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The district recently hired 
Keiko McCracken as the 
new volunteer coordina-

tor. McCracken replaces Jayne 
Branch, who served in the posi-
tion for 16 years. 

McCracken, a resident of 
Anacortes for more than 30 
years, earned her BA in English 
from Western Washington 

University. 
Formerly 

the business 
manager 
of Fidalgo 
Danceworks, 
McCracken 
says the 
opportunity 
to support 
the district’s 
mission in 

creating opportunities for chil-
dren drew her to apply.  

As a parent of four, ranging 
in age from third grade to a col-
lege freshman, McCracken has 
had opportunities to volunteer 
at many grade levels. She says 
she learned very early that she 
works better with certain age 
groups than others. Out of that 
experience comes her vision for 
the position: to match volun-
teers’ passion and talent with 
specific settings.

One of her goals is to give 
a sense of gratification to vol-
unteers.  “If the volunteer feels 
satisfied, we’ll keep the connec-
tion,” she said.

Another goal is to simply 
continue to support the foun-
dation built by Branch. Last 
year, 1,200 volunteers donated 
more than 20,000 hours to the 
district. 

“I want to keep doing what’s 
working well and maintain all 
of Jayne’s outreach successes 
in the community,” said Mc-
Cracken.

Finally, McCracken wants 
to look at the position from 
different perspectives to see 
if the district can get stronger. 
Figuring out any unmet needs 
in the schools will be one of her 
first priorities. 

Superintendent Mark Wenzel 
says McCracken stood out in 
the interview process. 

“She brings a passion for 
learning and a real commit-
ment to serve children and 
families in need,” he said. 
“We’ve had great success with 
Jayne Branch, and we feel that 
Keiko is the right person to 
carry forward the effort. It’s a 
critical position for us.” 

Anacortes School District is 
one of only a few districts with 
a full-time volunteer coordina-
tor. McCracken can be reached 
at kmccracken@asd103.org

Keiko McCracken

It’s late start Wednesday, a time 
for teachers to meet and collabo-
rate around teaching. At Mt. Erie 

Elementary – just like other schools 
across the district – teachers meet in 
small groups to study, discuss and 
act upon data related to student 
growth. Fifth and sixth grade teach-
ers gather around a table spread 
with recent math tests.

Facilitator and sixth grade teach-
er Melinda Moore says her team is 
always looking at student needs.

“We’re all talking about specific 
students and what they need next 
in their learning. What is it that 
we’re expecting? What does it 
mean to meet standard? How do 
we assess student work consis-
tently across classrooms?” 

These teacher teams, called 
professional learning communities 
(PLC’s), meet throughout the year 
to discuss student progress. Each 
team sets goals directly related to 
school goals.   

The deep collaboration is a per-
fect example of how teacher teams 
can make a noticeable difference 
in student learning, according to 
principal Peter Donaldson. 

As they meet, teams refer to four 
fundamental questions:

 What is it we expect our stu-
dents to learn?
 How will we know when they 

have learned it?
 How will we respond when 

some students do not learn?
 How will we respond when 

some students already know it?

“Through this process, our staff 
is having great conversations about 
what students need to be successful 
and how we can support them,” 
said Donaldson. “I sit down with 
my fifth grade teachers, and we’re 
able to identify exactly who needs 
help and how to provide it.” 

Intervention time
New this year at Mt. Erie is a 

30-minute daily period during 
the school day for students to get 
targeted help in a subject area. It’s 
called “What I Need” or WIN time. 

Through collaboration, teachers 
identify specific skill areas where 
students need more practice. Re-

cently sixth grade teachers noticed 
a number of students struggling 
with two important skills: multi-
plication fluency and equivalent 
ratios. They designed WIN time to 
allow struggling students to prac-
tice, while more advanced students 
received complex problems. 

“We are constantly meeting with 
each other as to what our next 
moves will be to help each student 
reach the standards they are strug-
gling with,” said Moore. “This is 
the best intervention model I have 
been a part of.  Students are really 
showing growth and confidence 
in math.” 

Goal-setting and   
‘progress monitoring’

Because each math lesson has 
an “exit task,” teachers have 
immediate feedback on each 
student’s progress. During WIN 

time, students work to meet their 
individual goals.

Students keep a journal with a 
goal and what needs to be done to 
achieve that goal. Each week, they 
assess their progress and either set 
new goals or figure out how they 
can keep practicing the skill to 
meet the goal.

“Students are benefitting in a big 
way,” said Moore. “They are taking 
more ownership of their learning.” 

Sixth-grader Nick King says he 
works at his own pace and would 
still be having trouble with his mul-
tiplication facts without WIN time. 

“I like that we get time to prac-
tice. At the end of our time, we get 
tested and can bump up,” he said.

One of Moore’s favorite stories 
is of a struggling student who had 
a lot of trouble on one math fact. 
She practiced and practiced until 
finally, she mastered it. Then her 
learning took off. The benefit of 
perseverance is a nice side-effect 
of WIN time, she says.

PLC work is paying off district-
wide, according to Donaldson. 
He says there’s strong research 
linking school success with deep 
collaboration. 

When teachers don’t feel iso-
lated, there’s greater affinity among 
staff. They share ideas and work to-
gether, solve problems and imple-
ment innovative practices. 

“The number-one factor related 
to student achievement is the qual-
ity of the teacher,” said Donaldson. 
“These collaborative teams help 
teachers improve their instruc-
tion. Students are more engaged, 
they learn more, and they meet or 
exceed standards. It’s a system-
wide effort to improve teaching 
and learning.”

Getting a ‘WIN’ for kids at Mt. Erie Elementary

Mt. Erie sixth grade teachers Tracy Dickison, Nate Rozema and Melinda 
Moore examine student math performance during a recent team meeting. 
Across the district, focused teacher collaboration has led to deeper discus-
sions to support every student. 

Island View second graders (top row) Nicole Coffey, Tamar Koolwijk , (middle row) 
Allison Geibig, Josiah Wilmot and  (front) Colton Hong celebrate the holidays with 
good cheer during a recent outing on the playground. 

Dear Community, 
Thank you for 

believing in us and 
our future. Your 
support gives us 
confidence that 
we can achieve 

anything! We love our 
school, our friends, 
our family and our 
community. We feel 

so lucky to live here. 
Have a wonderful 
holiday with your 

loved ones.  

~ Anacortes students 
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Shout outs
kristie fan

Fidalgo’s secretary Kristie Calvert keeps 
the school running smoothly in the 
midst of constant change. She truly is 

the backbone of our school and without her, 
we would not run as efficiently as we do. 
Kristie is always kind, generous with her 
time and a constant source of knowledge 
for new parents or employees like myself. 
#foreveraKristieCalvertfan

Laura Spehar, Americorps volunteer

kristie fan #2

I would like to give a shout out to Kristie 
Calvert at Fidalgo. I have seen her sit 
with sick students and be their “mom” 

while they sit and get sick into trash cans, 
holding their hair back and giving them 
her undivided attention. Each student that 
walks into that office is greeted with a warm 
smile and a “how may I help you?” No mat-
ter the circumstances. As for staff she is the 
know all, give all and get it all done for you. 
She is a wealth of information on all things 
and again goes above and beyond to help 
everyone with everything. She truly helps 
make Fidalgo fabulous.

Kristen & Matt Lujan, parents 

front office support

Thank you Heidi Parker and Becky 
Young for being our front office staff 
at Island View Elementary! Our fam-

ily is impacted by your excellent schedule 
juggling, phone answering, attendance 
recording, ice pack/band-aid wielding, 
volunteer directing, last minute request 
taking, general knowledge dispensing, and 
the kind words that you share. One only 
needs to sit in the office for a few minutes 
to appreciate the enormity of your job in 
a ‘normal’ school day. Thank you for the 
amazing job that you do in supporting 
our students, their families, and the staff 
at Island View. 

Alexis Gentry, parent

reading comes alive

Our amazing AmeriCorps member 
and passionate promoter of read-
ing, Laura Spehar, is leading several 

popular book clubs at Fidalgo Elementary 
during lunches. One club is reading “The 
Wanderer” which is set on a sailboat cross-
ing the Atlantic Ocean. Determined to give 
students in her book club a relevant experi-
ence on a sailboat, Mrs. Spehar held one of 
their book club meetings aboard a sailboat! 
This is just one example of the initiative, 
creativity, and passion for making learn-
ing exciting that Laura brings to her work. 
Thank you to boat owner Bob Meade, who 
towed his beautifully renovated boat to the 
Fidalgo parking lot.

Tara Dowd, principal

lego club

Island View second grader Colton Hong 
had the simple idea of starting a Lego 
Club at school. Colton received approval 

from principal Brian Hanrahan and made a 
poster asking for donations. With the PTA’s 
help, Colton’s idea turned into a reality as 
thousands of Legos poured into donation 
boxes at Island View. Mr. Hanrahan said 
he loves seeing student excitement at Lego 
Club. It offers students an opportunity to 
use their imaginations, make friends, and 
learn important lessons about sharing. 
The club is now a regular and extremely 
popular fixture at the morning Eagles Nest 
program. Way to go, Colton!

