exposed to the 
playground that they’ll be at for a few years, they are 
in the lunchroom. They’re learning those schoolwide 
procedures,” she affirmed. “They know what to expect, 
they meet their principal, they meet office staff. So it’s  
a great thing.”

Just down the hall from Sheikhyusuf’s classroom is 
where Allen Lundberg teaches kindergarten. He’s been 
at Forest Hills for 22 years, almost all of which have 
been spent teaching kindergarten students. “Seeing 
the growth that each of the students go through... 
that’s the thing I enjoy the most about kindergarten,” 
he said. Ultimately, he explained, a key advantage 
of students moving through Little Eagles to PreK and 
kindergarten is information teachers and staff obtain 
over multiple years about what works best for each 
student. The data “helps with [kindergarten class] 
placement and instruction to set everyone up to be  
as successful as we can,” he shared.

The intentional collaboration among staff at every 
transition point — from three-year-olds entering 
preschool to five-year-olds entering kindergarten 
— makes for confident learners who feel safe and 
comfortable. Even a kindergarten teacher waving at 
a passing class of four-year-olds makes an impact. “I 
think the sooner students and families feel they belong 

to the school community, the sooner 
that will transfer to their academics 
and their socialization at school,” 
Lundberg reflected.

Sheikhyusuf agrees. “We’re excited to 
see their success and how far they 
get in life.”

Do you know a future Eagle ages 
3-5 who’s ready to take flight?  
Enroll them in our top-rated 
preschool, PreK and kindergarten 
classes at edenpr.org/enroll!



Inspiring Stories

At 7:30 a.m. on an April Thursday, Danika Gadient 
(‘25) stood in front of 30 business professionals, 
her hands shaking slightly. She was wearing the 
business professional clothing she purchased 
specifically for this event, and she cleared her throat 
to speak. It was her turn to give an “elevator pitch” 
about her involvement in advanced coursework, 
community service and co-curricular activities at 
Eden Prairie High School (EPHS) — and though she 
was a little nervous, she was also confident. She’d 
done this all before.

“It’s a really hard thing to put yourself in front of 
30-plus real people who are in the business world 
and a lot older than you,” Gadient reflected — but 
not impossible, thanks to the guidance and support 
she received through the Future Leader Program, 
a partnership between EPHS and the Eden Prairie 
Chamber of Commerce. “It was a really cool 
experience and 100% worth it.” 

The Future Leader Program has connected 
high school students to Eden Prairie’s business 

community since the early 2000s, when the local 
chamber of commerce saw a chance to further its 
connection with EPHS. “The driving force behind it 
was I wanted to have the Chamber connect students 
and business in a much more impactful way,” 
remembered Eden Prairie Chamber of Commerce 
President Pat MulQueeny. The Chamber had already 
worked with Karen Brettingen, then a business and 
marketing teacher at EPHS, to support DECA (an 
entrepreneurship activity) and business courses. 
Both sides saw the benefit of a stronger partnership. 
And so, the Future Leader Program was born, making 
its home within the EPHS Senior Internship Program, a 
year-long seminar course for highly motivated 12th 
graders who want to get a head start on their future.

In the Senior Internship Program, Eagles engage 
in informational and mock interviews, networking 
breakfasts, field trips and more across industries, 
says Rachel (Olson) Hari (‘12), a business & 
marketing teacher at EPHS and co-coordinator of 
the program. Students who seek an extra layer of 

REAL-WORLD READY
Strong collaboration between Eden Prairie High School and the Eden Prairie 
Chamber of Commerce shapes the city’s next generation of leaders

EPHS students on a tour of Target headquarters in Minneapolis
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challenge can apply to the Chamber’s Future Leader 
Program, in which they are paired with an industry 
mentor and participate in additional volunteering, 
job shadowing and micro-internship projects. 

Strong community connections make these 
activities particularly relevant to students. On a 
spring visit to Target headquarters, for example, 
a group of Eden Prairie Schools alumni showed 
the Eagles around. “The employees were in these 
students’ shoes, and now they’re at Target, which 
is really fun for these students to see,” Hari shared. 
Future Leaders’ industry mentors also provide strong 
support. “It’s really cute how nervous, at first, the 
students are to go to these networking opportunities, 
and then just to see them grow. Our Chamber 
community has surrounded them and comforted 
them — like, ‘You can do hard things.’”

When the Future Leader Program began, it 
was on the cutting edge. “There was no other 
program engaged with high school students,” said 
MulQueeny. Once EP established itself as a leader, 
others tried to follow. “Over the years we’ve had 
different chambers reach out to us to pick our brain, 
try to replicate the program. I know some have done 
so, and I know some have tried it and it didn’t quite 
work,” he shared. “This program truly has to be a 
partnership. We’ve got to have teachers there that 
are committed to it and have a flair for it. There’s this 
energy and dynamic of the teachers at Eden Prairie 
High School — they really come across as people 
who want the best for those students. They want 
these experiences to really have an impact and 
provide growth.”

