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 MEMO 
 
Date:               April 11, 2019  
              
From:   Dr. Mark Wenzel, Superintendent 
              
Re:       Equity Pillar Report    
 
The National School Boards Association:   
“Public schools should provide equitable access and ensure that all students have the knowledge 
and skills to succeed as contributing members of a rapidly changing, global society, regardless 
of factors such as race, gender, sexual orientation, ethnic background, English proficiency, 
immigration status, socioeconomic status, or disability.” 
 
Anacortes School Board:   
“While we affirm that each child has tremendous potential and is worthy of our best effort, we 
know that children do not face level playing fields at school. We understand that implicit bias 
and institutional racism – based on race, income, disability, gender orientation, sexual 
orientation, religion and other factors – impact student lives. We are committed to ensure that 
students are not limited by these barriers.” 
 
Dr. Pedro Noguera, Director, UCLA Center for the Transformation of Schools 
“If you have more than one child, then you understand equity! In education, we must treat 
children with their individual needs in mind!”  
 
Our equity work this year focused on two goals, affirmed by the board and superintendent in 
Summer 2018. They are:  
  
1. Develop a board policy on equity  
The board has identified the development of an equity policy as an important step to achieve the 
district’s equity goals. The board developed a draft policy toward the end of 2017-2018 and 
refined it in Summer 2018. Our goal was to finalize it in 2018-2019 after review by leadership 
and staff.  
 
2. Build a deeper understanding of equity work among the leadership team and board  
Plan and execute 10-12 hours of learning for the school board and leadership team related to 
equity in ASD, with a particular focus on defining equity, implicit bias, and white privilege; 
understanding inequity in ASD data; understanding how current structures, beliefs and practices 
inhibit access and opportunity for select students; and develop specific equity goals for ASD in 
2019-2020 and beyond.  
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Introduction  
During our strategic planning process three years ago, the 25-member ASD committee, 
consisting of staff, students, parents and other community members, identified “equity” as a 
major strategic focus area for the district. The committee formulated the following questions:  
 

• How do we address persistent achievement gaps that show significantly lower 
percentages of students on free-and-reduced lunch meeting standard across grade levels 
and subject areas?  

 
• How do we ensure an educational program that will allow our students with special needs 

access to opportunities to reach their potential and make a difference in the world?  
 
In developing the strategic plan, the committee and board decided that “equity” should be one of 
five pillars – areas most worthy of district attention in improvement efforts over the next five 
years. By equity, the committee asserted the development of a school system that ensures that 
each student is achieving excellence. In their board policy (0010), Highline School District offers 
helpful language to differentiate equity from equality:  
 

“Whereas equality tends to focus primarily on similarity of input, equity purposefully 
focuses on how those inputs impact outcomes. With this focus, we understand our part in 
ensuring that our inputs increase opportunities for “all” to really mean “all” when we say 
“All students prepared for college, career, and citizenship.” 

 
In discussing 2018-2019 goals last summer, the board and I engaged in learning around equity – 
reading articles, examining data, and thinking about district context. Two ideas emerged for 
action: the development of an equity policy to guide future efforts, and laying a foundation for 
district equity work by launching a committee to understand the underlying issues and develop 
an action plan.   
 
Equity policy  
In developing a draft equity policy (Appendix 1), the board reviewed policies from other 
districts, made connections among those policies, and compared them to ideas that had emerged 
from research and their own thinking. The board also connected the equity policy to the rest of 
the strategic plan – thinking about how equity intersects with social-emotional learning, quality 
instruction, partnerships and stewardship. Accordingly, the following ideas emerged in the draft 
policy:  
 

• Beliefs about children and their potential  
• Acknowledging that inequities persist in our school system based on race, income, 

disability, gender orientation, sexual orientation, religion and other factors  
• Making connections to other pillars  
• Acknowledging that responsibility for equity lies with the adults in the system, not the 

children 
• A list of commitments – counteracting bias, creating multiple pathways, hiring practices, 

staff development on culturally responsive instruction, reviewing disaggregated data and 
more – to ground equity more firmly in our school system over time  
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The decision to launch our work with an equity policy was affirmed by the Edmonds School 
District, a school system that has been engaged in equity work for about five years. In a personal 
conversation with me, the Edmonds superintendent, Dr. Kristine McDuffy, underscored the 
importance of having a policy to guide and shape district action plans in moving forward. She 
noted that it was fundamental to Edmonds’ success, as it created a framework and language from 
which to operate.  
 