David Amato, VISTA volunteer

art inspiration

AHS junior Lyssa Petitclerc finds ful-
fillment in not only creating her own 
art, but in helping others carry out 

their creative ideas. Lyssa is an outstanding 
art student in her own right, creating and 
selling her art locally. She has also taken 
under her wing Chris Bergfalk and Ginger 
Herron, special needs students. Lyssa states 
that she has seen them grow in confidence 
with one-on-one attention that makes them 
feel they can really do the work. 

Candice Reid, AHS art teacher

food, reading, music

We would like to thank students 
and families for donating so 
many non-perishable foods for 

families in need for Thanksgiving! We 
had so much participation and were able 
to drop off a large amount of goods to 
the Salvation Army. We would also like 
to thank Doug Woods, who donates his 
time once a month to read to our students, 
as well as Carole Leander’s high school 
music students: Alex Huebel, Dylan Fox, 
Paige Mooney, and Torey Hancock. They 
have been coming to our Pre-K classroom 
every week to play music and sing with 
our class. We love all of our volunteers 
and are so grateful for the time that they 
donate to help out the Anacortes School 
District’s youngest learners!

Kathleen Diemert & Sarah Crush
Whitney Elementary

lip synch

We had the privilege of chaperon-
ing the senior lip synch practices. 
An amazing group of kids and a 

touching performance.
Elsa Geffe and Cheri Peterson

parent gratitude

I would love to share the tremendous 
amount of effort and huge growth my 
son, Bryan Branch, has had this year 

at Mount Erie. We are so happy for him 
trying his very best. Special thanks to Mrs. 
(Melinda) Moore and last year’s amazing 
(temporarily retired) teacher Mrs. (Alicia) 
Farmer. Not to mention the most amazing 
Mrs. Stacey Estenson!

Jennifer Branch, parent

great coach

I’d like to give a shout out the Coach 
Bobby Grove for being an amazing 
role model and coach for the Anacortes 

Little League Softball and Anacortes In-
tensity Basketball. He is always encourag-
ing, compassionate and trustworthy. His 
volunteering for the community deserves 
our gratitude. 

Wendy Lee, parent

swingin’ in style 

I’d like to recognize the efforts of the 
band parents (led by Jo Rockwood) 
and students throughout the day to 

set up, manage, and take down the Butter 
Ball Swing Dance at the Eagles club on 
November 20. A tremendous amount of 

planning goes into the event, and we are 
lucky to have helpful hands to make the 
event fun and successful. Special shout 
outs go to our swing dance instructor, Tim 
Brown, and to our musical comrades from 
the MVHS jazz band who joined us on the 
stage that night and played wonderfully! 
Thank you, all!

Ian Simensen, AHS band director

supporting food to go

A shout out to Tony Vecchione, Beth 
Reddy, Laura Spehar and Stacey 
Estenson for getting Food to Go 

bags into backpacks every week! Our 
kids are really appreciating this amazing 
program. More than 100 kids are receiv-
ing bags now each week. It’s a big help to 
families in need.

Kari Mathis, Food to Go

homework support

Let’s thank sixth grade teacher Ga-
brielle Glim at Island View for her 
willingness to have students stay after 

every single day for homework support!
Sarah Leavitt, parent

tennis appreciation

Boys tennis coach David Ranney, a 
national caliber tennis coach and 
former collegiate champion, has 

done an outstanding job both teaching 
fundamentals and guiding the team over 
the past several years.  Facing teams 
who have year-round facilities on the 
I-5 corridor, Anacortes has traditionally 
struggled to compete. This year, however, 
with a core group that has been under his 
guidance for several years, Anacortes did 
well particularly at Districts – garnering 
very positive comments from the power-
house teams.   He takes the time to teach 
fundamentals to all the players – making 
amazing progress over the short season. 
Also, team sponsor Tracey Huntley did 
an amazing job. She organized summer 
sessions, communicated schedule and 
practice changes, coordinated away game 
meals, and hosted two evening events. She 
was the first person to solve a problem and 
kept parents informed.

Scott and JuLee Smith, parents

calming influence 

My son’s fifth grade teacher at Mt. 
Erie, Michael Hanes, has made 
such an improvement in our lives. 

From his personal relaxed attitude in the 
class – telling stories of his own family to 
his reduced quantities of homework – he 
believes kids should work hard while 
they’re in school so they can have time 
with family and friends after school. Mr. 
Hanes has helped to de-stress our lives. 
My son is having fewer big fights or other 
stress-driven outbursts than ever before.  
Recently they put up a “gratitude graffiti” 
section at the entrance to the school. My 
son wrote that he is grateful for his great 
teacher and his family. We all are lucky to 
have Mr. Hanes teaching... and taking care 
of our kids.

Lela Shifton, parent

committed staff

I would like to send a shout out to main-
tenance staff John Bradshaw, Gene Fer-
rario, Bill Faulkner and Mark Kitchen.  I 

was out of the state the week of Thanksgiv-
ing when the wind storms and the power 
outages took place, and they were able 
to get everything back up and running. 
They had all the roofs fixed, the branches 
cleaned up, and all the heating systems up 
and operating on Monday when I was back 
at work. Thank you all for the great work!

Marty Yates, maintenance supervisor

tech success

Shout out to all third grade students and 
teachers for integrating laptops into 
their learning! Shout out to the entire 

technology department for working hard 
to keep students and teachers in these 1:1 
classrooms up and running.

Mary Elizabeth Pearson,
Instructional technology facilitator

special touch

Guemes bus driver Darlene Cruz had 
her student bus riders make cards for 
a fellow rider that has had an ongo-

ing chronic health issue. The kids dropped 
off cards and waved to the ill student in the 
window. The family did not have trans-
portation, so she arranged for her friend to 
drive the mother and daughter to Children’s 
Hospital. Darlene shared, “I do not have a 
lot of money, but I have heart and I want 
to help this family.” She is a new driver to 
our district, and we are lucky to have such 
a caring and safe driver. 

Stacey Estenson, Mt. Erie counselor 

38 years

Mike Lloyd retired at the end of 
October after 38 years of service 
to the Anacortes School District.  

His tireless efforts in keeping the schools 
looking nice and the grounds safe have 
enabled countless students over the years 
to enjoy the playfields, playgrounds and 
other grounds. His long tenure represents 
an impressive commitment to our school, 
students and community. 

Bill Faulkner, ASD maintenance

kiln expert

Janice Veal came in and taught me how 
to use the kiln at Island View. She even 
loaded it up and got us all set for the first 

firing. By doing so, she enabled my first 
graders and Ms. Tonnemaker’s fourth grad-
ers to create beautiful clay projects. Janice 
did this on her own time and with a kind 
heart. Thank you, Janice! I’m so happy to 
have such a wonderful neighbor on Guemes!

Kirsten Holmes, Island View teacher

winter coats

ASD counselors would like to thank 
Claire Zaugra and the Island Hos-
pital employees that donated funds 

and shopped for winter coats. This donation 
enabled many students within the district to 
have warm coats for the upcoming winter 
season. Such a great gift for our students. 

Shawn Flynn, AMS counselor

generous sailors 

The Anacortes Yacht Club presented a 
check for $2,200 to the AHS Sail Rac-
ing Team at their December 11 general 

meeting. I was there to cry about it. (I’m the 
Anacortes Town Crier.) 

Richard Riddell, teacher

Fidalgo secretary Kristie Calvert, pictured with students 
Cassius Tossavainen, Kamryn Shuler and Ian Lujan, 
earned shout outs for her close connection to students 
and everyday support for staff. 

AHS junior Lyssa Petitclerc works with student 
Chris Bergfalk on a ceramics project. Her art 
teacher singled out Petitclerc for her art skill and 
willingness to mentor others.   

District maintenance staff Bill Faulkner, Mark Kitchen, John Bradshaw and Gene 
Ferrario received praise for always getting the job done – even when the power 
goes out.  



Editor’s note: Schools across the district 
celebrated Veterans Day last month. Student 
Ally Cutter delivered the speech below at 
Fidalgo Elementary. 

By Ally Cutter,  
FidlAgo elementAry sixth grAder 

My dad, Commander Matthew 
Cutter, is a veteran. Every day, 
veterans make sacrifices for our 

country, like being away from their fami-
lies. My dad has been deployed nine times. 
Seven were to Iraq or Afghanistan. He has 
also been to 14 other countries. His deploy-
ments ranged from three to eight-and-a-
half months long. It is because of sacrifices 
like these that we thank our veterans today.