And they have. Future Leaders report “this 
program puts them head and shoulders above 
other students at college” who haven’t worked on 
resumes, presented to a group or networked, said 
MulQueeny. “We’ve heard from the teachers that 
for some of the students, this lit that spark so all of 
a sudden they came out of their shell and became 
who they should be.” One of those students was 
Brennan McCarthy, CFP (‘13), now Boulevard Wealth 
Management’s Director of Financial Planning, who 
MulQueeny says is the Future Leader Program’s 
“poster child.” McCarthy’s Future Leader mentor was 
Troy Noor, Director of Portfolio Planning at Boulevard. 
McCarthy “got interested in that financial planning 
role, went through the education needed, the 
certification programs, was hired and is there now,” 
said MulQueeny. “He’s one of our success stories 
— he’s back here, he’s working for one of our local 
businesses.” 

Both Hari and Mark Anderson, co-program 
coordinator and fellow business & marketing 
teacher at EPHS, have seen the impacts of the senior 
internship program firsthand. Hari and her husband, 
Stephen Hari (‘11), both experienced the class while 
at EPHS. Anderson’s son, Brock Anderson (‘22), 
recently secured a summer internship using tools 
he had learned in the course. “He said to me, ‘I was 
just using the skills that I got from the program,’” 
Anderson smiled. “He really blossomed during that 
time.” Hari agreed. “We see firsthand how well this 
program can do for people, which I think just leads to 
how passionate we are.” 

Hari (front left) with students and Target mascot  
Bullseye on a tour

“You see a different side of the students... 
You can see that confidence grow, you 
can see their professionalism grow.”  
– Mark Anderson

For Mark Anderson, who received a BestPrep 
Educator of Excellence award in May for his work 
with the program, the passion comes from seeing 
students evolve. “You see a different side of the 
students when they’re in front of these professionals. 
You can see that confidence grow, you can see their 
professionalism grow,” he emphasized. “And that’s 
what really does it for me, and what drives me to want 
to keep looking for more opportunities for students.”

Ultimately, MulQueeny said, opportunities for 
students equal opportunities for the full community. 
It’s a cycle that keeps on giving. “At the end of this, we 
hope we get some of these students back becoming 
the future business leaders for Eden Prairie.”

edenpr.org | 28 
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“We are continuing to expand our offerings of 
computer science and providing access to students 
at all ages and all levels,” said Brent. “Whether you 
are playing with robots, learning how to put code 
together for the first time, or figuring out how a drone 
works and getting it to follow a set of instructions, 
it’s a lot of playing and breaking things, and then 
learning how to fix them.” 

That approach resonates 
with students. “The classes 
at Eden Prairie showed me 
that computer science is 
not just coding. It involves 
collaborating, pitching 
ideas and puzzling together 
information,” said Maya 
Varikuti (‘25), who will 
pursue CS at the University 
of Wisconsin-Madison this 
fall. “Our world is becoming 
increasingly dependent on technology, so it’s 
important to understand how it works.”

Just as puzzling and pitching happen every day in 
the CS classroom, the district also aims to embed 
technology topics into its curriculum beyond 

“We are continuing to expand our 
offerings of computer science and 
providing access to students at all ages 
and all levels.” – Jessica Brent 

Inspiring Stories

Want a seven-day agenda for a trip to Greece? 
An image of a llama sipping tea with a corgi? Even 
an original song about zombies in a snowstorm?
With just a few keystrokes, today’s technology can 
deliver it all — and it’s almost like magic. From 
artificial intelligence to coding and digital design, 
the technology world is evolving at lightning speed. 
Fortunately, Eden Prairie Schools students aren’t 
just keeping up. In computer science (CS) courses 
across all age groups, Eagles are learning the skills 
they will need to lead technological innovation every 
single day.

“We are all users of 
computer science; we are 
all users of technology. It 
affects everything in our 
lives right now,” said Eden 
Prairie High School (EPHS) 
CS and math teacher 
Jessica Brent. “How 
does our data get used, 
transformed and stored? 
What kind of concerns 
should we have? There’s 

constant evolution that’s happening, and we want 
our students to be on the cutting edge of that.”

On the Cutting Edge
How EP’s computer science programs are propelling tomorrow’s innovators, today

Students in a technology-focused Discovery Group at 
Eagle Heights Spanish Immersion show staff how to 

program robots to perform tasks

Varikuti

Brent

Eagles can begin to explore CS in elementary 
school by leading their own learning in once-per-
week Discovery Groups like “Coding” and “Terrific 
Technology.” At the middle school level, course 
options range from Design, Model & Make to Bot 
Builders & Drone Drivers. And in high school, students 
choose from courses including AP Computer 
Science, Cybersecurity, Java, AP Computer 
Science Principles, Python and the iOS Mobile App 
Development Capstone. High school students can 
also join Computer Science Honors Society (CSHS) 
to further their studies and inspire other students 
across the district by sharing what they’ve learned.
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dedicated electives so that all students experience 
this unique way of thinking. Exposure is particularly 
important for groups who are traditionally 
underrepresented in the CS field: Brent cited studies 
that showed girls who took CS in high school were 
10 times more likely to pursue it in college, and 
Black and Hispanic students were seven to eight 
times more likely to major after taking a high school 
course. “If we can do anything to increase the 
diversity of the workforce in computer science, we 
need to do that at the youngest levels possible.”

