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IN BRIEF
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Superintendent

When the new high 
school opens next year, 
students will be treated 

to more than shiny classrooms 
and a stunning view of Mt. 
Baker. They will get to experi-
ence the rich history of their 
town coming to life before their 
very eyes. 

Artist Mary Ennes Davis has 
been researching and collecting 
stories and objects for the history 
wall that will be installed in the 
commons of the high school. The 
public art installation will not be 
complete until December; how-
ever, students will get to watch 
Davis work daily next fall, an 
intentional part of the timeline.

 “It’s important for kids to ob-
serve and experience the art as 
it’s going in,” Davis said. “I love 
to engage with them, answer 
their questions and hear their 
stories as they look at and even 
recognize the pieces and layers 
I use.”

Born and raised in Anacortes, 
the 1977 AHS graduate is no 
stranger to art in schools nor to 
public installations. Her work 
can be seen in Alaska, Michigan, 
and more locally, Children’s 
Hospital in Tacoma, Skagit Hos-
pital and Island Hospital. 

After completing a history 
mural for La Conner School 
District, Davis was interested in
doing something for her alma 
mater to honor the rich work-
ing traditions and innovations 
of the town. Local resident Rita
James, who is leading a com-
mittee to help with art for the 
new high school, worked with 
the district to get Davis under 
contract. 

Researching the past
Davis has read every AHS 

yearbook and sifted through 
hundreds of oral histories, docu-
ments and images, both in the 
Anacortes Museum and in the 
vaults of the school. She also 
conducted oral interviews with 
alumni ranging in age from 30 
to 105.

Davis’ own family history 
has contributed to her vision. 
Generations on both sides 
homesteaded to and graduated 
from Anacortes High School, 
and her mother, Phyllis Luvera 
Ennes, was a pioneer of the arts 
in Washington State.

“My mom gave so much to 
the school and community, and 
I know she would want me do-
ing this. I wish she were here to 
guide me,” she said. 

In a way, she is. Stories of her 
mother keep surfacing in Davis’ 
research. She says it’s an honor 
and a gift to return to her roots 
to create art in the new school.

Historical support  
for schools

In addition to a rich immigrant 
tradition, one thing that sets Ana-
cortes apart from other schools
is the relationship between the
school and the town: the invest-
ment of time and resources into 
schools and empowering stu-
dents to have a voice goes back 
more than 100 years.

One quote that stood out for 
Davis in her research is: “Having 
no yardstick by which to measure 
the blessings we enjoy.” Davis

found the quote in a 1927 Ana-
cortes American article by Sophie 
Walsh.

She was struck that today’s
students have no context by 
which to measure the blessings
of this $90 million school: they 
have not worked in a cannery or 
done overtime shifts at the mill; 
they haven’t lobbied to pay for 
a bridge to connect the commu-
nity to the mainland or fought to 
build a road that wouldn’t flood.

So the purpose of the history 
wall is to share that context.

“How did they get here?
Whose strong shoulders, innova-
tions, hard work and dreams laid 
the foundation that has brought
them to this moment in time?” 
said Davis. “We are currently
hearing students’ voices all across 
the country. They are articulate, 
passionate and empowering. This 
wall should echo the voice of the 
past and inspire future genera-
tions to do great things.”

“My dream is that it inspires the kids and that they learn 
history in an exciting and non-traditional way so they under-

stand how it is they have this incredible new school.”
Mary Ennes Davis 

Artist Mary Ennes Davis has read through every Anacortes High School yearbook as part of her research for a
history wall to be installed in the new high school.  

Pay it for-
ward. 

The idea 
of paying it 
forward is that 
the beneficiary 
of a good deed 
repays it to 
others rather 
than the origi-
nal benefactor. 
This concept 
apparently 

dates back to 300 B.C. and Greek 
drama. In 1916, Lily Hardy Ham-
mond captured the phrase in 
the book, In the Garden of Delight. 
Hammond wrote: “You don’t pay 
love back; you pay it forward.”

In more recent history, “pay 
it forward” was captured in the 
eponymous film starring then 
child actor Haley Joel Osment. 
The movie challenged us to 
change the world by reaching 
out to three others with acts of 
altruism.  

Giving back
I was struck recently as I read 

scholarship essays by gradu-
ating AHS seniors who took 
stock of all the people who had 

impacted them over the years, 
and how they wanted to give 
back to others. It was a theme 
that emerged among many of 
this year’s graduates. 

One student, who aspires to 
become a teacher, captured the 
sentiment as follows:  

"My truest inspiration came 
from teachers, mentors and 
coaches. These figures urged me 
to follow my dreams, break the 
chain of poverty, and go beyond 
pre-set expectations. I learned 
that I have the power to reach all 
the goals I set. Money and physi-
cal possessions are not what 
mark success for me. I want to 
take my college experiences 
and pay it forward to the next 
generation. I want them to have 
teachers that invest in them. I 
want to reflect the inspiration 
and influence other teachers 
have had on me." 