We also think about the kids who have 
a parent in the military. As a daughter of a 
veteran I know what it is like to have to say 
goodbye to your parent knowing that they 
are going to be gone for several months. I 
know what it is like to have your dad miss 
two birthdays in a row and first days of 
school. I also know what it is like to have 
to leave your friends and move to a new 
school when your parent gets reassigned 
to a new base. But I know that my dad is 
leaving me to serve our country and keep 
us all safe. And I couldn’t be more proud.  

On behalf of the students, the teachers 
and all of us here at Fidalgo, we’d like to 
say thank you for your sacrifices and your 
family’s sacrifices while your parent is serv-
ing our country. THANK YOU! 

3
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“How are we doing as a 
school district in re-
gards to providing the 

best possible opportunities for our 
students to thrive?” 

That was 
the question 
I pondered 
with seven 
others last 
month, as I 
joined the 
school board 
and student 
represen-
tatives at 
the annual 
school board 
conference in 

Bellevue. The conference brought 
together more than 1,000 school 
board members and superin-
tendents from across the state to 
listen to keynote speakers, join 
breakout sessions on pressing 
education topics and meet as a 
team to plan future actions. 

I must note here that it was a 
real pleasure to have students join 
us. Less than 10 percent of school 
boards in our state have student 
representatives. We find that our 
student reps – Kai Perschbacher, 
Hannah Swartos, Sabrina Poor 
and Whitney Hogge – offer in-
sights and real-world experiences 
that bring to life the work we’re 
trying to do for all ASD students. 

Conditions for success
We were challenged right 

from the start with the opening 
keynote from UCLA education 
professor and former high school 
teacher, Dr. Pedro Noguera. His 
research focuses on how schools 
and districts help students con-
nect – identifying the conditions 
that lead to greater success for all 
students at school. 

Not surprisingly, two critical 
factors in capturing all students 
are quality instruction and mean-
ingful relationships. Students soar 
when they are engaged in class 
through challenging and relevant 
lessons, and they feel like the 
adults at school are truly invested 
in their success. Research and 
real-life experience back this up. 

Another big idea from 
Noguera’s research: School dis-
tricts can’t do this alone. It truly 
requires a robust community 
partnership to ensure that every 
student in the system makes deep 
connections and receives support 
in reaching his or her potential. 

A focus on ‘all’
One of the big shifts in 

American education the last two 
decades has been to go from 

“some” to “all.” Contrary to pre-
vious decades, the expectation for 
today’s public schools is that all 
students will meet rigorous Col-
lege and Career Ready standards 
by the time they graduate from 
high school. For special education 
students, this means we work to 
meet the goals in the student’s 
Individual Education Plan. 

This focus on “all” is a good 
thing in that it challenges us 
to dig deep to do everything 
we can to support every single 
student. And the bar is high – the 
new Washington state learning 
standards require deeper think-
ing and more application by our 
students than ever before.  

Moving forward
During a full-day retreat with 

the board at the conference, we 
looked at district data, reviewed 
the strategic plan and discussed 
2015-2016 goals and initiatives. 
Every month, the school board 
visits one school to review the 
school’s data, discuss goals with 
the principal and visit classrooms 
to observe student learning. The 
retreat allowed board members to 
reflect on those visits and engage 
in conversation about our efforts 
to promote quality instruction, a 
focus on the “whole child” and 
community partnerships. 

It’s impossible to list all the 
things we’re doing as a district to 
support our students, but a few 
deserve special mention. 

Quality instruction
This remains a huge focus 

in Anacortes – and rightly so. 
Research shows it to be the 
number-one impact on student 
learning. We’ve recently imple-
mented a new research-based 
writing program for K-8 students, 
with promising results. We’re also 
in the process of recommending 
a new K-6 reading program to 
implement next year. Our teach-
ers are piloting math curricula in 
K-8 as well. Science will be next, 
as soon as materials aligned to the 
new standards come out.  

With teaching, collaboration is 
key (see the story on page 1). We 
know that we have tremendous 
expertise among our teachers, 
and we need to continue to find 
time to support them to work 
together in teams. The work these 
teams are doing – with specific 
goals for student growth – is 
impressive. In addition, teachers 
meet individually throughout 
the year to share specific student 
progress (and challenges) with 
the principal. We also have been 

a statewide leader in implement-
ing a new evaluation system with 
principals giving feedback to 
teachers throughout the year us-
ing a research-based instructional 
framework from the University 
of Washington. Our new evalua-
tion process, while time-intensive, 
provides more specific and com-
plete feedback to teachers than 
ever before.    

To support teachers, we have 
“instructional coaches” – both 
from the district and the Uni-
versity of Washington – to plan, 
observe and offer feedback. 
Our technology initiative, with 
individual student devices, will 
offer one more tool for teachers 
to engage students in dynamic 
learning. And, of course, the new 
high school will provide an envi-
ronment where quality instruc-
tion can flourish. 

Whole child
A focus on the “whole child” 

means that we’re creating a 
school system that prioritizes a 
well-rounded education, includ-
ing social, emotional and physical 
health. This takes shape in a 
variety of ways. In planning for 
the new high school, the board 
made it a priority to include a 
focus on hands-on career/techni-

cal learning, the arts and other 
electives – just as many Puget 
Sound-area schools are doing 
away with such electives to focus 
more on core academics. We 
recently hired a mental health 
therapist to add to the support we 
receive from Island Hospital to 
address an increasing number of 
student mental health issues. We 
also have a focus district-wide on 
hope, engagement and student 
voice – an effort to recognize stu-
dents for character development 
and to underscore the importance 
of kindness, compassion and ser-
vice to others. Finally, the recent 
launch of the “Food to Go” pro-
gram, a community partnership 
to ensure students’ weekend food 
needs are met, helped us address 
important basic needs.

Community partnerships
We are so grateful to the Ana-

cortes community for the support 
we receive for our students. 
That support comes in the form 
of the passage of levies and the 
2015 high school bond, as well 
as resources from the Anacortes 
Schools Foundation, civic groups, 
churches, businesses and indi-
viduals to support local children. 
Of equal importance, local volun-
teers dedicate thousands of hours 
each year to help students prac-

tice reading, writing and math, 
serve as a mentor, lend a hand 
with robotics and other clubs, 
work with the PTA and otherwise 
make a difference in student lives. 
We know that if we are truly go-
ing to reach each and every of our 
2,750 students, we need all hands 
on deck. And the response from 
this community has been nothing 
short of outstanding. 

As a result of hard, focused 
work and community support, 
we’ve been able to achieve strong 
results. Our state assessment re-
sults last spring ranked us among 
the top districts in northwest 
Washington. Our Anacortes High 
School graduation rate stands 
at 96 percent, a source of pride. 
And we have many stories of 
students, documented in this 
newsletter and elsewhere, dem-
onstrating strong character and 
community service. 

The road ahead
And yet we know we have a lot 

of room for growth. 
One example is that while our 

third grade reading scores topped 
most districts in the state last 
spring – 73 percent met standard 
in Anacortes with the new, rigor-
ous standards versus 52 percent 
statewide – we know that if 
students do not reach standard in 
reading by third grade, they face 
huge challenges in their overall 
learning and life success.  

The school board and admin-
istration are continually engaged 
in strategic conversations on this 
issue and the ones listed above. 
The school board is a “policy 
governance” board, so their 
role is to shape policies, review 
the strategic plan, and hold 
the administration accountable 
through regular data reviews 
and probing questions. They 
do a great job of this. The bar 
is high, but they do everything 
they can to support us. 

A huge part of our success – 
and my confidence that we can 
continue to grow – is our tremen-
dously dedicated staff. It’s excit-
ing to watch principals, teachers 
and support staff be “all in” when 
we engage in conversations and 
study sessions around how to 
improve learning outcomes for 
our community’s children. The 
commitment is real and palpable. 

2016 offers great opportunities 
for us. It’s an honor to serve as 
superintendent, partnering with 
so many others to help create 
an amazing school system that 
helps shape a promising future 
for all students.

Dr. Mark Wenzel
Superintendent

A mid-year review of our progress in ASD

A major focus for the district is to ensure that all students are at grade 
level in reading by third grade. At Whitney, kindergarteners Lazarus Fuik 
and Kyla Snipes enjoy a book during a recent class.

Expressing gratitude 
to our veterans 

Sixth grader Ally Cutter celebrates Veterans Day with her father and mother, Matthew and Elise 
Cutter.  Students and staff organized veterans assemblies with songs, tributes, and the playing 
of ‘taps’ to honor military members and their families.  

“We know that if we are truly going to 
reach each and every of our 2,750 stu-
dents, we need all hands on deck. And 
the response from this community has 
been nothing short of outstanding.”