Alex Townsend, the father of soon-to-be first 
grader Campbell and future Little Eagle Roland, is 
uniquely equipped to speak to the importance of CS 
education in Eden Prairie Schools. Townsend formerly 
served as the district’s director of technology and 
now works for Eden Prairie-based Arctic Wolf, which 
helps organizations (including Eden Prairie Schools) 
mitigate their cybersecurity risk. In addition to 
offering site visits and guest speakers to EP’s CS 
students, Arctic Wolf annually donates two $2,000 
scholarships to Eagles pursuing CS in college. 
Though AI offers unique advantages, “at the end of 
the day, you can’t run a cybersecurity company on 
just machines,” said Townsend. “So we’re providing 
kids today with the opportunity to recognize and 
understand how technology impacts our world, 
and how to leverage human skills that differentiate 
themselves from the machine, from AI.” 

Watching his daughter grow at Cedar Ridge 
Elementary has affirmed Townsend’s belief in the 
importance of young girls in particular having 
opportunities to explore CS. “The percentage of 
women in cybersecurity is grossly underrepresented, 
and so having a daughter who is exposed to these 
things and has those opportunities to say, ‘This is 
something I can do in my career’ — she needs these 
role models,” he explained. He says Brent, along with 
EPHS students who connect with Eagles as young as 
kindergarten, help students of all backgrounds see 
themselves in the field. “Kids need that opportunity 
to see that the whole world is available to them.” 

District leaders agree. “We intentionally create 
opportunities for students to engage with technology 
as creators, problem-solvers and innovators — 
not just consumers,” says current Eden Prairie 
Schools Director of Technology Tina Moses. “From a 
Technology Department standpoint, we really partner 
with our teachers to find out how we can best support 
our future tech leaders. Sometimes that’s in front of 
the scenes, like in our new Emerging Technologies 
Lab, and sometimes it’s behind the scenes in things 
like policy groups dedicated to giving computer 
science students the right amount of access while still 
keeping our network secure. We really want to help 
build the next generation of IT professionals.”

Another key factor for Eagles’ success? “They have 
people like Jessica,” said Townsend. Brent “has 
driven this program and has pursued opportunities 
for kids relentlessly. I think that Jessica has been a 
true champion for the kids of Eden Prairie Schools 
— she is constantly looking for opportunities for 
students to have real-world experiences.”

Those students, some of 
whom have presented 
their work at conferences 
and won national awards, 
agree. “Ms. Brent brings so 
much genuine curiosity 
and enthusiasm to her 
classroom, creating an 
environment where every 
lesson is less lecture 
and more open-ended 
exploration,” said Ziwei 

Chen (‘25), who will major in CS at Carnegie Mellon 
University. “I am confident that I am not alone in 
being inspired to pursue this passion because of her.”

For Brent, who was named the 2025 Aspirations in 
Computing State Educator for Minnesota and who 
has mentored three new computer science teachers 
to support EPHS’s growing program, it all comes back 
to developing the leaders of the future. These Eagles 
are critical thinkers and policy shapers who will help 
society navigate the future of technology, but also 
countless other industries. “Even if students don’t go 
into computer science themselves, the skills they 
learn help them in problem solving, critical thinking 
and other things too. It’s a very, very interdisciplinary 
topic,” Brent explained. “The thing that I am, every 
day, most blown away with is the creativity and 
curiosity of our students. They are hungry for 
opportunities to test and expand their knowledge,” 
she smiled. And soon, “it doesn’t feel like magic 
anymore. It feels like science.”

Students in a Discovery Group at Eagle Heights Spanish 
Immersion show staff how to program robots 

Chen
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Inspiring Partnerships

It is no easy thing to live 
an inspired life. Passing 
inspiration on to others is 
even harder. 
It requires sustained passion, courage, perseverance 
and a bit of tenacity, all of which Adam Lindahl 
gained during his time in Eden Prairie Schools — and 
all of which he now continuously gives back. And it all 
started when his foot hit the start line during a little 
race at then-Oak Point Intermediate School.

That day, Lindahl’s fifth grade gym teacher set 
everything in motion. An assignment to run a timed 
mile uncovered a talent and sparked a passion that 
shaped the course of Lindahl’s life. He felt something 
click that day as he crossed the line having run the 
fastest mile in the entire school. The experience laid 
the foundation not only for a lifelong love of running, 
but also a profound appreciation for the power of 
inspiration and opportunity.

