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Key Communicators:

Who is a key communicator? A key communicator is someone who, because of their interest or involvement in
the South Whidbey School District, has asked to be on an email list of people willing to receive information and
to provide feedback from time to time to the school district. This two way flow of communication regarding
significant issues and/or initiatives being undertaken is essential to the accomplishment of the mission of the
school district.

Introduction

“Creating Schools for a World Class Community” is more than a slogan for members of the South
Whidbey School District. It is a goal and pledge for achieving excellence in our school system. It is
motivated by the needs of our students for a better education and a more promising future.

I appreciate the opportunity to share my thoughts about some recent accomplishments within our
educational community, why change is necessary, what changes are in process, and what future

changes might look like.

Recent Accomplishments

Educators and support staff have given much to the students of the schools of South Whidbey for many
years with little recognition or acknowledgement. This past year South Whidbey High School was
recognized nationally as a NCLB (No Child Left Behind) Blue Ribbon School. This award was not
only for the current faculty, administration, and students, but also for those who constitute a legacy of
dedicated educators and support staff throughout our school system and who have dedicated parts of
their lives to the noble work of education here. This award required the investment of a great deal of
effort over a long period of time. It was given after programs had been developed over many years,
after the data had been gathered and reviewed, and after a number of factors had been taken into
consideration by the selection team. An example of one area of teaching and learning, the advanced
placement class offerings at South Whidbey High School, had grown from one, eight years ago, to
seven currently. And the test score performance improvement of our students in basic skills had been
noted both at the state level in Olympia and by those associated with the No Child Left Behind
initiative in Washington D.C. Our high school was first acknowledged at the state level and then our
improvement efforts were deemed substantive enough to be nominated and ultimately selected for
national recognition.

As we stop to savor the feeling of this success, each and every staff member, student, parent, and
community member deserves to be acknowledged for this accomplishment. This includes the teachers,
support staff, and administration of each of our schools, and the bus drivers, mechanics, secretaries,
cooks, maintenance and custodial people, and service center support staff.

In November of 2007, while former principal, Mike Johnson, and Mathematics Department Chair,
David Nelson were in Washington D.C. receiving the award from Secretary of Education, Margaret
Spellings, 1000 people were gathered at a gala diner at the Westin Hotel in Seattle for the 2007
Washington State School Directors Conference. At that dinner it was announced that our school board
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was named School Board of the Year for districts of between 1000 and 5000 students. This was a
significant acknowledgement for the members, past and present, of our school board. Our school
board has overcome a number of obstacles and dealt with a great deal of adversity over the past few
years. They have remained true to their commitment to creating a school district dedicated to the
improvement of student achievement. Four years ago our school district was overstaffed, had some
significant financial challenges, the district’s two top leaders had left and sued the district and
individual school board members, there were multiple employee grievances, and there was a negative
independent audit report of the district’s financial practices. Faced with these challenges, most people
might have given up. The story of our school board and our staff and administration is a story of
people dedicated to their calling, with a passion for teaching and learning, who have done
extraordinary things to help the students of our district get the best education possible. They have
given our community a great example of public service. They have persevered through difficult times
and are seeing light on the horizon. They have made a difference in the lives of our students and their
families. They have a vision for the future of the school district that involves it becoming a research-
based, data driven educational organization of the highest quality possible. They see us working
together in a collaborative manner to create schools for a world-class community.

Shortly after these significant events, on a regional television station “Evening Magazine” featured the
solar racecar student team, their teacher, Mr. Freundlich, and adult community advisors from South
Whidbey High School. The exciting story chronicled the planning and work involved last spring in
their setting of the world speed record for solar powered vehicles. This very tangible example of the
practical application of academic subject matter in mathematics and physics and project-based
learning, exemplified for us as a district the concept of transformational change. It helped us visualize
moving into the future in a manner that is exciting, environmentally sensitive, sustainable, and
responsible. It epitomized the purpose of education, the improvement of the quality of life for others.

Our caring and dedicated teachers have been working in Professional Learning Communities this year

on a regular basis to share best practices, data, and research with the goal of improving student
achievement and success for all of our students.