In developing the policy, the board acknowledged that this draft was simply a starting place. The 
goal was to find a mechanism to get feedback, especially from populations of students who 
might feel marginalized or experience inequity. We have a plan this spring and fall to start 
collecting such feedback through focus groups. The goal will be to collect data and do a gap 
analysis of the policy and current reality.  
 
2. Build deeper understanding of equity work among the leadership team and board   
We launched equity work with a leadership team this year to build a foundation, shared language 
and understanding of obstacles to greater equity within our system. The team consists of 
principals, community engagement coordinator, early learning coordinator, instructional coach 
(AEA representative), HR manager, finance director, special education director, assistant 
superintendent, superintendent and board representative. Barbara Grant, a former director of 
leadership at Microsoft, works with us as a consultant. She came highly recommended for 
similar work in Bellingham and Seattle.   
 
In our group discussions and learning, we quickly understood that equity starts at home. We 
needed to understand our own identities, backgrounds and implicit biases before we could 
address systemic inequities. We engaged in learning about how our identities shape our world 
view and where the identities of those on the equity committee intersect or do not intersect.  
 
In addition, the committee:   
 

• Gathered, disaggregated and reflected on data that demonstrates a gap between overall 
outcomes and outcomes for students with lower socio-economic status and students of 
color 

• Worked on the underlying “why” for each/all of the ASD leaders in doing this work 
• Worked on a collective understanding/definition of what “institutionalized equity” looks 

like 
• Conducted/reflected on initial focus group feedback from students (Appendix 2)  
• Begun conversations about race and privilege and fragility and bias – uncovering them in 

our work and conversations and decisions 
• Built out a potential spring/summer/fall community engagement process around deeper 

“knowing” of our students, their stories, and their strengths 
• Asked all school leaders to discuss this process at their staff meetings and get feedback 

from building teams about how equity shows up/how individual students are “known” 
and supported and not invisibilized among the “whole” data set at ASD 

Data 
As a school board-superintendent team, we review data often. We are well aware of achievement 
gaps in the system and have historically discussed them in terms of socio-economic status. We 
experience a persistent gap in achievement among our Anacortes students based on their family 
income.  
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During our review of data in the committee, we also reviewed achievement gap data based on 
race. Anacortes has become slightly more diverse over the last several years. We now have 18 
percent of our student body identifying as students of color. This compares to 10 percent of 
Anacortes residents identifying as people of color. Our schools are more diverse than the 
community at large. ASD demographics for students of color are:  
 
Hispanic/Latino 10 percent  
Asian    3 percent 
Two or more races  3 percent 
African American  1 percent 
Native American 1 percent 
 
During our review, the achievement gap stood out for our Hispanic/Latino students, the largest 
group of students of color. In most grade levels and subject areas, the gap with our 
Hispanic/Latino students is as great or greater than with our students of lower socio-economic 
status. Moreover, the gap with low income, non-white students was the greatest of all as the 
graph below indicates. These are based on 2018 state assessment results in math for Anacortes 
School District third, eighth and tenth graders.  
 

 
 
Part of our discussion about these data points was a renewed interest and awareness about gaps 
based on race as well as socio-ecomomic status. The committee also acknowledged that, as of 
2018, race and socio-economic status are predictive of student achievement in the Anacortes 
School District – a key reason why equity matters. Further, the committee agreed that we need to 
think in terms of “provisional gaps” not “achievement gaps.” That is, what are the inputs that are 
leading to these results, and how can we disrupt these inputs to get different outcomes?  
 
The committee also took note of the highly capable demographics at the elementary level where 
just 3 percent of the student body qualifies for a free-or-reduced lunch compared to 28 percent 
districtwide. We acknowledged that an important part of the equity work is thinking deeply 
about program composition and enacting new processes to allow access to opportunity for all 
children.   
 