“I almost became a super freak when it came to 
running,” Lindahl shared. “I loved it so much.” 

He explored his new passion by competing in cross 
country and track at Central Middle School, and by 
the time he reached Eden Prairie High School (EPHS), 
he hit his stride. Lindahl became a standout runner for 
the EPHS cross country and track teams, as well as an 

accomplished Nordic skier. He was named All-State 
three times, helped lead his cross country team to a 
second place finish in 1998, and was State runner-up 
in the 3,200 meters his senior year.

But more importantly than his pace-setting 
accomplishments, what stays with Lindahl are the 
deep belonging, abiding friendships and personal 
care he experienced through the EPHS running 
community. Coaches and teachers consistently 
challenged him to reach his fullest potential — 
inspiring him inside the classroom just as much as 
outside of it. “I think Eden Prairie Schools did a lot of 
things to give you a chance and an opportunity to find 
something either you’re really good at or something 
you’re interested in,” he said.

He remembers taking every high school business 
class he could, including his senior seminar class 
with Karen Brettingen (now the district’s industry 
partnerships coordinator). In a way, that class was 
a different kind of starting line: A launching point 
for Lindahl’s future business. He began to dream 
about combining his passion for running and 
entrepreneurship. “Every project that I ever did within 
business classes in high school, DECA… everything was 
always either a business plan for a running store or 
something to do with a company like Nike. But it was 
always running, if I could get away with it,” he laughed.

RUNNING TOWARD RUNNING TOWARD 
HIS PURPOSE HIS PURPOSE 

Adam Lindahl (‘99)’s Inspired Journey from  
Eden Prairie Schools student to community contributor

Tyler Doolittle (‘25), the only cross country runner in  
EPHS history to make it to the state championship  

all four years, poses with his prized jerseys designed  
and donated by Lindahl
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He would chase that dream through college and 
beyond. After running at the University of South 
Dakota and earning his business degree, Lindahl 
became the founder and owner of a specialty running 
store, TC Running Company, at the age of 25. Drawing 
on formative experiences from high school and 
relationships with the local running community, Adam 
innovated, served customers with care, inspired young 
employees and expanded his business. Almost two 
decades later, TC Running has taken off and now has 
five locations across the metro area. 

But perhaps even more notable than his career 
success is the way Lindahl gives others a head start. 
He hasn’t lost his humility, and he’s quick to credit 
the Eden Prairie coaches, teachers, facilities and 
academic programs that fostered an environment 
in which he thrived. Now, he strives to pass that on 
to others. “I want to keep giving back to Eden Prairie,” 
he said. “We need more alumni to keep giving back 
— whether it’s through a program, in our schools or 
making our community better.”

Lindahl regularly hires EPHS students in his store, 
returns to the high school as a guest speaker, shares 
his story with current students and offers practical 
advice for turning passions into careers. He personally 
designs and donates special jerseys for cross country 
and track & field athletes headed to the State meet 
and provides shoes when there’s a track student in 
need. When Covid-19 disrupted the Minnesota State 
High School League State Meet in 2020, TC Running 
creatively followed social distancing rules while giving 
student athletes an opportunity to compete. 

Lindahl was also the driving force (and sponsor) 
behind revamping the EPHS cross country team’s 
annual Metro Invitational, which has become a 
premier nighttime meet at Flying Cloud Fields. Known 
as the Under the Lights Metro Invite, the fun and 
unique event draws so many teams from around the 
region that it now has a waitlist. And it doesn’t stop 
there — this idea of contributing purposefully to our 
ever-changing world (as the Eden Prairie Schools 
mission states) runs deep in the Lindahl family. 

Adam’s father, Dan, spent 10 years as an Eden Prairie 
Schools bus driver. Linda, his mother, served the district 
for almost three decades, including as a member of the 
human resources team. Adam’s sister Hattie (Lindahl) 
Cronk (‘03) and her family reside in Eden Prairie, and 
Hattie’s daughter Luella Cronk attends Eagle Heights 
Spanish Immersion. Adam’s wife, Molly (Banbury) 
Lindahl (‘99), provides key support to TC Running while 
she and Adam raise daughters Presley and Monterey. 
Together, the Lindahl family remains heavily invested 
not only in Eden Prairie, but also in the broader Twin 
Cities community. TC Running sponsors Mile 24 of 
the Twin Cities Marathon, where Linda hands out 
homemade banana bread to motivate runners through 
the last two grueling miles of the race.

This journey from student to community contributor, 
from seat to starting line, underscores the power of 
each person pursuing their individual gifts, interests 
and talents. Through finding his purpose — and by 
generously sharing it with others — Lindahl is inspiring 
EP students, alumni and so many people to live what he 
calls an “electric life.” And it all started because of a little 
race at Oak Point.

