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Winter can be an unpredictable time to explore outdoor learning in Minnesota; however, many 
students and teachers in Prior Lake-Savage Area Schools (PLSAS) continue to engage in exciting 
E-STEM activities and embrace the weather. 

From learning outdoor winter survival skills at McColl Pond Environmental Learning Center, to 
Jeffers Pond first graders becoming “nature detectives” studying animal tracks to determine 
who had been in their woods, students are fully engaged in the district’s E-STEM learning 
activities.  

E-STEM stands for Environmental Education, Science, Technology, Engineering and Math. E-
STEM is all about engaging instruction and learning that is focused on inquiry and real world 
problem-solving, and our staff and students are really good at it. In fact, our schools were the 
first district-wide E-STEM schools in the state of Minnesota and we have even been receiving 
national recognition as leaders in providing high-quality environmental education 
programming. 

Edgewood School/La ola del lago, Glendale, Redtail Ridge, Five Hawks and Jeffers Pond have all 
received a U.S. Department of Education Green Ribbon Schools designation and our district was 
also named a Green Ribbon Sustainability District.  

Now, Hidden Oaks and Twin Oaks Middle Schools are applying for Green Ribbon recognition 
based on their ability to reduce environmental impact and costs, improve the health and 
wellness of students and staff and provide effective environmental and sustainability 
education, incorporating STEM, civic skills and green career pathways.  

Middle School teachers are also hard at work planning their first ever E-STEM Day set for May 
18. The day will be filled with opportunities for students to learn about personal health and 
wellness, raptors in Minnesota, water quality, climate data, as well as ways to improve their 
school forest by removing invasive buckthorn plants.   

While environmental education is what PLSAS is known for, staff and students are also engaging 
in STEM activities such as coding. PLSAS students are learning the language of the future - a 
language that powers software, websites and mobile applications - and they start in 
kindergarten!      

Elementary students are learning fundamental computer science skills in media classes using 
hands-on digital resources. Teachers and district leaders are also developing courses for 
secondary students so they can continue to build on the skills they learn in elementary school. 



And, thanks to a $100,000 donation from the Shakopee Mdewakanton Sioux Community, solar 
panels were installed at Twin Oaks Middle School, which provides even more math and science 
learning opportunities.  

Students now have the ability to chart data, conduct experiments and learn through hands-on 
application of the solar panels. They can access a dashboard which charts how much energy is 
produced on any given day, week or month. 

To make E-STEM truly work for students, it takes committed, dedicated teachers and support 
staff to make it happen. Last month, during our student early release day, staff came together 
for professional development in support of our district’s strategic plan and priority work.  

Early childhood - 5th grade educators braved the elements with naturalists from Wolf Ridge 
Environmental Learning Center, the Jeffers Foundation and the Raptor Center to learn how to 
integrate outdoor learning into their curriculum.  

Middle School teachers spent the afternoon planning for an interdisciplinary day of project-
based learning for all students, and high school teachers learned a wide variety of ways to use 
technology in the classroom. 

Whether it’s being outside to study the mass and volume of snow, or crawling inside our 
district’s mobile planetarium to learn about our winter constellations, PLSAS believes in its 
vision to create challenging, diverse and personalized learning for students so that all learners 
can reach their full potential. E-STEM is just one of many ways we work to help students 
become contributing and productive members of our ever-changing global community. We are 
PLSAS! 