Institutionalized equity  
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Rather than maintain a focus on inequity, consultant Barbara Grant pushed us to consider what a 
system with “institutionalized equity” would look like. Through conversation, we determined 
that institutionalized equity had the following characteristics:  
 

• Continual inquiry into the structural biases and institutional practices that create barriers 
to any student’s success, regardless of visible or invisible defining characteristics 

• Continual sponsorship and delivery of a responsive learning environment and high 
quality, relevant academic curriculum designed to ensure that each child can reach their 
full potential  

• Continual improvement of a district-wide environment where all staff and students are 
known and encouraged in the cultivation of their unique gifts, talents, and stories 

 
Moving forward 
We understand that this equity work can go in many directions. As we develop goals for next 
year and beyond, a few approaches may include:  
 

• Adopting the equity policy in the 2019-2020 school year 
• District-wide learning about equity, similar to the work the equity committee has engaged 

in this year  
• Hiring practices – trying to build a staff that more closely resembles our student 

demographic  
• Include race in discussions about disaggregated data 
• Culturally responsive instruction – professional development that helps teachers develop 

skills to implement a student-centered approach to teaching in which the students’ unique 
cultural strengths are identified and nurtured  

• Teaching that ensures multiple points of access and multiple methods for showing understanding 
• Parent and family engagement – strengthen communication and support for all parents 
• Identifying structural and cultural barriers to student success and working to remove them 
• Reducing or eliminating fees that create barriers to student access and opportunity  

 
Next steps 
We’ve identified community outreach as a next step. Our community outreach plan (Appendix 
3), shared with the board last month, delineates potential outreach to various internal and 
external groups in the next six months to engage them in conversations about equity.  
 
In those conversations, our goal is to communicate the following:  

 
o Equity Matters: It is a high stakes conversation across the country and we want to 

prepare our students to be informed, skilled citizens and community members.  
o We do not aspire student achievement to be predicted on race and class.  
o We are actually not serving all of our students as well as we could or want to (dis-

aggregated data)  
o The board will be enacting a policy requiring us to prioritize this work, and these 

conversations all over the district and community will help inform that process 
o We are doing a community engagement process with a range of members of our 

community this spring, summer and fall 
 
We also strive to get feedback on the following to help inform our policy review:  
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o How could we do a better job of “knowing” each student, their families, their 
unique cultures, their gifts and stories? 
 

o What do you think we are “missing” now – that matters? 
 

o How can the adults in the ASD system better support each other and share 
relevant information in this area? 

 
o How could we as a district ensure that students and their families experience us 

as knowing them, valuing them? 
 

o How else do you think that ASD could/should improve to better serve each student 
in our system?  

 
Conclusion 
I’m pleased by our progress on the equity pillar this year, though it seems we have just taken the 
first step of a long journey. Notwithstanding, understanding the big ideas of equity, taking a 
closer look at the data and starting a community conversation are all worthwhile pursuits as we 
strive to live our mission of students rising to their fullest potential, embracing the future and 
making a difference.  
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Appendix I: Equity and Inclusion Policy - DRAFT 

 
Anacortes School District’s strategic plan has six belief statements. These statements underscore 
our core commitment to students, relationships and learning. They are:  
 

• We believe that each child has tremendous potential and is worthy of our best effort. We 
provide a safe environment where students can thrive and know they are valued.  

 
• We believe that quality instruction is essential to student success. We deliver educational 

experiences that challenge, empower, build character, and foster a love of learning.  
 

• We believe in powerful, positive relationships. We foster strong connections among and 
between students, staff, families, and community. 
  

• We believe in being bold. We create an environment where innovation matters and 
students learn from taking risks.  

 
• We believe in hope. We build school cultures where students are fully engaged in the 

present, excited for the future, and committed to helping others.  
 

• We believe in opportunity. We provide a dynamic, well-rounded education that builds a 
foundation for what students choose to do in life and who they become.  