The TC Running arch has become a staple  
at cross country meets across the state 

The longtime director of the district’s former Family Center,  
Dr. Ada Alden, shared her passion for running with Lindahl 

Lindahl during his time on 
the EPHS cross country team

Readers of Inspire  
save 15% using code EPHS15 

in-store and online at 
tcrunningco.com. 

“I want to keep giving back to Eden Prairie. 
We need more alumni to keep giving back.”  
– Adam Lindahl

Adam Lindahl (‘99)’s Inspired Journey from  
Eden Prairie Schools student to community contributor
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Inspiring Partnerships

The best partnerships aren’t built on what 
you get, but what you give — and there’s a 
lot of giving happening in the decades-long 
partnership between Eden Prairie Schools and 
Wooddale Church. It’s become an outstanding 
model of the possibilities that come alive 
through intentional, community-focused 
collaboration.

The church has supported countless Eden Prairie 
families over the years. Members have tutored 
students, donated school supplies, sponsored 
meal programs and outfitted families with gear 
to weather Minnesota’s frigid winters. No matter 
the request, Wooddale is there — because, at its 
core, the partnership is all about service. 

“Wooddale is deeply committed to serving 
our local community,” said Kathy Girthofer, 
associate director of the Family Resource 
Initiative at the church. “We’re called to love 
our neighbors and our community. Given 
Eden Prairie Schools’ dedication to its students 
and families, it was only natural that a strong 
partnership would develop.” 

 SUPPORTING STUDENTS & FAMILIES_
Wooddale’s first area of focus is working alongside Eden 
Prairie Schools staff to ensure students’ basic needs are 
met so they can focus on learning. “I feel like I could reach 
out to Wooddale for anything,” said Reta Johnson, the 
district’s family resources coordinator and homeless and 
foster care liaison. “Wooddale has helped so much.” 

Many students and families directly feel the impact 
at back-to-school time. For many years, Wooddale 
donations have supported learners at Eden Lake 
Elementary and Central Middle School (CMS). Members 
lead the full process from donation drives to delivery at 
Eden Lake, and they provide a cash donation to CMS. 
This past year, Wooddale increased its cash donation to 
$8,000, serving more middle schoolers than ever before. In 
total, 435 students benefited from last year’s efforts.

Wooddale’s support has also been crucial for an 
increasing number of families facing housing insecurity. 
In the 2023-24 school year, when Johnson identified more 
than 230 students experiencing homelessness, Wooddale 
wanted to help.

“They hear from me every year that the need is growing,” 
Johnson said. “In 2023, they approached Superintendent 
Swanson and said, ‘What else can we do?’”

Meetings between Wooddale Senior Pastor Kyle Robinson, 
Superintendent Dr. Josh Swanson and local service 
providers fostered collaboration to combat the housing 
challenges faced by Eden Prairie families. With an army of 

BETTER TO GIVE BETTER TO GIVE 
THAN TO RECEIVETHAN TO RECEIVE

Wooddale Church and Eden Prairie Schools  
empower families, together

“Wooddale is deeply committed to 
serving our local community.”
 – Kathy Girthofer
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volunteers, Wooddale launched the Family Resource 
Initiative, which offers what Girthofer describes as 
“wrap-around” care for families across the Eden 
Prairie community. The initiative takes a holistic 
approach to meeting people where they are and 
providing support to set them up for a brighter 
future. From a clothing closet stocked with new, 
free clothing to services like rental assistance and 
financial coaching, no need is too big or too small. 
“We felt compelled to do more,” Girthofer said. 
“We wanted to create a lasting change in the 
community.” 

 PARTNERING TO REACH EACH_
Nearly 15 years ago, Wooddale helped launch Baro 
Tutoring. Baro, which means “learn” in Somali, was 
a collaborative initiative to support Somali students 
and their families. On a weekly basis, Wooddale and 
City Hill Church members provided tutoring at the 
Eden Prairie Library. 

“At a time when we had a larger number of students 
who were new to the country and English language 
learners, I remember the Baro after-school help 
program was an important — sometimes the only 
— resource available to some of our families,” said 
Ahmed Noor, the district’s Somali communications 
specialist. “This support helped many students 
transition smoothly and succeed academically.”

One of Baro’s biggest champions was Linda 
Bergman, a former Forest Hills Elementary teacher 
and Wooddale member. When Baro needed a 
new home in 2018, Bergman reached out to Molly 
Malone (‘03), the district’s director of community 
engagement and alumni relations, to explore a 
partnership with the district. 

Baro leaders worked with district staff to build a 
new program housed in Eden Prairie Schools and 
made possible by community tutors: Eagle Study 

Sessions and Family Learning Nights. Baro volunteers 
continued to provide the backbone of tutor support 
for students, and increased district resources 
allowed for expanded programming. Tutoring 
became available to all students, and parents could 
enroll in an English class or other courses while their 
children received tutoring. 

