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IN BRIEF

Dr. Mark Wenzel
Superintendent

Elementary coding
Last July, the district 

welcomed new Ameri-
Corps VISTA Kids Who 
Code project coordinator 
Ryan Simonis. His year-
long position is the second 
of a three-year coding 
grant.

His focus is to cre-
ate a sustainable coding 

program 
for low-
income 
students, 
the es-
sential 
goal of 
the grant. 
This 
means 
diving 
into the 
successes 

and challenges of last 
year’s activities, looking 
critically at barriers to 
participation among the 
targeted population, and 
working with teachers to 
bring new opportunities in 
coding to students.

Simonis, who is based 
at Island View, is evalu-
ating a Girls Who Code 
program, coding classes 
for Life Skills students 
and potential partnerships 
with the Anacortes Public 
Library and the Anacortes 
Boys and Girls Club. 

The grant is meant to 
reach the most impacted 
students by creating access 
at an early age to a highly 
desirable skill set, often 
termed “the fourth litera-
cy.” Ideally, at the end of 
the three years, the district 
will be able to adopt a cod-
ing program without grant 
sponsorship.

The programs are not 
limited to students of 
poverty.

“I would love to see 
more computer science in 
classrooms, so I’m letting 
teachers know they have 
support if they want to 
try things,” said Simonis. 
“There was momentum 
last year with the Kids 
Who Code Club. This 
year, I’m drawing on that 
energy to get more coding 
into the classrooms.”

Shell Fun Run 
Shell’s Fueling Educa-

tion 5K Fun Run brought 
in more than $43,000 for 
the Anacortes Schools 
Foundation, despite 
the run being canceled 
because of the threat of 
lightning on September 
16. Contributions will go
to support scholarships,
school grants and summer
learning opportunities for
Anacortes students.

The decision to cancel 
the race did not come eas-
ily for team organizers, but 
they felt it was the safest 
and most prudent call.

ASF Executive Director 
Marta McClintock says 
everyone was very under-
standing, including the 
few who showed up that 
morning.

“It was the best call, and 
we are so grateful to Shell 
and all the sponsors who 
donated time, goods and 
money for this important 
event,” she said. “The 
proceeds will have a big 
impact on student success 
in Anacortes.”

Ava Hightower
AMS, 7th grade

It’s been a very dif-
ferent year for me.

Last year, we were
more separated, but
this year we blend 
in. It’s a good thing. 
We are learning how 
to be more respon-
sible for ourselves, 
more independent.
The teachers aren’t
doing as much for 
us which is help-
ing us get prepared 

for high school. I’m very excited about 
art  because I’ve never taken a real art
class before.  I’m also looking forward to 
science. We’re going to learn all about liv-
ing organisms, and we’ll get to work with
microscopes which will be a lot of fun. Then
in the spring, we get to go to Houston with 
our wind turbine project from last year. So
of course, I’m excited about that.

Nicole Coffey
Island View, 5th grade

I was really ex-
cited to go back 

to school after the 
summer. It’s my
first time in Ms. 
Garcia’s class, but
I love it. We have a
frog and a lizard in 
our class. I’m also in 
Mr. Fountain’s class,
which I love. He 
makes it fun because 
he’s a good teacher, 
even though math 

is hard for me. My music class is one of my
favorites. One thing I’m really excited about
this year is going on field trips. I can’t wait. 

Charlie Reyerson
AHS, 10th grade

This new school
has made every-

thing just a bit more
exciting. I’m looking 
forward to being
able to use all the 
new things we have 
here now, like the 
flex space. It’s really
cool that students 
can work outside 
the classroom and
not have to sit on the 

floor in the hallway like we did last year. So
far, everything is going really well. I am excit-
ed in particular about AP Computer Science 
with Mr. Holtgeerts. I’m also looking forward 
to AP Environmental Science. It should be
interesting. All in all, I think this year is going 
to be a smooth and great year.

Abel Bennett
Mt. Erie, 3rd grade

Actually, third
grade has been

pretty amazing. It’s 
been very fun and ac-
tive so far. Honestly, 
the homework hasn’t 
been that bad, and 
my parents even got
a homework assign-
ment. I’m excited to 
learn more multipli-
cation. That’s been 
the one thing that is 
harder than second

grade. There are a lot of things I’m looking 
forward to: the Halloween costume contest
is something I know I’ll do again. And I am
really interested in learning cursive this year. 
I didn’t know that all along I’ve been making 
l’s when I doodle. So hopefully, it won’t be
too hard to learn the rest of the letters.