 
Equity is inextricably linked to these belief statements. While we affirm that each child has 
tremendous potential and is worthy of our best effort, we know that children do not face level 
playing fields at school. We understand that implicit bias and institutional racism -- based on 
race, income, disability, gender orientation, sexual orientation, religion and other factors -- 
impact student lives. We are committed to ensure that students are not limited by these barriers.  
 
The result is significant gaps in the opportunities that students have in their lives, and, ultimately, 
their levels of achievement in our school. These gaps are pervasive in Anacortes, in Washington 
State and throughout the nation.  
 
To realize the potential of all students, we must take an active stance in creating more equitable 
access to enrichment opportunities; addressing and disrupting personal and institutional biases 
wherever they may be; allocating resources to achieve more equitable outcomes; highlighting the 
importance of equity in the classroom through culturally responsive teaching; and prioritizing the 
closing of gaps across classrooms and schools.  
 
We believe the responsibility for the disparities among our young people rests with adults, not 
the children. The responsibility for student success is broadly shared by district staff, the families 
and Anacortes community.  
 
To reach our goal of eliminating systemic disparities and promoting systemic equity for students, 
staff and families, we commit to the following:  
 

• Affirm the identity of each student, acknowledging and celebrating differences to create a 
sense of belonging for everyone;  
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• Create a similar sense of welcome and inclusivity for ASD families, inviting them to 
bring varied cultural perspectives to examining and solving issues that arise;  

• Ensure an academically rigorous school environment that engages all students and 
includes multiple pathways for success;  

• Celebrate student voice and identify opportunities through classroom instruction and 
school events for students to express themselves in authentic ways;  

• Identify and counteract biases that perpetuate achievement disparities and lead to 
disproportionate levels of student success;  

• Implement professional development that builds the capacity of staff and board members 
to teach and lead in culturally responsive ways and deepens an understanding of 
disparities across the system  

• Emphasize the closing of gaps in the district’s strategic plan and annual school 
improvement plans, including the allocation of resources to address inequities 

• Continually review disaggregated district, school and student data to identify areas of 
disproportionality  

• Actively recruit, hire and retain highly competent staff that reflect the diversity of 
Washington State  

• Address curriculum to ensure equitable access to learning 
 

The Board recognizes that these are long-term goals that require significant work and resources 
to implement across all schools. The superintendent will develop and implement a five-year 
equity roadmap as part of the strategic plan with annual goals, clear accountability, and metrics 
to result in measurable academic improvements for all ASD students.   
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APPENDIX 2: STUDENT FOCUS GROUP FEEDBACK 

Note: Focus groups were conducted by Crux Consulting (Barbara Grant)  

Anacortes School District:  Project Aligning with Equity 
Main Themes from Student Focus Groups: 

• Overall very positive attitudes and opinions about the school and about the teachers 
• Teachers are welcoming, kids feel individually that there is no overt behavioral prejudice 
• Socio-economic status differences are visible – but don’t seem exacerbated within the 

school 
• Tremendous Peer pressure to be “positive” – kids who are seen as “negative” are seen as 

having made their own problems.   
• SPED & Behavioral challenges lumped together  
• Perception that kids who don’t get help have made “their own choice” not to speak up or 

ask for the specific help that they need 
• Perception that if “it’s not working out for you” that shifting to Cap Sante is the way to 

go 
• Engagement is described by a lot of teachers inviting students to do extracurricular 

activities or join clubs 
• Help for students struggling with classes is always available, every teacher is willing to 

help out – but the student has to identify the challenge and ask for the help – no outreach 
specifically generated from the teachers or the school 

• Students uniformly deny any personal negative experiences of their own differences 
based on race or color in individual treatment by teachers at the high school 

• Students say that they know the school is mostly almost all white, and that isn’t really 
ever talked about out loud 

• Recognition that there are very very few teachers or leaders of color or Spanish speakers 
• Perception that the least respected members of the staff are the cafeteria workers 
• Teachers make a point to ask what students’ opinions are – specifically in the history 

classes 
• No recognition of texts that include non-white primary examples in subjects other than 

history 
• School work is combined with students who have paying jobs outside of school lead to a 

regular practice of students doing homework until 1:00AM and that is considered normal 
• It is very clear that the teachers/school goal is for students to go to college.  It is a norm 

to expect that all students will go to college, and college is regularly talked about without 
any underlying conversation about the cost of a college education, or other options 
outside of college 