Many of the church’s tutors still continue to make 
a difference for hundreds of students districtwide 
through Eagles Homework Help & Tutoring. Though 
program names and locations have changed, 
Wooddale’s support remains steadfast. 

 CREATING A LASTING LEGACY_
“When the district reaches out to us, we say, ‘Yes!’” 
Girthofer said. “We make a lasting impact — and we 
do it together.”

This mission-driven, collaborative partnership makes 
a real difference for the Eden Prairie community. 
The proof is in the numbers: Wooddale’s Family 
Resource Initiative served more than 450 people in 
2024, and most were Eden Prairie Schools families. 
In spring 2025, 11 families received rental assistance 
and wrap-around support to combat housing 
insecurity. Wooddale continuously seeks new ways 
to contribute, including through a partnership 
with Forest Hills Elementary that pairs adults with 
students to provide mentoring, tutoring and more. 
The partnership highlights Wooddale’s unwavering 
generosity — and affirms the power of giving back.

Girthofer sums it up best: “We love our partnership 
with the district. It’s not so much what we do to 
support them, but that we’re there to support them. 
It’s a blessing.”

Bags of supplies and 
backpacks donated by 

Wooddale members, ready 
to be given to Eagles

The Clothes Closet at Wooddale Church  
offers new, free clothing to families

If you’re an Eden Prairie 
Schools family interested 
in receiving support from 
Wooddale Church, or want 
to contribute to help those in 
need, email Reta Johnson at 
reta_johnson@edenpr.org 
to learn more.
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Eagle Excellence
Eagle Pride shines bright! Here are some recognitions earned this past year.

FALL 2024

WINTER 2024-25

A Century in the Making: The 100 Years 
of Inspiring Each Citywide Celebration
Eagle pride soared at the 100 Years of Inspiring 
Each Citywide Celebration, where students, 
families and community members honored a 
century of Eden Prairie Schools through a parade, 
historical tributes, student performances and the 
Community Education GIVE Gathering. 

Dr. Mitch Hegland Honored as 2025 
National Outstanding Assistant Principal
Eagle Heights Spanish Immersion Associate 
Principal Dr. Mitch Hegland was named the 2025 
NAESP National Outstanding Assistant Principal 
from Minnesota, marking the second consecutive 
year an Eden Prairie Schools associate principal 
has received this honor.

Five EPHS Students Named 2025 U.S. Presidential 
Scholars Program Candidates
Class of 2025 graduates (L–R) Ziwei Chen, Emily Oberleitner, 
Nicholas Song, Jessica Yue and Calvin Zhou were named 
candidates for the 2025 U.S. Presidential Scholars Program, 
recognizing their academic excellence, leadership and 
community involvement among the nation’s top students. 

Then-EPHS 12th Grader Emily Oberleitner  
Wins Gold at Global AI Competition
Emily Oberleitner (‘25) earned gold at the  
World AI Competition for Youth for her “Pain 
Calculator” program, which uses AI to assess  
pain in mice based on facial expressions and 
posture. Developed at the University of  
Minnesota’s Neuroscience Laboratory, she  
was the only American to place among 
competitors from 50+ countries.

•	 Then-EPHS 11th grader Maxwell 
Amundson led the installation of 
a rain garden at Round Lake Park, 
helping manage runoff and erosion 
as part of his Eagle Scout project.

•	 Dr. Shawn Hoffman-Bram, executive 
director of community education, 
was named a 2024 MCEA Community 
Educator of Excellence Award winner.

•	 Seven EPHS students were selected 
for the MMEA All-State Music Program, 
including Claire Lee, Annika Rice, 
Koto Kazama, Abigail Swanson (‘25), 
Arya Mehta (‘25), Alexandra Wahl 
(‘25) and Arun Wahlquist (‘25).

•	 Eden Prairie Schools received 
the 2024 Sustainable Eden Prairie 
Award for its commitment to energy 
reduction and environmental 
stewardship.

•	 EP Online social studies teacher Anthony 
Maurer was named the 2025 Minnesota 
Online Educator of the Year, honored for 
his dedication to student engagement, 
innovative teaching and leadership in 
fostering a strong online school community.

•	 Tori Schlagel (‘25), a point guard for the EPHS 
girls basketball team, became the program’s 
all-time leading scorer, ending her high 
school career with over 1,800 points.

•	 EPHS computer science teacher Jessica 
Brent was named the Aspirations in 
Computing State Educator for Minnesota 
for her dedication to supporting students in 
technology education.

•	 The CMS Incredibots competed at the FIRST® 
LEGO® League state championship for the 
second year, earning the Rising All-Star 
Award for their innovative SeaScanner app to 
assist stranded sea creatures.