Alicia Ambriz-Espino
6th grade, Island View 

The thing I like 
about science is 

the variety. I like all 
the different experi-
ments and activities. 
We just finished our 
wind turbine project. 
I really like working 
on projects because 
it makes me feel like 
I’m doing something. 
My favorite experiment so far was the 
milkweed project in fifth grade. We 
actually had the milkweed in front of us, 
and we got to experience their life cycle. 
We studied the differences between the 
small bags and the big bags. I haven’t 
decided exactly what I want to do later 
in life, but I know I want to work with 
animals in the medical field.

Victor Garcia
AP Environmental Science  
and Biology, AHS

What excites me 
about science 

education is the 
integration of STEM 
(science, math, tech-
nology and engi-
neering). This helps 
us solve so many 
current problems, 
and our current sci-
ence standards really underscore the 
science process. Teaching kids that sci-
ence is a process is so much better than 
merely teaching science factoids in a 
vacuum. And it’s in the process where 
their thinking and learning happen, not 
in memorizing facts. This is the only 
way we’re going to cure cancer or treat 

drug resistant diseases. I want students 
to be informed citizens, to understand 
concepts like herd immigration, to be 
able to sort out real science from junk 
science and to evaluate sources. We 
need them to be critical thinkers. 

Rachel White
12th grade, AHS

Last year in Green 
Club I helped build 

the rain garden, which 
was really interest-
ing. Science helps me 
understand the world 
around me. The skills 
I learn in science help me solve problems, 
and the hands-on learning in lab classes is 
a really fun way to learn. My AP chemistry 
teacher, Mr. Anderson, always has amaz-
ing presentations and makes the chemistry 
fun, even though it’s incredibly difficult. 
But my favorite science class, so far, is AP 
Environmental Science because it has really 
made me aware of our impact on extremely 
little things. It makes me conscious of why 
things matter. My goal is to pursue a career 
in geology.

Jean Gallo
Science teacher, AMS

I actually hated sci-
ence all through 

school. It was 100 
percent lecture – no 
labs. Then I got to 
college and fell in love 
with it. The hands-on 
learning hooked me. I 
feel like my students, 
everyone really, needs 
to have a basic under-
standing of science because it’s all around 
them. They use it every day. It will help 
them understand why things work the 

way they do, and why we need certain 
things. Why we need to wear seatbelts. 
Why we need to turn off the light when 
we leave a room. What amazes me is that 
I’m always learning, too, because science 
is always changing. And technology has 
been a game-changer. When I’m teach-
ing, I love to find answers together with 
the students. They’ll ask a question, and 
if I don’t know the answer, we’ll learn it 
together in the moment.

Dr. Erika McPhee-Shaw 
Director,  
Shannon Point Marine Center,  
Western Washington University 

I grew up in a fam-
ily of both farm-

ers and scientists, 
so I was exposed 
to science at a very 
early age. Being 
out in the natural 
world was always a 
part of my life. It’s 
important for kids 
to see science as 
something they can do, to understand 
that it’s a process. Sometimes kids 
get the misperception that it’s about 
memorizing facts. It’s not. It’s about 
figuring stuff out we don’t know yet. 
If kids can figure out early that do-
ing science is like being a detective, 
they might get more excited about it. 
And it’s important to reach them early 
because kids are naturally inquisitive. I 
love figuring stuff out, and it has been 
really satisfying to have a career doing 
science where I’ve been able to work 
on problems where no one knows the 
answer. I’m hoping to get more kids 
involved with our launch of the WWU 
Extended Education/Shannon Point 
Youth Programs partnership with the 
school district. 

Owen Kamp
5th grade, Fidalgo 

I think science is 
cool because you 

can invent things 
and make the world 
a better place. For 
the science fair, I am 
going to test differ-
ent ways of breaking things down. I 
built my own compost bin with leftover 
wood from our deck. I couldn’t use 
nails, so I broke the wood up and had 
to weave it together. I put everything 
in the compost bin: old papers from 
my binder, scraps from dinner, lawn 
clippings. On Tuesdays and Thursdays, 
I turn it on. I am planning on using 
my compost for my own garden in the 
spring. Then I’ll use the food I grow to 
cook because my mom is teaching me 
to cook. And cooking is also a science!

Anna Prewitt
8th grade, AMS

I went to the Tech 
Trek camp this 

summer, and I real-
ized there were a lot 
of different aspects 
about science that I 
didn’t know about. 
It’s not just marine biology. Before 
I went, I was sure I wanted to be a 
marine biologist. Now I’m thinking 
about engineering or maybe being a 
doctor.  Science is appealing because it 
has a logical progression of steps. One 
of my favorite things about science is 
the scientific method. I wrote a thesis 
paper and used it to go through the 
whole process. I also really like the 
“figuring things out” part – discovering 
unknowns.
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Ask any elementary student what 
it means to make a good “Kelso’s 
choice,” and he will be able to ex-

plain several ways a student can choose to 
be safe and responsible. Kelso is a frog used 
by district counselors, teachers and support 
staff to teach young students how to handle 
situations that vary from small (e.g. a friend 
not sharing something you want) to big (e.g. 
an injury on the playground).

This fall students are learning many of the 
same concepts – but they’re doing it in the 
online, or digital, world. It’s a critical part 
of the district’s technology effort: How to 
teach students to be safe and demonstrate 
good citizenship online.  

The 2014 voter-approved technology levy 
has allowed the district to enact a plan for 
improved technology across classrooms: 

In 2015-2016, every third grader has a 
classroom laptop. By January, students in 
kindergarten through second grade will 
receive one device per two students. 

In 2016-2017, every student in grades 4 
through 6 will have a classroom device. 

In 2017-2018, every middle and high 
school student will have a classroom device.

 
Before students can be set free to research, 

access math programs or use others apps, 
they must learn how to be good digital 
citizens.

What exactly is digital citizenship? 
According to Mike Ribble, author of Digi-

tal Citizenship in Schools, it’s nothing new. 
Students already know what appropriate 
behavior looks like; now, they must learn 
what it looks like online. It’s necessary 
because now we live, work and play in a 
digital world.

A focus on safety
To help teachers manage the complexities 

of using technology in the classroom, Mary 

Digital citizenship: Making good choices online

Elizabeth Pearson has been working in K-3 
classrooms with a digital citizenship cur-
riculum from commonsensemedia.org. The 
scope and sequence hits different areas at 
different grade levels.

Topics include safety, privacy, relation-
ships and communication, creative credit 
and copyright, self image and identity, 
information literacy, digital footprint and 
reputation. 

“We have to build a foundation with 
skills but also with digital citizenship, to 
create a well-rounded student,” said Pear-
son, the district’s instructional technology 
facilitator.

The foundation starts with basic lessons 

What INSPIRES you about science? 

and builds from there. For example, at the 
K-2 level, the lesson “Staying Safe Online” 
teaches children to understand that being 
safe when they visit websites is similar to 
staying safe in real life. It helps them rec-
ognize that it’s appropriate to ask a trusted 
adult before visiting some websites.

By the time these students reach grades 
6 to 8, lessons include how to handle inap-
propriate online chatting or uncomfortable 
text messaging. Every lesson aligns with 
the Washington State standards. Pearson 
said that teachers are starting to notice how 
well these digital citizenship lessons go 
with their already existing lessons. 

“They are catching those teachable 

moments – like when a student might 
look up something inappropriate – to talk 
about online safety,” she said. Elementary 
counselors are implementing cyberbully-
ing and “digital drama” lessons into their 
curricula as well.  

Pearson said that the district is work-
ing hard to engage parents to help their 
students be safe at home. This fall, the 
district partnered with the Anacortes Police 
Department to host workshops for parents 
of third graders. Advice and tips included 
learning how to set filters, lessons on 
Snapchat and Instagram, and the necessity 
of knowing your child’s passwords. More 
recently, all middle and high school parents 
were invited to a PTA-sponsored presenta-
tion on social media, The White Hatter. 

In the classroom
For Maddox Ice, an Island View third 

grader in Mary Nyland’s class, having the 
devices have made learning more fun. His 
favorite online programs include Number 
Golf and Edutype. 

“We’re all at different levels, but it 
doesn’t matter because I only care about 
where I am on my own screen,” he said.

Recently third graders learned how 
to recognize a site as appropriate or not 
through a lesson entitled “Red Light Green 
Light.” 

“Some websites are red; they’re not 
good for kids. A yellow light means “go 
cautiously, and you should ask your par-
ents or teacher,” said Ice.

Nyland said the kids are pretty savvy 
with technology itself, but the digital 
citizenship component has to come first. 
Then, teachers can refer back to it when 
students use their laptops in other lessons.

To view examples of the digital citizen-
ship lessons being used by the district, visit 
www.commonsensemedia.org.

