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District Equity Forum: 
March 5, 6-7:30 pm, AHS Library, 

to review draft equity policy

Our district vision 
states: “Anacortes 
students rise to 

their fullest potential, 
embrace the future, and 
make a difference.” 

Let’s break it down. 

Rise to fullest poten-
tial: Achieve more than 
you thought possible; 
have people who believe 

in you; have access and opportunity no 
matter who you are; develop strong think-
ing, communication and interpersonal skills 
through targeted instruction; the ability to 
present the best version of yourself to the 
world

Embrace the future: Be optimistic; have 
hope; believe that life is an exciting ad-
venture; understand that there are many 
possibilities and pathways in life; connect 
present-day work to future goals 

Make a difference: Feel as though you 
have something to offer the world – in 
small and large ways; understand that the 
world needs difference-makers to solve 
complex problems; believe in the impor-
tance of civic engagement to move a com-
munity forward

The 25 percent 
As we’ve reflected on our vision the last 

several years, we’ve asked ourselves: “Is it 
true for all students?” 

Traditionally, 75 percent of students in 
our district do quite well. They meet stan-
dard on rigorous state assessments, they 
have positive relationships at school, and 
they develop a clear roadmap for life after 
high school that advances their learning. 

But about 25 percent of our students do 
not do as well. They struggle to meet state 
standards, they often feel marginalized or 
disconnected, and they frequently leave 
school without a clear vision for the future. 

If we believe in our district vision, we 
need to address this. 

A focus on all students is captured in our 
strategic plan. When a group of community 

members and staff assembled four years 
ago to start drafting a vision for the plan, 
the conversation quickly turned to the 25 
percent who are not successful. In exam-
ining the data, the committee and school 
board saw trends. 

The 25 percent consisted of a dispropor-
tionate number of students of color, stu-
dents whose families had less income and 
students with disabilities. These character-
istics tended to be predictive of a student’s 
success in our schools. 

While many of the 25 percent still made it 
through high school – our graduation rate 
stands at 90 percent – they weren’t thriving. 

The committee, in turn, prioritized 
“equity” as a pillar in the strategic plan. We 
landed on a definition of equity, borrowed 
from the National Equity Project, as “each 
child receiving what they need to develop 
to their full academic and social potential.” 

District actions
Thinking about equity is not unique 

to Anacortes – this is an important focus 
across the state and nation. And schools 
take varying entry points into this work. 

In Anacortes, we set goals this year to 
develop an equity policy with the school 
board and to engage in a year-long learn-
ing project with staff. The policy sets the 
stage for what we believe about equity as a 
district and specific steps we commit to take 
to support all students. Families and com-
munity members will have an opportunity 
in March to provide feedback on the draft 
policy online or in a community meeting. 

Staff learning centers on understanding 
our gaps, reflecting on our implicit bias, 
and examining teaching practice. We’re 
thinking of equity through both a personal 
and organizational lens.  

Important questions 
Through this learning, we are asking 

questions such as: 
Do all students have access and opportu-

nity in our schools? Why or why not? 
What negative stereotypes pervade the 

learning environment in our schools? 
How do teacher expectations impact 

learning for our students? 
How does our own identity shape the 

way we see the world and, in turn, lead to 
biases we may not be aware of?  

Why do some students feel they do not 
belong at school? 

How do we allocate resources to make 
the shift from “most” to “all” students 
reaching their potential? 

As part of this work, I have met with 
students to get their perspective on these 
issues – and they have been forthcoming 
in sharing insights with me. In turn, I have 
shared their feedback with staff. Students 
acknowledge that this is an important 
focus.   

Good to great
Fifteen years ago, author Jim Collins 

wrote a book called Good to Great in which 
he established, among other things, that 
great companies become so by rejecting 
complacency. Anacortes is good – we lead 
the region in many important indicators 
including test results, community support 
for ballot measures and post-secondary 
success. We could become complacent with 
our success. 

But we must not. 
Tackling these issues of equity will make 

us great. Doing this challenging work ex-
tremely well will set Anacortes apart in the 
state. Our kids deserve nothing less.

Speaker Sean Goode engages students during a workshop on January 17. 
He challenged students to reframe ‘problems’ into ‘possibilities.’ 

About 80 middle and high 
school students gathered 
on January 17, a non-

school day, to hear Sean Goode 
tell his story. Goode, the execu-
tive director of Choose 180, was 
a guest speaker as part of last 
month’s professional learning 
day focused on how to create 
success for all students. 