•	 EPHS drama students won Thespy awards  
at the State Thespian Conference, with  
Zak Bhatti (‘25), Adam Szendre (‘25) and 
Noah Lins earning top honors in group acting.
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SPRING 2025

Eight EPHS Students Receive Perfect Scores on the ACT
Then-11th graders (L-R, top-bottom) Aiden Boudreau, Yuqin 
“Jessica” Cao, Jia Chenchlani, Ian Gong, Kotono Kazama, Jingyi 
“Alice” Ling, Paili Rice and Devanshu Shah scored a perfect 36 
on their ACTs, putting them in the 100th percentile nationwide for 
English, math, reading, science, composite and STEM scores.

Four EPHS 12th Graders Win Scholarships from the 
National Merit Scholarship Corporation
Class of 2025 graduates Ziwei Chen, Matthew John Ivey, Lucinda 
Jacobs and Emily Oberleitner were awarded $2,500 scholarships 
from the National Merit Scholarship Corporation, an honor 
received by only 2,500 high school students across the country.  
16 Eagles were recognized as National Merit Finalists.

Boys Varsity 
Volleyball Wins State 
Championship
After finishing their inaugural 
season with an outstanding 
record of 21-2, EPHS boys 
volleyball won the Minnesota 
State High School League’s 
state championship, making 
an incredible comeback after 
being down two sets at the 
start of the match.

Eden Prairie Schools Awarded  
2025 PBIS Recognitions 
Eden Prairie Schools was recognized for 
outstanding work to implement Positive 
Behavioral Interventions and Supports 
across all schools. In addition to the district 
recognition, Cedar Ridge, Eagle Heights, 
Eden Lake, Forest Hills and Prairie View 
were named Sustaining Exemplar Schools 
for their PBIS work.

•	 The EPHS chess team won first place at the 
Minnesota State Scholastic Championship, 
and then-11th grader Troy Cavanah took first 
place individually.

•	 Then-seventh grade CMS student Brandon 
Peña-Stack won a SouthWest Transit 
Contest with a decorative design that will 
appear on buses running the new 686 route 
from SouthWest Station to Minneapolis- 
St. Paul International Airport.

•	 Then-fourth graders at Eden Lake and 
Prairie View excelled in the spring Math 
Masters competition, with the Prairie View 
team winning first and the Eden Lake team 
winning fourth place. 

•	 Eden Prairie Schools was recognized with 
the City of Eden Prairie’s 2025 Heritage 
Preservation Award for outstanding 
contributions to preserve historic spaces 
as part of the 100 Years of Inspiring Each 
campaign.

•	 Then eighth-grade CMS students Hasini 
Dharmireddy, Advika Raut, Sarah Zhou and 
Aakriti Kurudumale won second place in 
the World of 8 Billion International Student 
Video Contest, with video projects about 
the intersection of population growth, child 
wellbeing and sanitation.

•	 EPHS business and marketing teacher 
Mark Anderson was honored in May with 
a BestPrep Educator of Excellence Award, 
which recognizes the top 2% of BestPrep 
program educators who go above and 
beyond in their commitment to educating 
Minnesota youth.

SUMMER 2025

PHOTO COURTESY OF  
EDEN PRAIRIE LOCAL NEWS (EPLN)

Inspiring Achievements
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“Students crave our stability, our energy, our belief in 
them, and they want to know that we love what we do,” 
said Linda “Wally” Wallenberg in her finalist video for 
2025 Minnesota Teacher of the Year. “There is no better 
place than our classrooms to help these beautiful young 
people find hope.”

In May, the beloved Eden Prairie High School (EPHS) 
English teacher was named the 2025 Minnesota Teacher 
of the Year. For nearly 50 years, almost all of which have 
been spent teaching at EPHS, Wallenberg has been 
inspiring her students to reach their full potential both 
in and beyond the classroom. “I became a teacher 
because I fell in love. And that love continues every single 
day, coupled with curiosity and passion. I continue to 
teach because I love to learn,” she said. 

“By helping students find their authentic selves — what 
they were made for — we can get them excited about 
their future,” she wrote in her nomination materials. 
“Although we cannot promise students that learning 
content will guarantee them worldly rewards or that they 
will always know the answers, I do know that as teachers 
we can help students gain integrity, confidence, stamina 
and resiliency.”

Wallenberg was nominated alongside a dozen of her 
Eden Prairie Schools colleagues, including fellow finalist 
Araceli Pastrana from Eagle Heights Spanish Immersion, 
and was selected from among 142 nominees across 
the state. “Before meeting Wally, I did not understand 
what true, unbridled devotion looked like,” wrote former 
student Sophia Yoerks (‘24) in a recommendation letter 
to the selection committee. “Not only does she teach 
impactful and informative material, but she also finds 
countless ways to connect both herself and her students 
with it.” Sedona MacFarlane (‘25) wrote in another letter 
of recommendation that “her energy and compassion 

shine through all the lives she’s touched, and it is truly an 
incredible sight to behold.”

During her nearly half a century in Eden Prairie Schools, 
Wallenberg has not only been a devoted English 
teacher but also taught Swedish and coached the EPHS 
gymnastics team. She was named Eden Prairie Teacher 
of the Year three times and was previously a finalist for 
Minnesota Teacher of the Year in 2005. 