Fidalgo Elementary third grader Sierra Moreno works on a research assignment during a 
recent class. Part of the district’s technology rollout includes lessons on digital citizenship, 
including finding appropriate websites, to ensure students remain safe online. 
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Marijuana potency  
in the media

A new study, published 
in the journal Psychological 
Medicine and reported in 
the Guardian newspaper, 
suggests that greater use of 
potent marijuana can dam-
age nerve fibers in the brain. 
A neurobiologist at the Insti-
tute of Psychiatry at King’s 
College London, said the ef-
fects appeared to be linked to 
the level of active ingredient, 
tetrahydrocannabinol (THC), 
in cannabis. The study found 
that frequent use of high-
THC cannabis may cause 
more damage to the corpus 
callosum, making commu-
nications across the brain’s 
hemispheres less efficient.

The amount of THC in 
marijuana determines the 
strength of the effect of the 
drug. The University of 
Washington Center for Drug 
Abuse reports that analyses 
show marijuana strength 
has increased by 2 to 7 times 
since the 1970s. 

The Center website notes: 
“Another difference be-
tween then and now is that 
marijuana users in the 1970s 
were most likely to smoke 
the leaves and initiate use 
around 20 years of age. Mari-
juana users today, however, 
start in their mid-teens and 
prefer to smoke the more 
potent [parts] of the plant. 
Research shows that young, 
regular users are most at risk 
for many of the adverse ef-
fects of marijuana, including 
mental health problems and 
dependence.”

The International Business 
Times published a story on 
the potency of pot in which 
the reporter wrote:  

“Comparing pot with 
alcohol, Ryan Vandrey, an 
associate professor in the 
Behavioral Pharmacology 
Research Unit of Johns Hop-
kins University School of 
Medicine, said the marijuana 
of the 1960s and ’70s was the 
equivalent of beer. ‘Now,’ he 
said, ‘you’ve gone from beer 
to liquor.’ Vandrey said a 
first-time pot consumer – or 
even a veteran consumer 
who is new to the world of 
edibles – could end up with 
enough THC in his system 
‘to knock over an elephant.’” 

IN BRIEF

Seventh grader Ellie Goodwin 
started at Anacortes Middle 
School a couple weeks af-

ter the first day of school. After 
moving from California, she first 
attended a middle school in a 
nearby district. But experiences 
with bullying her first week at 
the new school led her family to 
transfer to AMS. 

“I was really nervous,” she said. 
“I didn’t know anyone, and I was 
worried I wouldn’t make friends.” 

Those fears went away her first 
day at the school, as students 
came up to her to introduce them-
selves and say “hi.” She ended up 
joining band and volleyball – and 
the rest, as they say, is history. 

Two months later, the some-
what-shy 12-year-old smiles as 
she reflects on her transition and 
the core group of five friends that 
she’s made. 

“Kids are really nice at this 
school,” she said. “I’m happy I 
ended up here. People treat each 
other like everyone’s equal. It’s 
easy to fit in and find people to 
talk to.” 

For Anacortes Middle School 
Principal Patrick Harrington, the 
formula for a successful school 
is straightforward. Schools must 
first address students’ overall 
well-being for children to flourish 
academically.  

‘Know their stories’
The vision is simple: know their 

stories. The work begins well be-
fore a student enters the school as 
a seventh grader.

Middle school administra-
tors and counselors meet with 
elementary teachers, counselors 
and principals each spring to learn 
about the sixth graders’ learning 
styles and preferences. They lis-
ten to parents and students. And 
then they place kids in classes to 
be academically and emotionally 
successful.

Counselor Kathleen Root says 
this, along with the sixth grade 
tours in the spring, takes an enor-
mous amount of time.

“Our success is a result of the 
attention we pay to them as indi-
viduals up front. And it’s worth it 
in spades,” Root said.

From day one at the middle 
school, students are continually 
engaged by the adults around 
them. Officer Travis Dotzauer 
greets them on the front steps. 
A few steps into the main foyer, 
assistant principal Mark Perkins 
high-fives students or asks about 
an upcoming volleyball game. At 
lunch, Harrington sits with kids 
and asks what they’re doing over 
the weekend. In between classes, 
when the halls are jam-packed 
with hundreds of teenagers, the 
teachers are out there too, greeting 
students by name. 

“It’s the culture of the building. 
All our staff get to know the stu-
dents. We make sure the teachers 
are highly visible and approach-
able,” Harrington said.

Harrington says getting to 
know individual stories helps staff 
keep in tune with all the students’ 
needs, not just their academic 
ones. Meeting those needs might 
include finding a tutor, connect-
ing a student to a counselor, or 
helping to acquire a dress for the 
moving up ceremony.

“When you track only academic 
success, you lose sight of who the 
student is,” he said.

An inclusive approach
Part of the positive vibe of the 

school can be seen on the count-
less colorful banners that adorn 
the hallways. Posters announce 
upcoming yearbook or Builders 

Club meetings. Banners cheer on 
and congratulate this season’s 
athletes.

Leadership and art teacher 
Chris Crane knows that involve-
ment gives students a sense of 
belonging.

“Whatever it is – sports, drama, 
Broadcast Club – research shows 
there’s a strong link between 
extracurricular involvement and 
academic success,” Crane said.

Getting involved is made easy 
at the middle school because ev-
ery student has the opportunity 
to participate. Life skills (special 
education) kids sing along next 
to their friends in seventh grade 
choir or draw at the same table as 
fellow artists in Art Club.

“Watching students share with, 
care for, and help teach our life 
skills students is amazing,” said 
AMS choir director Carole Lean-
der. “When I was in school, every 
student wasn’t given an equal 
opportunity. Student respect for 
each other here is a real gift.” 

Crane started leadership class 
to keep students connected all the 
way through June of their eighth 
grade year. From recognition as-
semblies to hot chocolate morn-
ings, Hawk Night to lunchtime 
music, the class works to make 
the culture of the school fun and 
positive.

Kody Hargett, ASB vice presi-
dent, says his fellow classmates 
want all kids to know they’re 

equal and included and to never 
feel part of a social hierarchy.

“In seventh grade, I was that 
shy kid, but then I got involved. 
I’d say to any new student the 
best thing to do is put yourself out 
there, try different things until you 
find something you like,” he said.

Creating the ‘best me’
Seventh-grader Hayden Bran-

non didn’t worry about not mak-
ing friends on the first day of 
school; he was more nervous 
about getting lost. He notes the 
staff and student connection as a 
school highlight. 

“The teachers are really encour-
aging,” he said. “They’re trying 
to make the best ‘me’ out of me.” 

Students aren’t the only ones 
who have trepidation about start-
ing middle school. Parents can be 
more nervous than their own chil-
dren. One seventh grade mom had 
concerns that her child would get 
lost in the shuffle and fall through 
the cracks. She also wasn’t sure 
he’d be able to keep track of all the 
new classes and teachers. She said 
parent orientation helped assuage 
her fears.

“Mr. Harrington, Mr. Perkins 
and the counselors make sure 
parents are in the loop and have 
many things in place to help 
students transition into being 
independent, self-reliant and 
responsible,” she said.

Her son is having a great year. 
After the first week, he found he 
really enjoyed his independence. 
This mom offers advice for par-
ents.

“Go to any meetings the school 
offers, check the AMS website and 
read the daily bulletin, volunteer 
and be involved, but don’t hover 
– this is their experience – not 
you going through your middle 
school experience all over again,” 
she said.

PTA co-president and seventh 
grade parent Libby Digweed 
couldn’t agree more. She decided 
to take on the PTA role because 
she wanted to stay involved in 
her son’s world.

“Middle school is unchartered 
territory for us,” she said. “I went 
to school here, but so much has 
changed since then. It’s been an 
easy transition largely because of 
the great teachers and staff. We 
are so fortunate to have strong 
leadership. Mr. Perkins and Mr. 
Harrington are active and in-
volved on campus, they know all 
the students, and they are always 
available.” 

Family atmosphere
A proactive approach to dis-

cipline has helped the middle 
school tremendously. Perkins 
says a lot of middle schools can 
be reactive.

“We tell them [the students] 
we’re in charge from the get go,” 
he said.

The focus is on the safety of the 
students, so it’s much easier for 
kids to come to administrators 
with concerns when they know 
they’re keeping their friends safe, 
not getting them in trouble, said 
Harrington. 

“Because of our focus on re-
lationships, we’ve created a cul-
ture of trust where students feel 
comfortable coming forward,” 
he said. “It creates a safe envi-
ronment. It’s definitely a family 
atmosphere.” 

For leadership teacher Crane, 
the positive learning environment 
comes from the efforts of every-
one at school.  

 “We have a supportive coun-
seling department, consistent, 
proactive discipline, caring fac-
ulty, and high extracurricular 
involvement,” he said. “Plus we 
have great kids who genuinely 
care for each other.” 

middle school magic
Building a school culture that values every student

AMS principal Patrick Harrington shares a morning greeting with seventh 
graders Rosa McFadden and Alyssa Prentice.

