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The Prior Lake-Savage Area Schools 
district needs to compromise on its pro-
posed elementary school designs, Savage 
city officials said Monday before tabling 
the proposal for a second time.

The district listened: In an email 
Wednesday, Superintendent Teri Staloch 
said the site plan will change to include “a 
through-road on school property in order 
to minimize traffic impact in the Big Sky 
Estates neighborhood.”

District to adjust 
elementary plan 
for city approval

Elementary to 5 �
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O
n a recent Thursday afternoon, 
Metcalf Middle School sixth-grade 
chess players sat divided into two 
teams, playing a game of chess on 
a large paper chess board hanging 

over the classroom’s whiteboard.
A banner above the board read, “Every 

chess master was once a beginner.”
Each team member walked to the board 

and stood silently, calculating their next 
move as the others watched. Eventually, a 
team announced they were forfeiting, the 
others cheered and both sides of the room 
came together to shake hands.

After the game, the teammates gathered 
closely while Coach Brian Ribnick recre-
ated the game. He broke down what moves 
he liked or didn’t like and asked the team 
to weigh in on the strategies at play. Then 
he passed out Starbursts and told the stu-
dents to try and catch up on sleep before 

the weekend’s tournament.
When Ribnick began coaching in the 

Burnsville-Eagan-Savage District nearly 40 
years ago, he dreamed of coaching the best 
middle school team in America — a dream 
that has become a reality.

“I’ve never been one to set small goals,” 
he said. “Giant goals help stir the soul a lot 
more than small ones.”

Or in other words: “It’s better to reach for 

Metcalf coach built a chess powerhouse over decades
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Above: Metcalf Middle School chess coach Brian Ribnick 
breaks down a chess game with sixth-grade players 

during the team’s last practice of the season on May 2.

Right: In Brian Ribnick’s chess classroom at Metcalf 
Middle School, intelligence is celebrated. He said chess 

club is a safe space for students to be smart.

Come for the parties, 
stay for the chess

Chess to 2 �
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Former Prior Lake Aggregates mining 
land in south Savage off of County 
Road 27 is ready for construction 
to begin on the Prior Lake-Savage 
Area Schools’ new elementary school. 
However, Savage city offi cials say the 
plans need to be redesigned to ease 
traffi c in the adjacent Big Sky Estates 
housing development.
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the stars and miss than reach 
for a pile a manure and hit,” 
he said.

Ribnick will join the Min-
nesota Chess Hall of Fame 
this month. To date, Metcalf 
Middle School’s chess team 
holds 20 national titles and 30 
state championships, includ-
ing titles from the National 
Championships in Dallas 
held two weeks ago.

The Metcalf team holds a 
record number of state titles 
by a wide margin, and only 
one other team in the country 
holds more national titles.

Ribnick and the U.S. Chess 
Federation’s ethics commit-
tee have said the other team’s 
coach cheated the players to 
victory, and Metcalf could 
one day officially hold the 
top national spot pending a 
lawsuit to revoke the team’s 
championship.

“Chess and Brian Ribnick 
are synonymous,” said Jason 
Kellen, a chess coach at Wil-
liam Bryne Elementary. “If 
you’re talking to somebody 
at nationals and you tell them 
where you’re from they’ll say, 
‘Oh, you’re with Ribnick.’”

Kellen’s sons, eighth-grad-
er Gavin Kellen and sixth-
grader Mitchell Kellen, both 
play for Ribnick’s team at Met-
calf. They’re the highest-rated 
chess players in the district.

“He’s very enthusiastic 
about chess club and always 
makes it fun for everyone,” 
Mitchell said.

Mitchell recently became 
a national chess champion at 
the Dallas National Junior 
High Scholastic Tournament.

“I just like how it’s just a 
pure thinking game,” Mitchell 
said at chess practice after 
returning home from Dallas 
late the night before. “You just 
gotta out-think your opponent.”

Putting Burnsville  
on the map

Ribnick learned to play 
chess at a young age from 
his father.

He began coaching ele-
mentary students while a 
high school student at St. 
Louis Park High School in 
the 1970s. Ribnick became 
head coach of the elementary 
team and moved up to coach 
at the junior high school to 
continue working with the 
same students.

In 1978, the team took 
home the state championship.

Ribnick graduated from 
the University of Minnesota, 
and one year later, in 1980, 
he began teaching math and 
coaching chess at Nicollet 
Middle School.

Ribnick noticed the acco-
lades given to the district’s 
successful sports teams but 
found there wasn’t any rec-
ognition for what he called 
mental athletes.

“I felt that Burnsvil le 
could do big things in chess,” 
he said.

He began telling everyone 
he would put the district’s 
chess teams on the map, 
hiring and training coaches 
and building programs at the 
district’s elementary schools. 
In 1983, he transferred to 
teaching and coaching at 
Metcalf Middle School and 
became the district’s chess 
coordinator.