Why Change is Necessary

For many years most public school districts have attempted to focus teaching on the students in the
middle, and have made attempts to provide some special education and remedial services on one end
of the student continuum, and some enrichment classes for gifted and talented students at the other end
of the spectrum. The result of this approach has been that many, if not most students, have not been
educated to their potential.

In the recent past, research and practice has been published describing the successful strategies of a
few pioneering schools and school districts that have been successful in changing this trend. They
have focused their systems on very specific outcomes and the results have been significant for a
majority of students in the basic skill areas of reading, writing, mathematics, communication, critical
thinking, and problem solving. Successful remedial efforts for special needs students have been
implemented and course offerings and programs for the highly capable students have been created that
have renewed an enthusiasm for learning and academic achievement.
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What Are Some of the Changes in Process

After a four-year study, that included monthly meetings of a community engagement committee and
annual community forums, we have joined a National Coalition of Partnership Schools committed to
placing parent involvement at the center of each child’s public education. We have selected a
volunteer Community Partnerships Coordinator with an extensive background in mobilizing
benefactors and volunteers and aligned the position with our administrative leadership structure.

We have hired a Registered Dietician to assist our Food Service Supervisor in central purchasing,
nutrition enhancement, and increasing participation in our school lunch and breakfast programs.

We have restructured and reduced our administration with a focus on teaching and learning. The
Executive Director of Teaching and Learning, working in concert with school principals, assistant
principals, and director/teachers, has brought a new focus to the textbook adoption process, a literacy
initiative, mathematics test score performance analysis and improvement, the selection of science
materials, classroom walkthroughs, power standards and school improvement plans.

We have achieved a 5% to 6% fund balance and the capacity to handle unforeseen financial challenges,
while improving our accountability procedures and positioning ourselves to improve our bond rating.
Our last audit praised our procedures for accountability and fiscal responsibility. Our financial
presentations internally and externally are user-friendly and understandable to the staff and public.

We have improved our human resource procedures in hiring and training our staff with targeted staff
development.

We have commissioned a Long Range Facility Study Committee made up of 17 key community
stakeholders and staff to recommend the optimum use of our facilities in light of a projected declining
enrollment. They have made a recommendation to the school board in January 2008 for housing fewer
students in facilities that can be better maintained and upgraded.

We have undertaken a long range planning process to create a vision of the future for the South
Whidbey Public Schools. The process is entitled “Navigation 2020, Charting a Course for the Future.”
This process will unfold during the remainder of the 2007-2008 school year and will result in action
plans that will be implemented to transform the district to meet the emerging needs of students for
college, careers, and citizenship.

What Future Change Might Look Like

The plans we will create in the Navigation 2020 process will have profound implications for the future
of our school district, because we will do everything in our power to implement them. They will
represent the best collective thinking and visioning for the future that we are able to bring together
from the stakeholders that participate in the process. When the plan is complete, it will be submitted to
the school board for its consideration and action. If the school board accepts the recommendations
developed through Navigation 2020, it will be the responsibility of the administration to implement the
recommendations. This may involve redirecting financial and human resources in the district,
reprioritizing initiatives, restructuring, retraining, and refocusing efforts to bring about the desired
changes and improvements to programs and services. It may involve letting go of services, positions,
structures, and programs that have been done in the past and taking on new directions for the future.
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Many look forward to being part of this process and expect that the result will involve significant
change. We are a school district that has a legacy of effective programs, dedicated support staff, and
creative and talented teachers and administrators. We are aware of data that indicates that our students
can do better when compared with other school districts of similar size and demographic makeup.
Many public schools across our country are engaging in transformational restructuring in a similar
manner to provide the highest quality education possible to each student. We are no different here.
Our children deserve the very best that we can offer them in the form of a high quality education. We
have done a number of things very well in the past and we expect we will honor and preserve many of
those programs and services. We will now undertake the process of transformational change with the
objective of becoming even better in the future. We will do this by developing implementation plans
collaboratively and putting together the resources necessary to implement the desired changes.
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