AMS leadership students Will Reid, Alina Johnson, Erik Rockey, Jenny Hanson, Aja Thompson, Sophie Flores and 
Madison Evans help organize the school’s recycling efforts. Part of the school’s culture-building approach is to 
get every student involved in a club, sport or activity. 
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Quick tip
The district has a new 

‘quick tip’ system to allow stu-
dents or families to report is-
sues anonymously to adminis-
trators. The system is available 
24 hours a day, seven days a 
week at https://asp.school-
messenger.com/anacortes/
quicktip/. A link is also on the 
district website. It’s helpful 
to share specific information 
such as a detailed description 
of the concern or incident, 
names and grade levels of 
those involved, location 
of concern, names of any 
potential witnesses, and any 
supporting evidence. Tips 
may also be left by recorded 
message at 1-866-LIVE-TIP or 
1-866-548-3847.

Elementary classrooms
Superintendent Mark Wen-

zel is reaching out to staff and 
community to discuss short-
ages in elementary classroom 
space and options for moving 
forward. Elementary schools 
are near capacity, and the 
district will exceed capacity 
with the full funding of class 
size reductions from the state 
in grades K-3. 

“With a new funding 
formula for smaller class sizes, 
this is an issue that districts 
across the state are facing,” 
said Wenzel. 

Options for addressing the 
situation include adding class-
rooms to existing elementary 
schools, moving sixth grade to 
the middle school or finding 
another way to achieve neces-
sary classroom space. The 
board intends to review a plan 
this school year. Wenzel is 
meeting with staff this month. 
Parent meetings – to present 
data and get feedback – will 
be scheduled in early 2016. 
The plan is likely to be imple-
mented in 2017-2018. 

High school design
The schematic design is 

complete, and the district is 
preparing for a conditional 
use permit and SEPA hearing, 
as part of the high school de-
sign and construction project. 
The project is on time and on 
budget, with plans to begin 
construction Rice Field this 
spring.

The district is working with 
Seattle-based Sazan Group, a 
consulting engineering firm, 
this month to conduct a value 
engineering study to ensure 
that the proposed project 
offers the best value and a 
common-sense approach to 
the design. Feedback from 
two community meetings 
was recently reviewed by the 
school board, as board mem-
bers reviewed the schematic 
design.

“The feedback was quite 
positive overall,” said board 
president Bobbilyn Hogge. 
“The vast majority of respon-
dents said that we’re on the 
right track, and they really like 
the design. We also received 
some helpful comments about 
neighborhood impact, safety, 
and environmental sustain-
ability. These will all remain a 
focus moving forward.”

AHS principal Jon 
Ronngren said he’s optimistic 
about where things stand.

“It’s required a lot of work 
with staff, community and 
the architect and construction 
team to get us to a schematic 
design that really shines and 
will support our students,” 
he said. “I’m excited. It’s so 
important that we get this 
right.”   

For the third year in a row, Cel-
ebrate the Season raised thou-
sands of dollars for district-wide 

STEM (Science, Technology, Engineer-
ing, Math) enrichment programs. The 
December event spanned two weeks 
at the Port Transit Shed and included 
live entertainment, a gingerbread dec-
orating contest, craft vendors and the 
“Dream It” dinner auction, with all 
proceeds going to the STEM commit-
tee of Anacortes Schools Foundation.

The team of organizers included 
Vicki Stowe, Kristine Stultz, Maggie 
Santos, Kim Post, Daniel Conrardy, 
Marilyn Hanesworth and a host of 
volunteers.

Anacortes Schools Foundation 
Board member and STEM commit-
tee member Vicki Stowe says the 
committee’s philosophy is to enrich 
teaching in line with existing curricu-
lum and to enrich at a district level, 
rather than a school level. This way 
the dependence on individual school 
PTAs is lifted, and all students of a 

grade level can benefit.
Examples of projects funded in-

clude the fourth grade field trip to 
Bellingham’s SPARK Museum; por-
table planetarium bubbles from the 
Pacific Science Center for eighth grad-
ers; Career Day at the high school; and 
STEM grants available to high school 
teachers or clubs. 

The dinner auction’s “Raise the 
Paddle” focused this year on fifth 
grade marine ecosystems, with a full-
day field trip to Rosario Beach.

Stowe says the benefits to students 
go beyond academic learning.

“This funding gives kids more 
hands-on experiences than they’d 
get in a regular classroom setting. 
And they’re getting much more than 
STEM skills. They are learning creativ-
ity, problem-solving, teamwork, even 
writing. These skills will transfer to all 
areas of life,” said Stowe.

For more information, or to help the 
STEM committee, contact Vicki Stowe 
at vstowe@conrardydesign.com.

Annual events raise funds for STEM learning

The middle school team works on their gingerbread house during a 
competition at Celebrate the Season. 

Ten Anacortes High 
School students 
qualified for All-
State choir this year. 
Students will perform 
at the statewide music 
educators’ confer-
ence next February 
in Yakima. Students 
are: Sabrina Poor, Anja 
Shjarback, Danielle 
Long, Paige Mooney, 
Rachel Muntean, 
Blake Clawson, Lydia 
Weddle, Giulia Wood, 
Ava Martin and John 
Harrison. Middle 
school students who 
earned the distinc-
tion include Geoffrey 
Hamilton, Scott Geer, 
Sydney Rauch, Jenni-
fer Spurling and Macy 
Yanega. 

Anacortes High School sophomore Brandon Pratt (trombone) and 
senior Tim Graffuis (euphonium) earned a spot in this year’s All-
State band. They will join All-State choir students in performing in 
Yakima next February. 

Mt. Erie students Chase Moehl, Natalie Ertel, Talin Kerr and Macy Mong 
joined other students in earning a school award recently for being ‘everyday 
heroes.’ Student actions included writing encouraging notes to classmates, 
helping a student who fell, sharing snacks, showing good sportsmanship 
and thinking about others’ feelings. 

Cheerleaders 
(left to right) 
Brittany Kairez, 
Sam Glenn, 
Madison Chan-
dler and (top) 
Shianne Hon-
eycutt perform 
at the all-school 
‘Tiger Hawk’ 
assembly ear-
lier this month. 
Tiger Hawk is an 
annual ‘school 
spirit’ com-
petition with 
Burlington-
Edison High 
School.

ALEX HANESWORTH

Island View fifth 
grader Madeline Tut-

tle (right) won the 
Island Hospital greet-
ing card contest. She 

holds her winning 
entry. Fifth grader 

Melanie Diaz Garcia 
(left) won second 

place in Washington 
state’s bicycle poster 

contest. She received 
a bike helmet and 

bell for her efforts.

IN BRIEF



Baylee South, senior
Sport: Basketball
Years: 11
Favorite Christ-
mas movie: The 
Muppet Christ-
mas Carol
Dream travel 
destination: 
London
Twitter, Snapchat 
or Instagram: 

Instagram
Toughest opponent this season: 
Lynden Christian or Burlington
Season goal: ‘I’d like to see us 
advance far. Personally I am 
striving to help create great team 
chemistry.’
Next year: Attend a four-year col-
lege and work toward becoming 
an athletic trainer
 
David Rodriguez, senior

Sport: Basketball
Years: 5
Favorite Christ-
mas movie: 
Home Alone
Favorite junk 
food: Salt and 
pepper kettle 
chips
Favorite band: 
Muse

Favorite college basketball team: 
Duke
Season goal: Go to state.
Next year: Waiting to hear from 
several colleges. Pursue engineer-
ing with a minor in music
 
James Swanson, senior

Sport: Wrestling
Years: 6
Favorite Christ-
mas movie: 
Home Alone
Hardest part of 
wrestling prac-
tice: Sprints and 
conditioning
Favorite class: 
Choir

Go-to food after making weight: 
Eggs
Goal for the season: ‘I definitely 
plan on placing at state.’
Next year: Move to Bellingham 
and attend culinary school

KC Mathes, senior
Sport: Swimming
Years: 6
Favorite event: 
200 IM
Favorite Christ-
mas movie: A 
Christmas Story
Favorite food: 
Spaghetti
Dream travel 
destination: Italy

Favorite hangout: ‘The pool. I’m 
always there.’
Goal for the season: ‘I really want 
to swim at state this year.’
Next year: Received Navy ROTC 
scholarship to Purdue. Also inter-
ested in the Coast Guard Academy
 
Caitlin Jenson, senior

Sport: Bowling
Years: 3
Best score: 170
Favorite Christ-
mas movie: 
Miracle on 34th 
Street
Favorite Star-
bucks drink: 
Peppermint white 
hot chocolate

Favorite musical artist: Carrie 
Underwood
Favorite class: Percussion or choir
Goal for the season: ‘I just want to 
get to know all the girls, have fun 
and bond with the team.’
Next year:  Study music education 
at Brigham Young University, Idaho
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cRoss coUNTRY
Head coach Chris Crane 

Taking our girls’ team to state for the 
first time in 14 years and finishing 
fourth was certainly a highlight of 

the season. Additionally, having two Top 
10 ranked boys this season (Dylan Holland 
and James Parker) – one of whom won the 
state title – provided additional post-season 
excitement.