Ribnick continues this 
effort today, two years after 
retiring from teaching, and 
he doesn’t yet have any plans 
to retire — depending on how 
many healthy years God has 
left for him, he said.

A few years after he took 
the post, Burnsville High 
School won its first state 
championship in chess, and 
although Ribnick wasn’t the 
high school coach, others 
noticed his vision starting to 
take root.

Today, the high school 
chess team holds more state 
titles than any other sport or 
activity in the school’s history.

Back in 1983, Ribnick made 
a tough decision to sacrifice 
his personal chess career and 
focus solely on coaching.

He had won the St. Paul 
Winter Carnival chess tour-
nament and done well at 

major contests, but when 
he was competing in an all-
ages national championship 
alongside a dozen of his stu-
dents, he realized he needed 
to make a choice.

“I take a long time for 
my moves and I was in deep 
thought, and they’d all be 
done and wanting my atten-
tion,” he said. “I was sitting 
there and I was trying to play 
my game, and I realized I can 
either continue playing or re-
tire from the playing circuit 
and focus on coaching.”

It wasn’t the first time 
he’d followed his passion for 
coaching. In college, he left 
the University of Minnesota’s 
engineering school after four 
years to pursue a teaching 
degree over the objections of 
his family, who wanted him 
to put his academic success to 
use in a higher-paying career.

“All my relatives were ab-
solutely on my case about not 
going into teaching,” he said.

“It was definitely a type of 
a high to try and inspire that 
age of kids to success and 
also to see it happen in front 
of your eyes,” he said. “It was 
just so inspirational, and I felt 
it was so meaningful to give 
back to the next generation 
and make the biggest differ-
ence I can in the years that 
I’m on this planet.”

Earning success
The Metcalf team this year 

had 55 members and has had 
as many as 90 in the past.

The chess club’s high par-
ticipation numbers are par-
tially driven by Ribnick’s re-
cruitment efforts. The club is 
known around school for large 
parties orchestrated by Rib-
nick, which include paintball 
and trips to Great Wolf Lodge.

“I’ve had so many kids say 

they joined because of the par-
ties and they stayed because 
of the chess,” he said. “Chess 
is a very addicting game.”

Once they’re hooked, it’s 
down to business. Kellan 
described Ribnick as an old-
school coach who knows 
how to show tough love to 
students. It’s something he 
says pays off in the classroom 
and in sports.

“Chess kids are always 
some of the best,” he said. “You 
can tell who came from a chess 
program; they are the kids that 
are calm and collected and 
prepared during finals.”

Ribnick said he wants to 
teach students that success 
in life is not handed to them 
— it’s earned.

“A lot of these kids aren’t 
going to go on to become 
professional chess players, 
but whatever careers they do 
go into, I want them to learn 
skills that will help them get 
an advantage,” he said.

As a coach, he keeps close 
track of each student and 
maintains a list of criteria, 
sometimes 80 items long, stu-
dents need to fulfill to com-
pete in tournaments. That 
structured technique has 
certainly paid off, he said.

But above all, he said a 
good chess coach is someone 
who understands that chess 
is about having fun.

“Chess is one of the best 
tools for teaching thinking 
out there,” Ribnick said. 
“They are playing a game, 
they are having fun and they 
aren’t even realizing they are 
learning how to use the most 
powerful organ in their body, 
which is the brain.”

Sitting at a desk after all the 
students had left the Thursday 
afternoon practice, Ribnick 
remembered how much chess 
club meant to himself as a 
middle school student.

“I want to create a family 
atmosphere,” he said. “Anoth-
er big thing is a safe place to 
be smart. Sometimes middle 
school kids can be brutal as 
far as bullying and teasing.”

Growing up, he turned to 
chess club to find encourage-
ment for his academic suc-
cess and lifelong friendships. 
Giving that experience to oth-
ers is something that brings 
him back year after year.

“If you have a lot of kids 
that like to think and be 
smart together, there’s a lot 
of safety and affirmation that 
goes on.”
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Sixth grade students at Metcalf Middle School played 
practice games of chess while waiting to make their 
next move in a grade-wide game at chess practice on 
May 2.

Chess
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14438 Edgewood Ave S, Savage • $250,000
One level living!This 2 bedroom, 2 bathroom end unit in

Chadwick Park is move-in-ready. Light and bright with
high ceilings.You will love the four season porch with

French doors and patio area with no other homes
directly behind. Private master bathroom and large

walk-in closet. See this one soon!

NEW LISTING

1310 121st Street W, Rosemount • $879,000
Long, oak-lined driveway brings you to this 5 bedroom

Tudor Revival style estate on more than 5 acres. Designer
kitchen with high end professional appliances, master suite
with private deck and luxurious master bathroom. Set for
entertaining with second full kitchen in lower level and an

indoor pool!
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