Believing in students
These words struck me for 

a couple reasons. First, they 
reminded me of one our district 
belief statements: We believe in 
the potential of every student. 

Individuals in this student’s 
life truly believed in him, and it 
clearly paid off. It also reminded 
me of the education research 
that shows the power of teachers 
believing in their students’ abil-
ity to learn – it is among the top 
impacts on student learning – as 
well as the importance of a hav-
ing a caring adult in a child’s life. 

Because this student saw what 
a profound positive impact oth-
ers had on him, he wants to have 
this same effect on others.  

Community role
The community’s role here 

is vital. People like Martha 
Harper, featured in this issue 
as the district’s Volunteer of the 
Year, show our students what it 
means to care deeply, invest in 
others and pay it forward. 

The volunteerism in this com-
munity is simply stunning. Acts 
such as encouraging an emerg-
ing reader, serving as a mentor 
to a high school student, helping 
to fund a college scholarship, 
cheering a student’s athletic 
performance, or listening to 
a child’s hardships signal to 
students that they matter. They 

are valued. 
In the book Bowling Alone, 

Harvard social scientist Robert 
Putnam laments the loss of civic 
connectedness. He notes how 
involvement in civic groups and 
overall civic engagement have 
declined dramatically in the last 
generation. The erosion of social 
capital, he argues, undermines 
our nation’s democratic institu-
tions. 

While I understand his points 
as they relate nationally, I always 
feel differently with what I see 
in Anacortes. Packed concerts. 
Huge community support for 
senior presentations. Twenty-five 
thousand hours a year of local 
citizens donating time in schools.  

We engage. We connect. We 
pay it forward. 

Kindness and gratitude are, of 
course, at the center of paying it 
forward. At the ASF scholarship 
event, I shared with students 
how proud we are of their many 
accomplishments, including aca-
demic success. But the thing that 
stands out most, I said, is the 
kind of people they’ve become. 

That’s a success we can all 
celebrate. 

Peter Donaldson
Mt. Erie principal Peter 

Donaldson leaves the dis-
trict this month, after more
than 20 years as a teacher 
and principal at the school. 
Donaldson taught first and 
sixth grades, and became 
principal seven years ago. 

“Mt. Erie has been my 
home for a long time, and 
I’m sad to leave,” he said. 
“I’ll miss staff and students
greatly. At the same time, I
feel ready for a new adven-
ture and new professional 
opportunities.” 

Donaldson earned a repu-
tation as an engaged teacher 
and principal. Staff pointed
to his ability to connect 
with people of all ages, his 
knowledge of instruction
and his vision for student 
voice and student learning.  

“What I have always ap-
preciated about Peter is his

willingness 
to listen, 
learn and 
lead to-
wards what
is best for 
all chil-
dren,” said
first grade 
teacher MJ 
D’Amelio. 
“He is an 

advocate for quality instruc-
tion and collaboration. I 
will miss his friendship and 
leadership.” 

Fifth grade teacher Shalen 
Weich noted his holistic ap-
proach to education.

“Peter cares for his stu-
dents and staff as people, 
and not just their test scores 
and performance,” she 
said. “He knows Mount 
Erie students by name, is 
visible around the school, 
and he’s approachable.
The thing I most appreci-
ate about Peter is that he’s 
continuously trying to 
inspire staff and students 
to be positive and focus 
on the good around us. 
He challenges us to learn, 
grow, and step out of the 
shadows of our best selves, 
and into a place where we 
can fully embrace life and 
learning.” 

Arts grant
The district recently 

received a $100,000 grant 
from the Washington State 
Arts Commission for public 
art at the new high school. 
Community member Rita 
James is leading an art 
committee to solicit propos-
als and make decisions on 
specific art pieces.  

Summer programs
It’s not too late to enroll 

in the tuition-free North-
west Career & Technical 
Academy Summer Session 
Programs. Incoming ninth 
grade students through 
non-graduated seniors can 
earn a semester credit as 
they explore a Career & 
Technical Education pro-
gram in Anacortes or Mt. 
Vernon. 

Students can choose 
from a variety of programs 
on several campuses from 
Marine Services, Aerospace 
Manufacturing, Veterinary, 
Dental, Construction and 
many more. Find out more 
about the NCTA Summer 
Session at www.asd103.
org or call 360 848-0706 for 
more information.
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Local artist creates history wall for new high school

Working with the space
The space has offered chal-

lenges in that the commons is 
huge and industrial, so the art 
must fit to scale. The vision 
is to take the old and make it 
contemporary by playing with 
color, size and layers.

Davis doesn’t want it to be 
simply visual. Rather, she hopes
something new will be revealed
each time a viewer looks at it.

“I want it to be thought-pro-
voking,” she said. “My dream is
that it inspires the kids and that
they learn history in an exciting 
and non-traditional way so they 
understand how it is they have 
this incredible new school.”

Davis wraps up her research 
and documenting phase at the 
end of the month. Over the 
summer, she will build a mock-
up and begin initial construc-
tion in her studio in Bellingham. 
Next fall, she will install the 
work in layers.

Peter 
Donaldson
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