We continually reinforce the concept of 
“family.” Every day our runners meet in 
small groups to check in and discuss race 
performances, academics, nutrition, aches 
and pains or social issues. They hold each 
other accountable and provide support. We 
expect our athletes to treat each other and 
themselves with respect and hold one 
another to high standards of excellence. 
Encouraging fellow runners in practice and 
meets is a huge part of our team dynamic, 
and we lean heavily on our upperclass men 
and women to model this for the rest of the 
team.

We define success as “pushing past 
perceived limitations.” Endurance running 
requires a great deal of mental fortitude 
and personal discipline. When students see 
improvement, it is always the result of hard 
work and dedication. We reinforce that 
this is true academically, vocationally and 
relationally.

Athletes and teams often have a limit-
ed sense of their abilities. Our job as coach-
es is to help them to see something greater 
and create a roadmap to get there. When 
athletes surpass their initial goals – whether 
it is competing a whole 5K without walk-
ing, or running under 4:30 for the mile – we 
identify that success and celebrate it!  

sWim & diVe
Head coach Leslie Mix 

The 2015-2016 girls’ swim and dive 
season was spectacular for several 
reasons. Overall, swimmers showed 

overwhelming support for their team-
mates which is an element of coaching 
that I especially enjoy reinforcing. I like 
helping kids learn to be part of a team 
because as a whole, they are stronger than 
they are individually. Swimming and div-
ing is an interesting sport in that they all 
compete individually but the sum of the 
individuals make the team. 

JV swimmers finished second at B 
Champs meet, a substantial achievement. 
We also earned second at Districts in a 
highly competitive field. At State, we 
earned the highest finish in AHS Girls 
Swim and Dive history – third place 
–with 13 of 36 of our swimmers partici-
pating. Most notably, every swimmer in 
every event made finals at state. 

The kids were really excited to be in a 
trophy potential position going into state.  
After prelims they were determined to 
be third instead of 4th.  The finals went 
really well with lots of performances 
being better than prelims.  However that 
did not necessarily translate into higher 
placing. Before the last relay the team was 
4th but the 3rd place team did not have 
a relay in the last event.  The girls swam 
really well and finished 3rd in the 400 
free relay.  They knew when they finished 
they knew the team was also 3rd.  Lots of 
tears of joy.  Most of the girls at state have 
been swimming together for a really long 
time and for the team to place this high 
was fantastic.

VolleYBall
Head coach Jean Gallo 

The AHS volleyball season was a suc-
cess this year because the upperclass-
men developed core covenants that 

defined what the volleyball program would 
stand for and identified behaviors to reflect 
these standards. These covenants focused 
on: mental toughness, teachable spirit, team 
unity and competitive attitude.  All players 
and coaches in the program committed 
to these standards at the beginning of the 
season and kept each other accountable to 
them throughout the season.

These standards helped the varsity team 
develop trust in each other and the desire 
to work hard for a common goal:  to qualify 
for state. Qualifying for state wasn’t easy. 
One of our key players was injured during 
the first match of districts. We were able to 
stay strong and win that match. However 
to make it to state, we had to win two more 
matches. 

Our team had two practices to regroup 
and adjust to a different lineup with players 
taking on different roles. The team showed 
their grit and determination by winning the 
next two matches in districts and qualifying 
for state.  

We continued playing well which earned 
us 8th place at state – icing on the cake. 
I really don’t think we could have had 
such a successful season without the core 
covenants to guide us. They helped us 
model what a successful team looks like 
and showed the players how to be support-
ive teammates and great leaders.  I am so 
proud of what these young ladies accom-
plished. Coaching them this season was 
rewarding and fun!

It’s not unusual for Anacortes 
High School Athletic and Aci-
tivities Director (AAD) Erik 

Titus to be out six nights a week 
at school events. Choir concerts, 
away basketball games, week-
end wrestling tournaments, 
school plays and more fall under 
his leadership. Titus is respon-
sibile for every sport and every 
activity at the high school.

While supervision is one part 
of the job, for Titus it’s more 
about building relationships 
with kids, being highly visible 
and making positive connec-
tions.

“I sang the national anthem at 
a volleyball game this fall, and 
Mr. Titus was so supportive,” 
said junior Sabrina Poor. “He 
really encouraged me and gave 
me confidence. We see him at 
so many events, both athletics 
and activities. He knows stu-
dents’ names and makes us feel 
important.”

Titus was hired in July to 
replace Rick Mergenthaler. The 
district combined athletics and 
activities leadership into one 
position, and Titus loves that he 
is in charge of both. To him, it 
just makes sense.

“I want students to be able to 
look back at what they were in-
volved in, no matter the sport or 
activity, and say they had fun,” 
said Titus. “Our goal is to help 
them have positive experiences 
and see the growth they made 
during high school.” 

Coaching background
Prior to this job, Titus spent 

21 years in the Stanwood School 
District, mainly at the middle 
school as both PE teacher and 
coach. He was the Stanwood 
High varsity volleyball coach 
for 14 years. He has also coached 
girls’ and boys’ basketball, and 
track and field. His vast coach-
ing background gives him em-

pathy for his own coaching staff.
“They know I’ve walked in 

their shoes, and if I can help 
them avoid the pitfalls and land-
mines I experienced, I’m doing 
my job,” he said.

It’s been baptism by fire for 
Titus as he had to hire eight head 
coaches since being hired. He says 
he couldn’t have done it without 

the amazing support of all the 
staff. He is particularly grateful 
for ASB secretary Joan Larkin and 
his “phenomenal” administrative 
assistant Carey South.

‘Put kids first’
His vision for the program is 

simple: put kids first. Titus says 

it helps to be organized, caring, 
supportive and to stay involved 
in local and national profes-
sional organizations. Above all, 
being proactive is key. 

Communicating clearly with 
kids and with the adults in their 
lives about expectations and 
standards greatly reduces prob-
lems down the road. Putting 
kids first means getting them 
involved in something.

“There’s a place for every kid 
to be connected. That club or 
sport might just be the thing that 
keeps a kid in school. Greater 
lessons can often be taught out-
side the classroom,” Titus said.

Involvement in athletics and 
clubs is the most proactive, cost-
effective dropout prevention 
plan there is, he says. Extra-
curricular activities also teach 
leadership skills like teamwork, 
accountability, perseverance and 
problem-solving.

Looking ahead
Hiring new staff was only one 

of Titus’ challenges this year. He 
is also heavily involved in the 
high school replacement and 
modernization project and sees 
it as a huge advantage to be a 
part of the planning process 
from the start.

Both the high school and Rice 
Field design have incorporated 
significant student, staff and 
community feedback, he said. 
It’s made a difference. 

“I think the community is 
going to be very pleased when 
we open Rice Field next fall,” he 
said. “It’s going to be a beautiful 
facility.”  

For  AHS pr inc ipa l  Jon 
Ronngren, Titus brings a strong 
combination of expertise, work 
ethic and interpersonal skills. 
Already he’s become an im-
portant part of the high school 
leadership team. 

“Erik has done an incredible 
job hitting the ground run-
ning,” said Ronngren. “He 
brings a can-do attitude, a 
belief in the power of trying 
one’s best and a conviction in 
serving our students. We are 
proud to call him a Seahawk.”  

ATHLETE 
SPOTLIGHT

ahs  aThleTics aNd acTiViTies

Erik Titus takes the helm

Erik Titus, AHS activities and athletics director, joined the district in July. 
A longtime coach and teacher in Stanwood, he’s earned rave reviews for 
his student-centered approach, accessibility and strong listening skills.



By dr. lAurA CAilloux,  
ViCe President,  
skAgit VAlley College

Many Anacortes 
High School 
graduates are 

making a smart choice 
by starting their col-
lege education close 
by at Skagit Valley 
College, where they 
can pursue transfer 
degrees in arts, sci-

ences or one of 24 professional/techni-
cal degrees.  Of those AHS students 
who go on to college, about 44 percent 
choose Skagit Valley College, 43 percent 
go to a Washington four-year college or 
university and the remainder go to col-
lege out of state. We currently serve 126 
Anacortes School District graduates and 
Running Start students. 

Popular choice
Students choose Skagit because of 

the great location, affordable cost, and 
a dedicated faculty focused solely on 
teaching and student learning. Skagit 
consistently scores higher than other 
medium-sized colleges in academic chal-
lenge and active and collaborative learn-
ing, according to the 2014 Community 
College Survey of Student Engagement.

AHS graduate Hannah Gallo earned 
her transfer degree at Skagit this past 
summer and then enrolled in the Chil-
dren’s Studies program at Eastern Wash-
ington University. Her career plan is to 
work in a hospital setting, providing 
support to children and their families. 
Relationships with faculty made a big 
difference for Hannah, who said, “For 
me, the best part of attending Skagit 
Valley College was being able to talk 
one-on-one with my instructors. You can 
really feel the difference with small class 
sizes.”