As part of the Teacher of the Year recognition, 
Wallenberg will represent the teaching profession 
and Eden Prairie Schools at events and engagements 
throughout the state. In describing her message, she 
said, “I do not think we’d be in this work if we didn’t 
believe we can change the world. Doing the best we 
can to build people, not just scholars. As educators, we 
have an incredible calling to help these beautiful young 
people to feel safe enough to find the light of hope. And 
to find that light of hope, I believe there’s no better or 
safer place than in our loving and magic classrooms, 
where we can plant those seeds of inspiration.”

A dedicated and 
exemplary educator, 
inspiring each 
student every day. 
Congratulations, Wally 
— our community is so 
proud of you! 

Watch Wally’s Teacher of  
the Year feature on KARE 11!

“True, unbridled devotion” 
Longtime EPHS English teacher Linda Wallenberg  
named 2025 Minnesota Teacher of the Year

“I will continue to learn and be curious, and  
I plan to pass on those learnings and inspire 
those students who I am privileged to have 
in my classroom next year.” – Linda Wallenberg

PHOTOS COURTESY OF LINDA WALLENBERG

Inspiring Achievements



Inspiring Achievements

STAFF OF THE YEAR  
Katy Anderson, Q-Comp Coach
“She takes the time to form relationships with the staff 
so that teachers nervous about being observed feel safe 
and celebrated. She finds the good in every classroom she 
observes and makes us all feel like rockstars.”

ELEMENTARY TEACHER OF THE YEAR 
Samantha Curtiss, Second Grade,  
Oak Point Elementary
“I am fully confident in getting what we need from Ms. Curtiss 
to help my son be the best he can be. This kind of support 
means the world to parents and students.”

SECONDARY TEACHER OF THE YEAR 
Laurie Hennen, French Teacher, Eden Prairie High School
“Laurie has taught me so much about how to not just teach 
kids, but to connect with them. She demonstrates high levels  
of professionalism in guiding our conversations and ensuring 
that all colleagues grow together.”

VOLUNTEER OF THE YEAR 
Mary Krebs, Spanish Education Fund, Eagle Heights  
Spanish Immersion
“Mary has been instrumental in resurrecting the Spanish 
Education Fund (SEF) to its pre-pandemic glory since she 
took on the role of SEF Chair!”

COMMUNITY LEADER OF THE YEAR 
Officer Ryan Kuffel, School Resource Officer,  
Eden Prairie Police Department
“I constantly hear students saying, ‘I want to be Officer Ryan 
when I grow up.’ She works diligently to ensure that everyone 
around her feels seen, heard, valued and supported.”

STAFF OF THE YEAR 
Laura Mahoney, Special Education Paraprofessional,  
Central Middle School
“Laura’s dedication is unwavering. Her willingness to put in 
extra time and effort, whether through mentoring, problem-
solving or collaborating with colleagues, reflects her deep 
commitment to student achievement.”

STAFF OF THE YEAR 
Pamela Orellana, Cultural Liaison, Community Education
“Pamela’s love of children and willingness to support the 
whole child and family doesn’t go unnoticed. In her current 
role, Pamela goes WAY above and beyond to ensure families 
feel welcomed, included and informed.”

The Foundation for Eden Prairie Schools (FEPS) has announced its 2025 Legacy Award recipients! The Legacy Awards are given 
to individuals who have made outstanding contributions to students and families in Eden Prairie Schools. Thanks to this 

outstanding group for all they contribute to Eagle Nation! Here are the winners, with quotes from their nominations:

Scan to view the full list of nominees  
and previous winners!

Congratulations 
	 2025 Minnesota Teacher of the Year nominees!

Congratulations 
	 2025 FEPS Legacy Award Winners!

SHELBY ANDERSON

KRISTEN MANTEL

ROSSIGNA  
GOYTIZOLO-BLODGETT

MARCELA ROOS

LAUREN KOLLER

LINDA WALLENBERG

BEATRIZ HAUTH

RACHEL SPESSARD

KAYLA FAHEY

MICHELLE RADA

LAURA EID

ARACELI PASTRANA

LIEANN CAMPBELL

MICHAEL OKWABI
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JOIN EAGLE NATION!
We’re committed to lifelong and inspired learning for students of all 
ages, starting with our littlest Eagles all the way through high schoolers 
and even adults. 

From our PreK-12 schools to our Community Education classes, Eden 
Prairie Schools is a place where each person discovers their talents, 
explores their opportunities and pursues their passions. You can 
experience this firsthand as a family, a team member, a guest teacher, 
a mentor or a lifelong learner.

Whether you’re looking to enroll your student or seeking out your own learning  
or career opportunities, there’s a home for everyone at Eden Prairie Schools! 

Visit edenpr.org or  
scan to learn more!

We can’t wait for you to find your place in Eagle Nation!