• Students perceive a benefit from the smaller school atmosphere – especially students who 
have transferred in from larger school systems.  A lot more “caring” here than in big 
schools 

• Students would like some way of teachers understanding the “back story” of their lives 
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• Students would like high school to prepare them for agency and for the “real things” 
people have to do in life like finances and insurance and other life decisions 

• Teachers often say that kids have to “earn respect” but start from a perspective that kids 
should automatically respect them 

• Perception that creating a welcoming environment is everyone’s job and the school is 
welcoming 

• Efforts to make a statement about “holiday” decorations being religiously neutral isn’t 
partnered with a space of exploration about what different traditions celebrate or a safe 
space for kids to talk about their own family traditions 

• No Latinx teachers or role models visible in the system 
• A lot of conversation about Island View elementary school being a hard place to be for 

kids of color.  Different stories of unwelcoming feelings and differential discipline.  
(from HS student reflecting on Island View experience, so could be dated/different today) 

• More support is needed for kids that have IEPs, or kids who may not be on college track 
• “We don’t see color” repeated several different times as a “positive” characteristic 
• Students feel social/economic differences, but many students deny it shows up at school 
• Teachers don’t seem to know what’s going on with students outside of school 
• Counselors are not really staffed or visibly helping students with social/emotional issues 

– students asked for more resources in mental health assistance 
• Kids want the teachers to understand how complicated their problems are today, how 

they have had dramatic experiences 
• Some teachers show that they have favorite students, and those students are usually the 

ones who are already doing well and who are extraverted and take up a lot of the time in 
class 

 

* Process notes:   
• In each of the four focus groups, with regard to each of the four questions asked - 

100% of the time white male students spoke first to all questions and answered with a 
“we think” statement.  We were able to move the conversation around so that we got 
differentiated responses -but we are left significantly wondering: “Who is getting air 
time?” and how is student voice being sought out beyond the “first responders”.   
 

• In each of the four focus groups we asked questions about whether kids who identified 
as gay, lesbian, trans or gender-queer were also respected and valued.  We were met 
with shrugs and silence.  A few muttered “probably not, since I don’t know any…” 
and one after the group confidential comment that It’s not safe or normal for LGBTQ 
kids to come out/speak up/be visible 
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APPENDIX 3: COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT PLAN 
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Date:    March 21, 2019 (slightly modified April 7, 2019)  
  
From:  Dr. Mark Wenzel, Superintendent     
  
Re:  Equity Community Engagement Plan   
 

As the district continues its work under the equity pillar, one of our targeted goals for 2018-19 is 
to build a deeper understanding of equity work among the leadership team and the board.  

We plan to also engage the community in our equity work, to help educate the larger Anacortes 
community about some of the barriers our students face and to promote a greater understanding 
of issues that confront us all - racism, implicit bias, white privilege, and accessibility.  
 
Community meetings will be held from April through fall, 2019 for targeted groups.  
 

• City Leaders: Mayor, City Attorney, and all City department heads  
• Community Leaders: Chamber of Commerce, Island Hospital, Port of Anacortes   
• ASF: Superintendent meeting with executive committee 
• Tribes: Meetings with Swinomish and Samish Indian Nation  
• Service Clubs: Leaders will be invited from Anacortes’ six service clubs  
• ASD Staff: Three optional meetings will be held for staff (both certificated and 

classified) to attend 
• Parents: A morning and evening session will be held for district parents  
• Students: Superintendent will meet with student groups  
• Military Families: District will work through community liaison to determine best 

approach 
 
Meetings will be 1-hour long, with about 15 minutes of learning, followed by group engagement 
and discussion. One goal is to build knowledge about the district’s equity work. Another goal is 
to gain feedback on the district’s draft equity policy.  

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1NDFj12khzNagbgdeo3v4cDTVnkxbTBVEzW3Pl3GQbhk/edit?usp=sharing
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