Community college success
Students who start at a community 

college are successful. They are just as 
likely to earn a bachelor’s degree after 
transferring to a four-year college as stu-
dents who start at a four-year institution, 
according to research by the American 
Association of Community Colleges. 
AHS graduates who attend Skagit tend 
to transfer to Washington state schools 
with top choices being Western Wash-
ington University and Washington State 
University.  

About 22 percent of those transferring 
have gone out of state – as far away as 
Alaska and Hawaii and to private insti-
tutions such as Brigham Young, Linfield 
and Cornell.

Some AHS graduates are focused on 
getting to work in a high skilled job, 

and choose Skagit for its broad range of 
two-year technical degrees. These gradu-
ates have earned degrees in accounting, 
business, culinary, computer information 
systems, early childhood, fire protection, 
human services, marine maintenance, 
nursing and welding.  

Sometimes these students come to 
Skagit after being in the workforce for 
several years, such as AHS graduate 
Jackie Davison. After graduating from 
Skagit’s Culinary Arts and Hospital-
ity Management program in fall 2011, 
Jackie Davison started her own business, 
Potluck Kitchen Studio in Anacortes. She 
has recently conducted a kids’ baking se-
ries at Anacortes Middle School and she 
also plans to offer a kids’ cooking camp 
in Anacortes next summer.  

“I never imagined that losing a job 
would open a door for me to pursue my 
real passion of culinary arts, but that 
is what happened,” she said. “It was 
important to me that the Skagit Valley 
College culinary arts program was ac-
credited. In fact, it met and exceeded my 
expectations. And, now to be working in 
a profession and in a community that I 
love, how could I be more fortunate?”

Affordability and accessibility
Skagit’s affordability and accessibility 

make it possible for students to pursue 
their educational goals. Nationally, aver-
age annual community college tuition 

and fees are less than half those at public 
four-year colleges and universities and 
one-tenth those at private four-year col-
leges and universities. Skagit’s annual 
tuition rate is $3,846.  

Anacortes graduate Jonathan Richards 
chose Skagit for these reasons. When he 
wanted to make a career change, SVC’s 
nursing program was his program of 
choice.  

“Skagit has an excellent nursing pro-
gram with great instructors and advising 
support,” he said. “I took classes at both 
the Mount Vernon and Whidbey Island 
campuses. It was convenient, and the 
lower cost of tuition was really helpful.” 

Jonathan earned his associate in tech-
nical arts degree in nursing last winter. 
He’s now ready to take his boards and 
become certified. He plans to work in a 
local hospital.

Skagit Valley College welcomes stu-
dents to pursue their educational goals 
at campuses in Mount Vernon and Oak 
Harbor and centers in Anacortes, Clinton 
and Friday Harbor.  The College is com-
mitted to providing a learning environ-
ment that is focused on excellence and 
student success. Anacortes High School 
graduates are choosing Skagit, suc-
cessfully completing coursework and 
degrees, and are contributing to their 
community.

To learn more about Skagit Valley Col-
lege, visit www.skagit.edu. 

Sterling Laws graduated from AHS 
in 2011. A drummer based in Los 
Angeles, he graduated from Musi-

cians Institute with an associate’s degree in 
percussion performance. He now performs 
professionally as a drummer with singers 
such as 15-year-old up-and-coming artist 
Kaya Stewart, Hudson Thames and others. 

 
When did you first start playing drums? 

 My dad bought my mom a drum set 
after they met. I still have that drum set at 
my apartment in LA. She was in an all-girl 
band when I was very young. Some of my 
earliest memories are sitting behind the 
drums in our basement. I remember being 
too small to reach the pedals, so I would 
just play the snare drum and hi-hats.

 
What was your music experience at AHS? 

AHS drumline – and the music program 
in general – was everything to me in high 
school. I loved every class. Growing up, 
I used to see the drumline in the town 
parades and at football games. I always 
thought they were so cool. I looked up 
to Anacortes alumni Bradyn Kruger and 
Devin Bews, both great drummers. The 
power of the drumline was very inspiring 
to me.

  
What was it like attending music school? 

 Being surrounded by such amazing tal-
ent every day was very inspiring. Not only 
are the faculty great teachers, but they are 
also playing gigs around town. Just like 
some of the students. Musicians Institute 
teaches everything from technique, to live 
performance workshops with a live band, 
to digital drumming. I loved learning 
things that I could apply directly to my 
playing.

The students who really excel in music 
school are the ones who eat, breathe, and 
sleep music. Practicing six or seven hours 
per day is encouraged. 

 
What defines a really good drummer? 

A really good drummer listens. A great 
drummer listens and then adapts to the 
situation around them. Knowing what not 
to play is as important as knowing what 
to play.

 
What’s your take on LA? 

 I often say LA is a perfect place to live 
if you have a reason to live here. This city 
is unparalleled when it comes to the enter-

tainment industry. I have met some truly 
great people, and I love living here. That 
said, the cost of living is high, it’s loud and 
hot, and everyone else that lives here is 
trying to do the exact same thing you are. 
Still, there’s something beautiful about the 
struggle.

 
What are the pros and cons of being a 
professional musician?  

Pros include the ever-changing job 
atmosphere, being able to travel to cool 
places, and meet amazing people. One 
significant con is that the music industry is 
a total roller coaster. One month you’ll be 
slammed with work, and the next month 
you’ll be staring at your phone praying it 
rings. You have to take everything you can 
get, which is fine with me. I love it all.

 
How did you get the job with Kaya 
Stewart?

 When I was going to school, I had 
started to play around town. I got called 
for an audition for a great singer named 
Hollie Stephenson from the UK. They were 
putting together a band for her, just for a 
few shows. I got the gig and soon learned 
that her management was (former Euryth-
mics pianist and guitarist) Dave Stewart 
Entertainment. The gig went great, and we 

actually opened for Dave at The Roxy. He 
then called me to do a session for Hollie 
before she returned to the UK. While at 
the studio, I met Kaya. At the time I didn’t 
know that she was Dave’s daughter. It is 
now a joke between us that I gave her my 
business card after she said she was about 
to put together a band. A week later I got a 
call from Dave, saying he was interested in 
having me music direct and drum for his 
daughter, Kaya.

 
What’s it like touring with someone who 
is just starting to get big at such a young 
age? 

I love being a part of a project that is 
just launching. With Kaya, it is always fun. 
Not only is she an amazing talent, but she 
has also become a close friend. Working 
closely with her and Dave to develop 
the show was fantastic. She is fun to tour 
with. Our band is very close, and we love 
spending time together. So much of every 
gig is about “the hang.”

Were you surprised that her song, ‘I’m in 
love with a boy,’ got as much air play as it 
did? 

When I began working with Kaya, 
her single and other songs were already 
recorded and ready to go. Being signed 

to Warner Bros Records, she is one of 
their top up-and-coming artists. Major 
labels can really help to launch an artist. 
I was very happy for Kaya that the song 
did well. I have heard that song a million 
times, and still love playing it live. We 
get to rock out.

 
You went with her on the ‘High School 
Nation’ tour. What was it like? 

 HSN was unlike any other tour we 
had experienced. It’s basically a min-
iature festival that is set up at high 
schools around the country, where the 
kids get to see around six acts play. Our 
set times were short, but the crowd was 
so excited. It’s always fun playing for 
an audience that is pumped to see live 
music. 

 
What’s it like seeing Dave Stewart at 
work, knowing his history as such a 
successful musician? 

After I started working with Kaya, I 
would be in Dave’s office almost every 
day. He is one of the most uniquely 
talented people I have met. I respect his 
work immensely. Not only is he a musi-
cian, he is also an incredible producer, 
songwriter, entrepreneur, and just about 
anything else that involves being cre-
ative. I believe a lot of Dave’s creativity 
comes from his passion for originality. 
He is not afraid to try something no one 
has done, even if it might fail. If you look 
at his career achievements, most all of 
them are landmark events. No one else 
was doing what he did in the 80’s, and 
today he is still pushing the limits and 
setting the bar in the music industry. 

 
What was your favorite memory of high 
school? 

 I have many. I loved playing drums 
for “The Wedding Singer.” Being in ASB 
was always fun. The TigerHawk Chal-
lenge for drumline was awesome. Too 
many to list.

 
What’s your advice for current AHS 
students? 

 Be creative and do what you love, 
even if other people are skeptical. Prove 
them wrong! If you have a dream, be 
realistic about what it’s going to take 
to achieve that dream, and then give it 
everything you’ve got.
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AHS alum (2011) Sterling Laws graduated from music school this year. He works as a professional 
drummer in Los Angeles. 

ALUMNI INTERVIEW:  Sterling Laws 
‘Be creative and do what you love, even if other people are skeptical’

GUEST EDITORIAL

Skagit Valley College offers unique opportunities to Anacortes graduates