Choose 180 is a program 
developed by King County’s 
prosecuting attorney that seeks 
to give juveniles alternatives to 
jail. The main premise: promote 
grace over guilt. Ninety percent 
of young people who go through 
the program do not repeat of-
fenses because they are being 
held accountable for who they 
can possibly be, not for what 
they did.

A message of potential
Goode started the day with 

a one-hour staff presentation, 
followed by a workshop with 
students. He shared with staff 
rough childhood experiences 
and the moment when one per-
son saw potential in him, chang-
ing the course of his life. 

“Behavior does not equal the 
child, but we often equate the 
two,” said Goode. “Add implicit 
bias, and the notion of ‘potential’ 
decreases even more.”

When we lean into problems, 
and not potential, we see only 
problems and get mired down 

by trying to fix them, he said.
There doesn’t even need to be 

a problem to do equity work. 
There just needs to be the desire 
to get to that potential – in every 
student – in as many places as 
possible. The library, the cafete-
ria, the hallways, he said. 

Goode carried this theme 
into his work with students 
by asking them to share some 
problems they see in their own 
school.

After listing several issues, 
students, in groups, were tasked 
with writing a story about how 
the problem could be a possibil-
ity. Solving the problem, Goode 
warned, is not seeing potential. 
It’s focusing on the problem.

One group grappling with the 
problem of gender fluidity wrote 
a fairytale-like story about a stu-
dent who feared they wouldn’t 
be accepted at school, but on the 
first day was welcomed with 
open minds and hearts by teach-
ers and fellow classmates.

“It was really hard to come up 
with potential. Every time we 
tried to write something, it was 
always a solution to the prob-
lem,” one student expressed at 
the end of the exercise.

This is exactly why equity 
work is important, said Goode. 
We all have potential – a story 
with a happy ending. Some of us 
just need a little more support to 
help change our narrative.

Speaker Sean Goode challenges staff and students

‘We must turn problems to potential’
IN BRIEF

What we mean by all students rising to their fullest potential

Symphony visit
Last month, all Anacortes

fifth grade students were
treated to a performance
of the Skagit Symphony at 
McIntyre Hall. The annual
event hosts 26 public, private 
and home schools from all
over Skagit County, with
all expenses, including bus 
transportation and facility 
rental, covered by Skagit 
Symphony. For many, it’s 
their first experience hearing 
a live orchestra perform. This
year’s theme was “Flight – 
Lifting Up.” 

After learning about the 
four sections of the orchestra,
students heard a demonstra-
tion from each instrument 
via recognizable pop culture 
songs, including “Baby 
Shark.” Once initiated, 
students were then encour-
aged to sit back and listen 
for “flight themes” in pieces 
from Wagner’s Ride of the 
Valkyries, Beethoven’s 6th
Symphony and Stravinsky’s 
Firebird Suite.

Island View Principal Bri-
an Hanrahan looks forward
to this field trip every year.

“The students dress up,
they get to experience theatre
etiquette, and they are very
engaged as they learn about 
both the instruments and the
composers,” he said. “It’s a 
big deal.” 

National History Day
Since the fall, roughly 430

middle school students have 
been preparing projects for 
National History Day. This
year’s theme, Breaking Bar-
riers, has been particularly 
challenging because barriers, 
not necessarily always physi-
cal, can be difficult to define, 
says sixth grade teacher Sam 
Guzik. It’s been interesting
watching students struggle
to identify the barrier of their 
topics, he says.

In its third year at the
middle school, National 
History Day involves four 
or more months of deep
research, the final projects of
which culminate in public 
competitions at the local, 
regional and eventually
national level. Students can 
choose to work individually 
or in small groups in one of
the following categories: per-
formance, exhibit, documen-
tary, website and paper.

The inquiry-based project
demands that students 
research questions, examine 
a multitude of primary and 
secondary sources, conduct
interviews, and create some-
thing powerful that docu-
ments all their research. 

“The time we spend forces
students to go beyond the 
surface and develop a deep 
understanding of the topic,” 
said Guzik. “It’s also public, 
so students want to create
quality work. I love how 
these projects resonate with 
the community as well.”

Students have been work-
ing closely with Anacortes
Museum, Anacortes Public 
Library, the American As-
sociation of University of 
Women and other commu-
nity members. 

In February, all students 
will participate in a school 
showcase, followed by the 
regional competition March 7 
at Anacortes Middle School.

Local residents interested 
in judging at the regional 
competition can contact 
Randy Schnabel at  
randyschnabel@mac.com 

Dr. Mark Wenzel
Superintendent
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