Elias Wong
Whitney, Kindergarten

My first feeling
on the first 

day of school was 
missing my twin 
brother because we
always are together. 
But I got to see him 
at recess. Kindergar-
ten is really good.
We have learned
the pledge, and we 
sing the hello and 
goodbye songs at 
the beginning and 

ending of each day. We sing in Spanish… 
with sign language. My favorite part of the 
day is Go Noodle when we can dance to all 
the music on the video. I’m pretty excited
that I’ve made friends. Eli, Theodore, Remy
and Corbin are my friends, and we make
the best Lego base.  I don’t really know
what will happen for the rest of the year, 
so for now, I’m just excited to be with my
friends in Mrs. Riccardi’s class.

Norma Black
Fidalgo, 2nd grade

Well my favorite
part of school 

is P.E. I love running 
around and dancing
to all the songs they 
play. I’m excited
to have my same 
teacher as last year, 
Ms. Sommers. It’s 
going pretty good,
but math is definite-
ly harder. Another 
thing I love is that 
we get outdoor 

recess every day. I’m just excited to be back 
in school because I get to see all my friends, 
and it’s such a big open school.

In my 
annual 
kickoff 

presentation 
to staff this 
year, I fo-
cused on the 
word “poten-
tial.” 

I like this 
word a lot. 
It is full of 
promise. 

One definition of the word 
simply states: “Something or 
someone that has the power to 
become something.” 

Potential, then, is about 
becoming.

Our district vision states: 
“Anacortes students rise to their 
fullest potential, embrace the 
future and make a difference.” 

Simply stated: Our kids be-
come their best selves. 

To me, these are rich words. 
I often think about our vision 
statement and pose questions 
(to myself and others) such as: 

• What would it look like if
all students truly reached their 
potential? What would we see 
in classrooms and throughout 
our schools? 

• What are the conditions
that lead to any of us reach-
ing our potential? How do we 
intentionally create those condi-
tions in our schools? 

• What do our children need
in order to embrace the future? 
What’s getting in the way? 

• As a school leader, how
can I help build the potential of 
staff, parents and community to 
help students thrive? 

Relationships matter 
Of course, one of the key fac-

tors in helping students reach 
their potential is relationships. 
For us to help students grow 
and accomplish great things, 
we need to be connected to 
them as people. We need to 
know their passions, what 
makes them laugh and how to 
motivate them. There’s an old 
adage among teachers: “Stu-
dents won’t care about what 
you know until they know you 
care.” 

In a video I showed staff 
recently, ASD students reflected 
on specific actions adults at 
school take to support them.  

• Signaling that ‘I’m impor-
tant to them’

• Caring about my learning
enough to create extra learning 
opportunities for me

• Challenging me to think
• Relating learning to my life
• Giving me the freedom to

choose a project and make sense 
of the material myself

• Helping me to set goals and

making the goals accountable 
• Providing chocolate

We joked about how maybe
chocolate is the key to unlock-
ing potential. I’ve certainly seen 
it work in my family. 

Getting there 
Our strategic plan provides 

a lot of support for students 
reaching their potential. Quality 
instruction is fundamental, as is 
the social-emotional growth of 
our students. Our equity pillar 
challenges us to think about 
success for all, not just those 
who might have natural advan-
tages in reaching their potential.  

As we heard from students, a 
big part of potential is teach-
ing in ways that engage them 
deeply and relate to their lives. 

One high school student 
shared how her teacher’s prob-
ing questions in social studies 
caused her to think deeply 
about issues inside and outside 
of school. Another student 
noted how her elementary math 
teacher encouraged her to join 
his after-school class to improve 
her division skills. His commit-
ment stood with her many years 
later. A third student reflected 
on a teacher who recently 
checked in with him person-
ally about his transition to the 
new high school. The personal 

conversation stood out as an act 
of caring.  

Other ways we reach 
potential

Community partnerships also 
allow us to support student 
potential. This summer, dozens 
of 5-year-olds spent four weeks 
at Whitney in a kindergarten 
summer program to get ready 
for their ASD debut. Nearly 
every student was “kinder-
garten ready” by the end of 
the program. Grants from the 
Anacortes Schools Foundation 
allowed these young learners to 
reach new heights. 

A final example comes from 
Camp Orkila, the three-day 
experiential learning camp 
on Orcas Island that our sixth 
graders attended last month. 
Parents join school staff each 
year as chaperones and mentors 
for the kids. 

One boy, confined to a 
wheelchair, was invited by his 
father to do the zipline. The boy 
agreed. The father carried his 
son up the tower to the plat-
form, where they were strapped 
in for a tandem 1,000-foot 
ride. As father and son sailed 
through the air, classmates and 
staff cheered from the ground, 
while quite a few onlookers 
choked up.  

Potential is a beautiful thing. 

Unlocking the power of potential

what are you

EXCITED ABOUT
this year?

Ryan Simonis
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